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Upper Manhattan





Ten thousand and eighty sounds like a lot. Imagine someone handing you a check for over ten thousand dollars, or ten thousand kittens running loose inside your house. What if, by some anomaly of nature or science, you were ten thousand times stronger than everyone else? Ten thousand times faster? An honest-to-god superhero. Ten thousand may seem like a lot, but Rune Sarasin—clever fox that she was—knew better. Her eyes darted around the pitch-black room. A ragged breath escaped her lips. She pulled hard at her restraints, rattling the metal chair. Ten thousand and eighty minutes. A hundred and sixty-eight hours. Seven measly days. That was all it took for her life to derail.


Her head snapped sideways at the low creaking coming from outside the room. The sound was ominous. And it was close. Just how close, she couldn’t be sure. The darkness was disorienting. The oppressive heat didn’t help, nor did the blows she took to the head and torso. She sat immobile—her breath shallow, her ears tuned in to the silence. A twinge of panic jabbed at her as she waited for the creaking to return. No, she pleaded silently when she felt it swell inside her chest. She had  to keep her wits about her, otherwise she would never get out of this room. She squeezed her eyes shut and counted down slowly.


Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .


Her eyes sprang open. The measured ritual did not have its usual calming effect. If anything, it made her hyperaware of the passing time. Every molecule in her body told her that the longer she stayed in this room, the worse things would be.


Another creak hoisted Rune’s head straight up. The sound was closer this time, so close the hairs on her body stood at attention. Her heart thundered against her ribs. She took an unsteady breath to force it back into a normal rhythm. Her cheeks puffed when she let the air out, dislodging the auburn locks plastered against her skin. She wanted to scream when the synthetic strands settled at the base of her neck. Fear magnified every sensation—the scratchiness of her wig, the gritty film coating her tinted contacts, the starched cotton of the prim navy-blue dress she picked up earlier that day. She had changed her appearance for a particularly tricky job—one that involved ripping off a powerful gemstone collector. What she did was wrong, there was no question, but she was paying for it a hundred times over now.


A bead of sweat rolled off Rune’s brow, snaking its way down her temple until it reached the tip of her earlobe. It slithered past a trio of jade studs, dangling perilously for a moment before dripping onto her neck. It was the smallest of things, but it was the proverbial last straw. A feral growl rose from her throat as her willpower faltered and slipped away. She bucked ferociously against her bindings. The plastic zip ties bit into her wrists. Her back spasmed as she flailed from side to side, flopping uselessly like a fish in its death throes.


Most people would give up hope in these circumstances. They would close their eyes and pray to God or Vishnu or whoever to spare them any more pain. They would beg for death to come quickly. But Rune wasn’t like most people. Her name meant “happy” in Thai, but there  had always been a darkness about her. At least that’s what her dapper Asian father and whey-haired American mother used to say.


We’ve given you the world. How much more is it going to take?


Smile sweetheart. Those lines will become permanent.


Maybe it was Rune’s nature. Or maybe it was something else. All she knew was that life’s horrors found her early—in places where she was supposed to be safe. She had quashed her guilt and anger. Pieced herself back together. Left that weak girl behind. Or so she thought. The weight of the memories prompted her to wrench her feet so hard it sent electric shocks all the way up her legs. Her face contorted in a soundless scream. The pain was terrible. Excruciating, even. But it had an unexpected effect. It cut through her terror and fueled her determination. She gave another wrench. Yessss! she howled silently as her legs pulsed and ached. Pain was good. Pain was useful. She wanted to feel every bit of it.


The wrist cuffs were too tight to slip out of, but that didn’t stop Rune from trying. She struggled for several long minutes, twisting her hands until the plastic was slippery with her blood. When that failed, she tugged with all her might to rip them from the frame of the chair. Her efforts left her panting from exertion, but no closer to freedom. Undeterred, she tried again, chomping on her lip to keep from crying out as her joints strained in their sockets. This time, the bindings gave ever so slightly. It was all the encouragement she needed. She redoubled her efforts, madly pulling her arms until every bit of energy was drained from her. She paused to catch her breath.


You can do this. You can do this, she repeated silently, trying to summon the strength to continue. Failing was not an option. Not after what she had been through.


Creak . . . creak . . .


Rune’s eyes flicked sideways, wide and panicked. The sound was louder and more regular than before. She knew what it meant. Her  captor was out there, pacing just outside the door—preparing for the next round of beatings, preparing to kill her. She angled her head to listen for the slightest change in his rhythm. The wait stretched on so long it was almost a relief when the creaking finally stopped. She let out a thin breath, but her relief was short-lived. Fear soon took its place. It started slowly—a twinge in the pit of her stomach, a metallic taste at the back of her throat. Then came the avalanche of terror at the thought of what was coming next. A high-pitched ringing filled her ears. Her muscles twitched uncontrollably. She released her bladder, soaking herself and her new dress. She whimpered as she felt what little control she had slip from her grasp.


Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .


She counted down methodically. Obsessively. Bodily autonomy was no longer hers, but she still had her mind. That he could never take away from her.


Long seconds passed. The seconds turned to minutes, but still the door remained closed. Maybe this was his ploy all along—to terrify her to death. The fear was a manacle around her chest, constricting her breathing until she was gasping for air.


“Open the door, you bastard!” she shouted when she couldn’t stand the silence a moment longer. She had meant the words to come out defiantly, but her voice shook with angry terror. She tried again, more forcefully this time. “Did you hear me? I said open the goddamned door!” An eerie stillness greeted her words, but she knew he was out there. She had never been more certain of anything in her life.


With no other course of action, Rune resumed her compulsive counting. She was in the middle of her fifth set when she first noticed the rising temperature. New York in the summer was always a sloppy mess, but this was something different. The room felt hotter than it  did even moments before. The drops of sweat that dotted her forehead were now steady rivulets. Her breathing was more labored.


It’s all in your head, Rune chastised herself silently. She had almost convinced herself when an acrid smell crept into her nostrils. Then her eyes started to burn, and it wasn’t the wretched contacts.


“No!” Rune croaked. The realization of what he had done came crashing down on her. All that creaking—it wasn’t him pacing outside the door. It was the sound of wood being transformed—at a molecular level—by heat. The building was on fire, and she was trapped inside.


“Help!” she cried out, even though there was no one around to hear her. “Somebody! Please, help me!”


She redoubled her efforts to free herself, roaring with fear and rage as smoke poured into the room. She didn’t want to die this way—alone in the dark. She didn’t want to die at all. A fit of coughing wracked her body, but still Rune struggled, rocking wildly as she fought to free herself from her restraints. “Let me out!” she screamed, thrashing and pulling with more strength than she knew she possessed.


It wasn’t just the prospect of an excruciating death that drove Rune to shred her skin and sprain her own wrist. It was knowing that her dying would doom the only people she loved in the world—Kit, her boyfriend of nearly a year, and Madee, the precocious kid sister he’d been raising for over a decade. Without her, Kit was as good as dead. And with both of them gone, there would be no one left to look for Madee. Spunky, gapped-toothed Madee—all of fifteen years old. Rune choked back a sob. The cost of her failures filled her with profound sadness. The feeling washed over her. It blotted out fear. It blotted out everything.


The smoke in the room thickened, caressing Rune’s body and slithering into her orifices. Her movements slowed as her energy began to wane. A rattled gasp slipped from her lips. Tears streamed down her face. She wondered, as she had repeatedly over the past seven days, just  how it had come to this. She opened her mouth to call for help one last time, but the words stayed lodged in her throat.


So this is how it ends, she said silently as she felt herself start to let go. All the tension and gut-knotting fear that had gripped her began to seep from her body. Her eyelids fluttered shut. Her body went slack. There was nothing left to do but to accept the inevitable. And so, with a final labored breath, she did.
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The Mandarin Oriental, Bangkok





“You need to relaaaaax,” Rune murmured as she glanced at Kit’s latest text. It was the third he had sent in thirty minutes, each more urgent than the last. She didn’t bother responding. Kit was a worrywart. Besides, all would be forgiven when he saw their haul.


She closed the safe and gave the dial a quick spin, watching as the numbers dissolved into a quivering white halo. She waited for the digits to reappear before turning to scan the luxury suite one last time. Her lips curled in a satisfied smile. Everything was as it should be. The iridescent silk cushions and polished teak furnishings were exactly as she found them when she arrived. The bed was made, the bathroom towels undisturbed. The only sign of her presence was the room service tray outside the door. The mid-job pick-me-up was an indulgence, to be sure, but Rune forgave herself the small transgression. After all, the Mandarin Oriental was renowned for its fine dining and it would have been a shame to miss out. The room’s rightful guest, an American gemstone trafficker named Charles Lemaire, would undoubtedly notice the tray, but Rune was willing to bet he would dismiss it as a housekeeping hiccup or otherwise explain it away. She had learned long ago  that making excuses was one of the things people did best, no matter the circumstances. By the time the American put two and two together, she would be long gone. And so would his blood rubies.


Rune fixed her gaze on the sun as it disappeared over the Chao Phraya River sixteen stories below. She was, by any conceivable measure, unusual, an arresting synthesis of her Asian and white parents. Her cheekbones were high, her lips the color of Bing cherries—her signature shade. She kept her dark hair sheared almost to the scalp, with a chevron pattern etched at the nape of her neck. To say that her hazel eyes were the size of an anime character’s was only a slight exaggeration. She stepped closer to the window, her golden skin taking on an even warmer hue under the variegated shades of orange and purple streaking the smog-filled sky. She closed her eyes and let her mind float to a different time—a darker time—when freedom was just a word on a page. A pained expression crossed her face, only to fade an instant later. Those days were long past. She was in control now.


