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      The honking woke her, as usual. She could ignore the bleat of the car horns and the low blat of the rumbling trucks. But the neep-neep of the motorbikes drove through her sleeping brain and needled her mind awake.

      Then her other senses would slowly wake.

      The reek of gasoline and two-stroke engine oil through the open windows mixed with the buzz and pop-pop of the motorbikes gunning and slowing, darting like swarms of gnats through the traffic outside. During a lull, she heard mongrel dogs yapping and a rooster crowing in its raspy, strangled tongue. Pungent cigarette smoke, the kind banned decades ago in most countries, wafted into her one-room apartment, along with the occasional shout or jabber in rapid-fire Filipino.

      The sounds and smells woke her, but it was her hands that opened her eyes every morning.

      Fingers swollen tight in their skin. Knuckles creaking as she formed a loose fist, tearing open scrapes that had only started to heal overnight. They were a comfort, those aching bones. They let her know she was alive. They let her know she was a fighter.

      They let her know she could protect herself now.

      Lex Wolfe's eyes flipped up like a light switch, adding the visual to the aural and the sensual. Face-down on her pillow, belly-down on her bed, a corner of the thin sheet angled over her bare back, leaving her ass and arms and legs exposed, trying to catch a whisper of a breeze in the stifling late-September heat.

      Was it September? Days and dates meant nothing to Lex anymore, and she tended to lose track.

      No, it was October already. It should be chilly in October. Sweater weather. The smell of November snow should already be creeping into the air.

      Instead, it was eighty degrees in the middle of the night. Ninety-five in the day. And as humid as a hot fucking shower. Lex didn't know why she stayed in this place sometimes.

      Then she'd flex her knuckles again and remember.

      Lex pulled in a deep breath, smelling sweat and sex and sheets that should have been washed months ago, then pressed herself up from the bed, savoring the ache of the muscles in her arms and her back. She swung her feet to the floor and stood, raised her arms over her head and arched her back. The muscles in her abdomen had been beaten so tight she barely felt them anymore, but she rolled her shoulders to feel the stretch and the ache around her shoulder blades.

      Through the wide-open windows, she could see the bustle on the street two floors below as the locals went about their morning routine. Delivery trucks stopping traffic, motorbikes and side-cars weaving between through the jams, shopkeepers sitting on folding chairs outside their stalls, fanning themselves for a futile pant of cooler air, as pedestrians jumble past.

      And everywhere, color. A riot of color that had taken Lex months to get used to. She was used to olive drab and dress brown. All the chili reds and robin's egg blues and pistachio greens and banana yellows in Manila gave her a headache.

      They still did. Only now, she'd come to like the headache.

      She didn't bother to pick up the corner of the bedsheet that had fallen on her dirty wood-slat floor. The sheet had long ago gone from white to off-white to dingy grey, absorbing the particulates that hung heavy in the smoggy air. There was no point in cleaning. Everything got dirty again. The whole world was dirty. Lex had learned long ago to focus on the battles that mattered.

      She padded across the room to the bathroom, the slight breeze of her movement welcome against her naked body, cooling the pricks of sweat that seemed always to be on her skin in this place. She splashed lukewarm tap water over her face and the back of her neck, careful not to get any in her mouth. That was a lesson she'd spent her first week in the city learning, on her knees, face-down in the toilet.

      She touched under her eyes. The swelling was already going down. She'd have a nice bruise on her cheekbone, but it would fade quickly. Fast healing was one gift her father had given her.

      She ran wet hands through her ropey brown hair, dried them on a barely serviceable towel, but left her hair wet. She'd had long hair when she arrived here two years ago, down to her breasts. She'd cut it that same night, a pair of scissors in front of the mirror, accusing eyes watching from her reflection. Three minutes later, no more heavy head, no more sweaty neck, no more long locks for someone to wrap tight around their fist. She could stand tall and straight and look herself in the eye again.

      She brushed her teeth and spat in the sink, reached for drinking water and found only an empty plastic bottle. She crumpled it in one hand and threw it skittering across the cracked bathroom tile.

      "Get the fuck up," she said in Filipino to the body in the bed as she stalked back out of the bathroom.

      "Mrph," replied the body.

      "On your feet, soldier!"

      Lex used her drill sergeant voice. The body flew to its feet.

      The soldier was just a kid. Said he was twenty, so he was probably eighteen. His body proved it. Standing naked before her, instinctively at attention, she scanned his soft, tight skin.

      Oh right, Lex remembered. That's why I fucked him.

      His muscles had the effortless definition of youth, taut pecs giving way to abs like bookshelves, with a transversus V that led to a tangle of pubic hair and a long cock that had passed the time just fine for Lex the night before.

      A moment after he jumped up, the kid came to his senses and realized where he was. He saw Lex scanning his naked body, scanned her naked body in return. He grinned a boyish grin and took a step toward her.

      "Fuck off, gago," said Lex. His shirt was on the floor in front of her. She scooped it with one foot and kicked it at him. "Go home."

      She turned toward her dresser for a t-shirt, heard him come up behind her, sweet-talking in Tagalog. She smiled grimly to herself and flexed her knuckles once more.

      From behind, he put his hands on her bare shoulders, bent and kissed the back of her neck. Lex grabbed his hand from one shoulder and spun around, twisting the kid's arm behind his back. She punched him twice in the kidneys in quick succession, then a third time for good measure. Enough so he'd feel it, but he'd probably only piss blood for a few hours.

      "I said fuck off," said Lex, pushing the kid toward her door. She jerked it open, shoved him into the hallway, and slammed the door.

      He banged his fist against it, complaining about being naked. In one quick motion, Lex scooped his shirt and pants off the floor, popped the door open so the kid could watch, and threw the clothes out the open window. He could pick them up from the street on his way out.

      Astonishment crossed the kid's face, quickly followed by anger.

      "You fucking puta," he said, his hands balling into fists.

      The apartment was tiny, little more than a walk-in closet with a bathroom stall. In two quick strides, Lex moved from the window across the room to the door.

      One shot to the gut had the kid doubled over. A jab to the throat had him wheezing for air, eyes bugged.

      Lex strolled to her dresser and picked up her gun, a Sig Sauer P320 compact. She racked the slide, but held the gun loosely at her side.

      "You call me a fucking whore again, asshole, and you'll be singing soprano in the church choir."

      She pointed the Sig at his crotch. The kid's eyes went wide as the moon.

      "Get the fuck out."

      She didn't have to say it again.
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      Lex unloaded the gun and set it back in its holster on the dresser, smiling mirthlessly as she heard the whistles and mocking catcalls through her open window as the kid emerged naked on the street. He'd talk shit about her with his friends at the base. He wouldn't be the first. Not by a long shot.

      Lex didn't give a fuck. She and the rest of humanity had decided years ago that they wouldn't be friends. And when she needed to blow off some steam in the sack? Men were easy, especially the young ones, and they couldn't resist fucking a woman who could kick their ass. Some Freudian bullshit, probably, about re-establishing male dominance. Whatever the reason, Lex would use them and lose them, just like they did to women all the time.

      She debated on showering, decided to do it later. She pulled on a t-shirt, light linen pants, and