9-1-1!


The phone buzzing in Rune’s hand jerked her back to the present. The American was on his way up. It was her cue to move. She grabbed her motorcycle helmet from the coffee table and slipped it on before stepping into the well-lit hallway.


A uniformed maid pushing a cart of soiled linens shot her a curious look just as she closed the door. Rune lowered her tinted visor and made her way to the bank of elevators, her sneaker-clad feet gliding silently over the marble floor. She passed a middle-aged blond couple on the way, both looking worse for wear after long hours of sightseeing. Neither adhered to the Mandarin Oriental’s strict evening dress code. Then again, neither did she. The woman’s face was bright red, but whether it was from sun exposure or exertion, Rune couldn’t be sure. Sweat stains marred the man’s white linen button-down. He ogled her lithe body unabashedly, his eyes lingering on her paper-thin muscle  tank and faded black jeans. On any other day, Rune might have called out the boorish behavior, but she was in a hurry. Besides, if the wife didn’t speak up, why should she?


The elevator dinged. Rune stepped inside and punched the button for the lobby. She kept her eyes trained forward and her back straight as the doors closed, the familiar sound of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons filling the empty cab. It stopped midway through its descent for a harried couple and their three children, the youngest of whom was a fussy infant. The doors closed. The middle child, a toddler with an enviable head of red hair, wobbled when the elevator began to move, bracing himself against Rune’s thigh with a sticky hand. She winced behind her helmet and exited on the following floor.


She was waiting for the next elevator when she heard the crackle of a radio to her left. If it hadn’t been for her dark visor, the two security guards at the end of the hallway would have seen her mottled eyes narrow ever so slightly.


“Come on, come on, come on,” she muttered, punctuating her words with firm jabs of the elevator button. The guards gestured in her direction. Rune swore under her breath. She was made. It was an unfortunate development, but not entirely unexpected. The fact was, this was the fourth luxury hotel she and Kit had hit in as many weeks. Word had clearly gotten around. Without so much as a look back, she turned on her heel and strode away.


“Yut!” one of the guards called out. Stop!


Rune quickened her pace. The guards’ footsteps rang out behind her. She caught sight of an exit sign up ahead and hurried to close the distance. She was about to disappear down the stairwell when another idea came to mind. She spun to face her pursuers. Her hand shot up to the fire alarm. It was a peculiar hand adorned with pure black nail polish and rings on every finger, even on her thumb. She grabbed the lever. The men froze.


 “Yaa tham!” they shouted in unison. Don’t!


It was too late. The clanging sliced through the hotel’s meditative atmosphere, luring well-heeled guests from their rooms.


“Bomb!” Rune yelled with just the right amount of urgency in her voice. “Everybody, get out! There’s a bomb in the hotel!” Her panic was contagious. Before she knew it, she was engulfed by jittery masses teetering on the edge of a stampede. A mischievous smile played on her lips as she slipped down the stairs and melted into the crowd.


The situation escalated in the time it took Rune to reach the lobby. Unnerved guests jostled to flee the building. Their screams bounced off the marble-clad walls and the lofty coffered ceiling. The normally sweet-dispositioned staff showed signs of strain as their directions went unheeded amid the deafening cries and the trample of footfalls. The frenzied hordes charged toward the hotel’s main entrance as if their lives depended on it, because for all they knew, it did. Furniture toppled in the frantic effort to escape the building. Trapped behind slow-moving bodies, one group lost patience and smashed an armchair through a window leading to the hotel’s manicured grounds, sending shards of glass in every direction. A fight broke out beneath a multitiered floral arrangement that hung like a chandelier at the center of the room. Fists flew until one man threw another headfirst into a fountain filled with pale pink lotus flowers. It overflowed the moment his body hit the water, making the floor dangerously slippery.


If Rune felt any remorse about the mayhem she had caused, it certainly didn’t show. Property damage was not her concern, nor was the physical and mental well-being of the guests. She elbowed her way through the mob disgorging from the hotel and cast a final look back. Unbelievably, the two guards she’d encountered on the upper level still had her in their sights. She silently cursed the sticky-handed ginger who put her in this mess before ramming her shoulder into an oversized plant potter.


 Crack!


“Gun!” Rune screamed. “Get back inside! He has a gun!”


The guests went to pieces, pushing and pulling in opposing directions as they were forced to choose between an active shooter and a fiery death. Rune congratulated herself for her quick-thinking and sprinted toward the vintage Ducati Scrambler idling in the street.


“What happened?” Kit asked as she swung her leg over the bike. His English was heavily accented. His black outfit matched hers almost exactly, save the red stripe on his helmet.


“Not now, love,” Rune said tightly. Her heart raced inside her chest. Her skin prickled uncomfortably. She had been outside less than a minute, but beads of sweat were already forming all over her body. Going from blasting air-conditioning to the great outdoors was never an easy transition in Bangkok—a city that held the dubious honor of being one of the world’s hottest—but it was particularly challenging during monsoon season, when the humidity was so high as to be nearly suffocating.


“We have to talk,” said Kit.


“Not now,” Rune repeated.


As if on cue, the guards emerged from the crowd and zeroed in on them. “Thang nan!” one of them shouted, gesturing madly in their direction. Over there!


“Drive!”


Kit didn’t need to be told twice. The engine came to life. The Ducati lurched forward. Rune cast a glance over her shoulder just as they were about to make their first turn. One of the guards looked to be tearing his hair out at the roots. The other was spitting instructions into a cellphone the size of an Etch A Sketch. She threw her head back and laughed so loudly the sound cut through the rumble of rush hour traffic.
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Central Bangkok





If making a quick getaway without drawing attention was an art, Kit was an undisputed maestro. He drove neither too quickly nor too slowly along Charoen Krung Road, the oldest paved street in Bangkok. He did not obey traffic laws. No self-respecting local did. Instead, he split lanes and wove between cars whenever it was convenient, like every other motorcyclist on the road. Rune’s breath caught when he cut in front of a blue and white city bus. In her native New York, such an infraction would have led to a barrage of honking or even a shouting match, but the people of Bangkok were positively genteel about such matters.


Traffic ground to a halt at a red light. The Ducati stopped behind a motorcycle taxi carrying a schoolgirl riding sidesaddle—sans helmet—with one hand on the back of the seat and a cellphone in the other. Beside them was a family of four crammed inside a tuk-tuk, a motorized rickshaw and unofficial Thai emblem. The mother fanned herself listlessly with a guidebook, while the father kept his eyes firmly on the darkened road. Sandwiched between them were two squabbling tweens whose voices twisted and tangled so gratingly Rune was of a  mind to intervene. She was spared from the task when the light turned green and the motorcycle sprang forward, leaving the schoolgirl with the death wish and the miserable family behind.


They had barely made it one block when Rune spied two Royal Thai Police officers on Yamaha FZ1 motorbikes whizzing between lanes from the other direction. She held her breath and counted down slowly.


Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .


The wail of sirens cut through the night air just when she thought they were in the clear. A quick look back confirmed what she already knew. The cops had made a U-turn and were flying toward them. She gave Kit a firm tap on the thigh, but he was already a step ahead of her, edging the bike well past the speed limit. They both knew that the Ducati was no match for the Yamahas. Brains, not brawn, was their only way out of this.


Rune issued rapid-fire directions over the roar of the engine. Kit’s driving became more reckless in response. They reached a fork in the road and hung left, zipping across a canal faster than road conditions warranted. A light turned red up ahead.


“Go!” Rune shouted.


Kit gunned the motor, taking aim at the rapidly closing gap between two cars traveling in opposite directions. The drivers leaned on their horns and slammed on their brakes, their screeching tires leaving ugly skid marks on the road. Rune shrieked as they sped through, not out of fear, but out of the sheer exhilaration that came with living on the precipice. She was a thrill-seeker and an adrenaline addict, always had been.


Kit’s maneuver didn’t spare them for long. The cops were behind them again and steadily making up ground. Rune’s senses sharpened when she spotted the traffic circle marking the entrance to Chinatown up ahead. The neighborhood’s warren of streets was an ideal place to lose a tail. She leaned with the motorcycle as they thundered through  the roundabout, the golden spires of the famed Wat Traimit a mere blur in her peripheral vision. She pointed to the right. Kit understood her meaning immediately and veered onto a one-way street heading in the wrong direction. Car horns blared as they dodged a flatbed truck hauling racks of untreated lumber. The driver of a black Mercedes sedan hurled profanities at them as they narrowly avoided a head-on collision.


Kit took a hard turn across three lanes of heavy traffic. He jumped the curb, earning vociferous protests from pedestrians as he maneuvered the Ducati along the crowded sidewalk, storefronts on one side, temporary food stalls on the other. The pungent smell of fish sauce wafted from a popular noodle stand where a young woman with unexpectedly muscular forearms toiled over a collection of smoking woks. A flame burst from a blackened grill layered with savory moo ping skewers. The heat was even more oppressive here, held in place by tarps erected to shelter shoppers from Bangkok’s torrential rains and scorching sun.


A strident sound rang out from behind, followed milliseconds later by a long plaintive cry. Rune turned in time to see the two Yamahas speeding away from an upended fruit cart and its elderly minder. The decent thing would have been to stop and lend a hand, but the officers had other priorities.


Kit steered the Ducati off the sidewalk and made a sharp turn on Maha Chak road, a cramped side street and favorite parking spot for motorcycle and scooter aficionados. A deliveryman pushing a hand truck piled high with plastic soda crates stepped out from between two idling cars. Kit swerved to avoid mowing him down, slamming straight into a parked BMW sports bike. It toppled to one side, knocking over the adjacent bike, which in turn knocked the next one over. The domino effect ran all the way down the length of the street, coming to an end with a metallic clunk. Startled bystanders were briefly left speechless, but their surprise quickly turned to fury as the scope of the damage  set in. They poured into the street, forming a barrier that threatened to block traffic. The Ducati growled as they closed in. Kit was an adept Muay Thai fighter, and after nearly a year of training, Rune was not half bad herself, but the two of them combined were no match for a rankled crowd.


“Get us out of here,” she murmured nervously. “To the ferry.”


Kit immediately complied, picking up speed until they blew through the intersection at the end of the block. Meanwhile, the crowd behind them grew thicker and more vocal. The first cop needled his way through their ranks, but his partner was not so fortunate. He was besieged the moment he skidded to a stop.


The remaining Yamaha continued to give chase, closing in on the Ducati at a speed that surprised even its driver. The neighborhood grew emptier and more dilapidated the further they rode. Kit made a series of hard turns. Rune tightened her grip around his waist. Within moments, the Ratchawong Ferry Terminal came into view. Rune’s jaw clenched as they barreled toward it. Right on schedule, a river crossing boat was pulling away from the dock, ready to make the five-minute journey to the opposite bank of the Chao Phraya.


Kit hit the brakes. The bike careened to a halt. They jumped off in tandem, sprinting past the ticket booth and down a metal ramp, their eyes fixed on the rapidly growing gap between the pier and the boat. By the time they reached it, it seemed impossibly wide. They took the leap in unison, flying through the air as the murky water sloshed beneath them. Their feet hit the ferry with a heavy thud, earning them bewildered stares from fellow passengers. Rune turned just in time to see the cop stop short at the end of the pier. She watched him for several long seconds. When she reached a safe distance, she took off her helmet and locked eyes with him. Her shirt flapped in the night breeze. Her chest rose and fell as she fought to catch her breath.


“We need to talk,” Kit said, his breathing ragged and shallow.


 Rune directed her gaze at him. He, too, had removed his helmet, revealing a shock of bubblegum-pink hair and luminous skin that was the color of raw honey. God, he’s beautiful, she thought. His eyes were so dark they were nearly black, his cheekbones so high he looked like he’d gone under the knife. The only imperfection on his face was a small scar by his right temple, a memento of the car wreck that had made orphans out of him and Madee. She leaned in for a kiss.


“Don’t be cross,” she said when he turned away. She pulled a soft pouch from her pocket and poured the contents into her hand, revealing two dozen AAA rubies that glittered beneath the boat’s swaying lights. Then she flashed him a victorious smile and said, “There’s plenty here for a new bike.”


“Forget the damn bike.”


Rune’s elation faltered. There was an edge in Kit’s voice. It was her first inkling that something serious was wrong. His next words brought her world to a screeching halt.


“It’s Madee. She’s missing.”
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Sky Bar, Bangkok





A crisis of a different sort was unfolding simultaneously a few miles away, on the rooftop of the State Tower, one of Bangkok’s tallest skyscrapers. Charles Lemaire—known to everyone simply by his surname—strode into the photogenic Sky Bar like a man accustomed to wielding power. He had the posture of someone who had served in the military. Not a strand of brown hair was out of place. There was a small scab on his chin where he had nicked himself shaving. The rest of his angular face shone like polished glass. He ignored the hostess with the insinuating smile and made his way to the crowded bar. The view from the open-air venue was unbeatable, but Lemaire paid it no heed. He was angry. No, it was worse than that. He was raging, but his command of his emotions was such that only those closest to him would have noticed. His security chief, a mountain of a man named Michael Anderson, was one such person. Lemaire waited until they were both seated before quietly taking Michael to task. “My rubies are gone,” he said in a deliberately even tone. His pale eyes bore into Michael’s. “Explain to me how that happened.”


 “I don’t know, sir,” Michael replied with a flap of his arms. His cherubic features wrinkled with uncertainty. His jacket strained heroically across his broad chest.


“It’s your job to know.”


“I reached out to my contact at the hotel. He’s working on it.”


“For your sake, he better work fast.”


The bartender arrived just in time to stop Lemaire from laying into Michael. It didn’t much matter. The man had worked for him long enough to take even his most opaque threats seriously. Top-shelf bourbon and a club soda with a twist of lime appeared in front of them moments later.


“The police are sweeping the hotel. It will be a few hours before they let us back in,” Michael said after taking a sip of his club soda.


Lemaire adjusted his glass so that it was precisely centered on its coaster. His perfectionism was not a quirk, but a barometer of his mental state. The more pressure he was under, the more exacting he became. His temporal vein thumped as he thought about his stolen rubies. If he didn’t recoup them, he would be out a quarter of a million dollars. The thought made him reach for his bourbon and down it in one go.


“Another!” Michael called out to the bartender.


Lemaire’s lips formed a tight line. He knew Michael was overcompensating. The minion probably thought he could salvage the situation, but forgiveness wasn’t Lemaire’s style, not when it came to money. He brushed an invisible piece of lint off his dress shirt and wondered if some clever outsider had somehow gotten wind of his operation, or if he had a traitor in his midst. He was keenly aware that smuggling rubies into Thailand—a global hub for the illegal gemstone trade—depended heavily on loyalty.


Maybe it was one of the miners. Or perhaps a courier, Lemaire said to himself before nixing the idea. People at the bottom of the food chain  didn’t even know who he was, much less where he was staying. The same could not be said for the customs officials on his payroll. There were three of them in total, all stationed in Mae Sai, a sprawling town straddling the border of Thailand and Myanmar.


Lemaire’s head twisted upward at the distant sound of thunder. Goddamn monsoons, he thought. He loathed traveling to Thailand from his home base in the States, but Bangkok was the epicenter of a lucrative gemstone market and close to the world’s primary source of high-grade rubies—Mogok in central Myanmar. The Mogok stone tract was home to hundreds of mining operations that sourced Burmese rubies—also known as pigeon blood rubies—gems valued for their incredible clarity and deeply saturated hue. Most rubies from Mogok reached global markets through licensed dealers, with annual exports nearing half a billion dollars, but an increasingly significant portion bypassed official channels entirely. Lemaire’s gemstones were among these. Ironically, it was the growing demand for ethical gemstones that fueled the black market. Concerned about human rights violations, international retailers large and small were refusing to do business with the Myanmar Gems Enterprise, the government body tasked with regulating the country’s gemstone industry. Genocide gems, activists called them. Blood rubies, the selling of which propped up a repressive military regime. Conscientious buyers were catching on, prompting retailers to seek out responsibly sourced rubies, or rather, rubies that could be passed off as such. Consequently, more and more gems coming out of Mogok’s mines were exported outside the formal system and then received a more palatable provenance.


Lemaire had been capitalizing on these developments over the past decade, with an end-to-end business he built from the ground up. He recruited men, women, and children to mine illegally in Mogok, hired mules to transport the ill-gotten rubies to Bangkok, and paid skilled lapidaries to cut and polish the stones on the down-low. He then sold the  gems on the legitimate market, alongside expertly forged certificates of origin attesting to their Thai origin. Ethical buyers around the world were none the wiser.


A roll of thunder sounded, closer and louder than before. Lemaire huffed before he could catch himself. He had every reason to be upset and not just about the impending rain. Losing a shipment of rubies was not a mere setback but a disaster of the highest order. Half the stolen gems were already earmarked for specific buyers. Worse, the shipment included a particularly large ruby that could easily fetch six figures. Lemaire was calculating how to make up for the loss when he heard Michael’s phone emit a soft ping.


“We have a lead, boss.”


Lemaire inclined his head as if to say, Continue.


“My contact got his hands on the surveillance footage from the hotel. We can access it as soon as the authorities clear the building.”


“Show me.”


[image: Icon]


Michael handed over his phone without hesitation. He didn’t think twice when Lemaire slipped it into the pocket of his perfectly pressed trousers, nor was he concerned when his boss stepped away from the bar to make a call. He took a sip of his club soda and watched Lemaire disappear into the crowd. The cold liquid felt good as it slid down his throat. He took another sip and surveyed the room with attentive eyes.


The first sign that something was off came a few minutes later, when two men from Lemaire’s local entourage showed up. One was tall and lanky with bloodless skin and thinning black hair. The other was short and powerfully built. They had names, but for the life of him, Michael couldn’t remember what they were.


“Come with us,” the tall man said.


 “What’s this about? Where’s Lemaire?”


“That’s not your concern anymore.”


“The hell it isn’t!” Michael knew what was happening. Lemaire was blaming him for the theft and kicking him to the curb. Acid pooled inside his stomach. He had given up everything for this job—his wife, his twin daughters, the house he renovated with his own bare hands. For what? To get fired for something that wasn’t even his fault. Lemaire should have kept a tighter lid on his whereabouts, and the Mandarin Oriental should have invested in better safes. “This is bullshit,” he said so loudly that other bar patrons turned to stare. “You can tell the boss I said as much.”


“Take it easy,” said the short man. “There’s no need to make a scene.”


Michael rose to his full height. He puffed his chest out so far the middle button popped off his shirt. Then he felt a gun press against his ribcage and his bravado melted away.


“Come with us,” the tall man repeated.


This time, Michael acquiesced. He suddenly understood that more than just his job was at stake. A lot more. He seemed to shrink as he allowed himself to be led away from the crowd to a deserted corner of the bar, far from the tipsy patrons and well-trained staff. So this is it, he thought. The words played in his mind like a soundtrack on a continuous loop, but Michael didn’t truly believe it would happen until he found himself standing on the ledge of the building. He glanced at the traffic zooming below and felt a surge of vertigo. His oversized body swayed. He raised his eyes until he found himself staring down the end of the tall man’s pistol.


“Go on,” the man said.


Michael shook his head.


“Do it, and your family will live.”


Michael knew he was serious. He had helped Lemaire make dozens of people disappear over the years, some of them innocents. Still, he  couldn’t bring himself to step over the edge. “Give me a minute,” he begged. “Just one minute.”


“No,” the short man said. He took a step forward. His eyes were devoid of mercy.


“Wait!”


But it was too late. The man gave him a hard shove. Michael’s face registered his surprise. His enormous body swayed as he fought—and failed—to keep his balance.


At first he felt weightless. Then he felt nothing at all.
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Khlong Toei Slum, Bangkok





The Land of Smiles. The City of Angels. These pithy catchphrases helped draw roughly twenty million tourists to the Thai capital each year, making it the single most visited city in the world. Critics pointed to rampant corruption and soaring crime rates, and to the country’s antiquated lèse-majesté laws and military strongmen, but nothing could stanch the flow of visitors to the thriving metropolis. They came for the street food and the nightlife. The Grand Palace, the Temple of Dawn, and the Chatuchak Weekend Market were at the top of every itinerary. Sightseeing took them to every corner of the city. Every corner, that is, except the notorious Khlong Toei slum.


Rune and Kit climbed out of their tuk-tuk to the deafening sound of traffic. They were on the outer edge of the slum, under the perpetually busy Chalerm Maha Nakhon Expressway. They could have done without the walk, but their driver refused to take them any further, even declining a generous tip. Given Khlong Toei’s maze of unpaved alleys and dead ends, Rune couldn’t say she blamed him.


“Madee was here this afternoon!” Kit said loudly, trying to be heard over the cars zooming above.


 “What?” Rune shouted back.


“This way!” He inclined his head and started toward the defunct rail line marking the slum’s northern edge.


Rune hesitated before following. She wasn’t normally skittish, but it was dark, and she was the boob about to enter Bangkok’s sketchiest neighborhood with a fortune’s worth of rubies in her pocket. A lump formed at the back of her throat. “This has to be a mistake,” she said when the din of traffic finally receded.


“Not according to the app,” Kit replied. “I tracked Madee’s phone when she didn’t check in after school.” He brushed his pink bangs away from his eyes and held up his phone for Rune to see. Sure enough, it showed the Khlong Toei Youth Center as Madee’s last location.


“That was three hours ago.”


“Her phone went dead after that.”


No phone. No help. The lump in Rune’s throat grew. “Isn’t the Youth Center a place for street kids? What was Madee doing there?”


Kit shook his head and averted his eyes. Rune didn’t push the issue. She could tell he didn’t want to talk. He got that way sometimes—quiet and distant. Taking care of his sister weighed on him, even on the best of days.


He never lets me do anything!


He loves you. He’s just trying to protect you.


He’s ruining my life!


Madee was a good kid, but like all fifteen-year-olds, she knew how to push her brother’s buttons. She was mouthy. She spent more time online than Kit liked. And she flat out refused to abide by her curfew. The fact that Kit was a teenager himself when their father drove into a pole with the family in the car only complicated matters. Madee was too young to remember, but Kit’s world went dark after that. He told Rune all about it the night they met. How he’d spent months in the hospital and four hellish years in foster care. How he’d visited Madee  in secret every day. How he’d petitioned the court for legal custody as soon as he reached the age of majority. He never spoke about the accident after that first night. He coped alone and Rune didn’t press him. When you lived through one catastrophe, you spent the rest of your life girding yourself for the next.


Rune was still thinking about the accident when they turned a corner and found themselves in the slum proper. Her shoulders stiffened. She had braced for the worst, but nothing could have prepared her for the labyrinthine alleys of Khlong Toei. Rows of shacks made of decaying wood and corroded metal unfolded before them. The ground was unpaved and littered with all manner of debris. Packs of mangy dogs scavenged through festering mountains of trash. The squalor was disturbing. The noise even more so. To their left, teenaged boys argued over a soccer ball that was visibly soft. To their right, amped-up men gathered around a makeshift enclosure to watch a cockfight. Women and girls were conspicuously absent, probably for good reason. A sweet, sickly smell wafted through the air. Rune’s throat tightened when she realized that what she was smelling was crystal meth. “We need to get out of here,” she said, unable to keep the tremor out of her voice.


“You’re nuts if you think I’m leaving without Madee.”


It wasn’t just Kit’s tone that momentarily stunned Rune, it was the cold glint in his eyes. He had never looked at her like that before. Anyone else would have gotten an earful, but Kit was The One. Rune knew it the moment they met. She spoke her next words slowly. “I don’t think you meant to speak to me that way.”


Kit stopped and faced her. He looked contrite. Ashamed even. He leaned down and gently pressed his nose against hers, like a Māori performing the traditional hongi.


Rune closed her eyes. This was what he had done when they first met on a crowded Skytrain nearly a year ago to the day.


I know you, he had said with a startled look.


 We’ve never met.


Yes, but I know you.


It was the way he had stressed the word “know” that moved Rune. That, and his behavior. Getting in a stranger’s face on public transit could go sideways in a hurry, but she had a soft spot for quirky guys, especially when they looked like Kit. They got off the train that night and had drinks in a converted tobacco factory. Drinks led to dinner. Dinner to sex. They’d been inseparable ever since.


Rune breathed deeply. Kit was her everything. The love of her life. The antidote to her pain. She didn’t need him to apologize for snapping at her. She knew better than anyone that fear made people say and do things they otherwise wouldn’t.


Kit pulled away, sensing he’d been forgiven. “Come on,” he said, giving her hand a gentle tug. “The Youth Center is this way.”


Rune tightened her grip as Kit led them deeper into the slum. Every step added to the feeling of encroaching dread. Madee was here, alone in this strange place—this bad place—with no way of contacting anyone for help. She struggled to understand why Madee would willingly come here. Unless, of course, she didn’t.


A muffled grunt pulled Rune away from her dark thoughts. Her eyes zeroed in on the source—a club-footed man dragging himself forward, inch by painful inch, on the hard ground. An ugly rash marred his otherwise handsome face. His bare torso was crisscrossed with keloid scars of varying shapes and sizes. Rune reached into her pocket and fingered the rubies she had stolen only hours before. The thrill of the job at the Mandarin Oriental seemed distant, like it happened in another life.


“Don’t even think about it,” Kit said, as if he were reading her mind.


“We don’t need all of them,” Rune replied. “A small one could get him a decent place to live. And a wheelchair.”


“It could also get him killed.”


Rune’s brow furrowed.


 “You’d be putting a target on his back. People die over a lot less in Khlong Toei.”


Kit’s words stirred a mix of emotions in Rune—sympathy for the man, frustration at her helplessness, anger that some people had so much, while others had nothing at all. The feelings collided with her growing fear for Madee’s safety, bubbling just beneath the surface until she forced herself to stuff them away.


“How is it that you know your way around this place?” she asked, not because she was curious but only to distract herself.


“I hung out here after my parents died.”


“Strange place for a kid.”


“It was better than foster care.” A frown clouded his features. “Looking back, it’s hard to believe nothing bad ever happened.”


Rune grew pensive. She had grown up in vastly different circumstances, but bad things still found her. Her mind wandered to her parents’ cozy co-op on the far west side of Manhattan, near the scenic Riverside Park. A dream home for people like them. A perfect place to raise a child. Until everything changed.


“Over there.”


Kit’s voice intruded on her memories. She followed his gaze to a sprawling complex surrounded by whitewashed walls. “This is it?”


He nodded and led the way to the gated entrance.


The Youth Center was bigger and more modern than Rune had imagined, comprising a number of well-kept buildings scattered around recreational spaces. It was also deserted. The playground was entirely free of children. So was the crystalline pool. A solitary ball lay abandoned on the basketball court. Rows of empty swings creaked in the night breeze. Kit jiggled the handle and gave the gate a firm push. It was locked.


“We’re too late,” he said with frustration. “It’s closed.” Dejected, he started to walk away.


“But Madee was here. The least we can do is look around.”


 “The door’s locked.”


“So what? Give me a boost.”


Kit looked at her with uncertainty.


“What are you waiting for? No one will even know.”


He managed a crooked smile. Sometimes Rune’s complete disregard for the rules was exactly the right thing. He lifted her by the waist until she was able to grab the top of the gate and hoist herself to other side. He followed with ease.


“Where do you want to start?” Rune asked after he landed soundlessly beside her.


“At the beginning.”
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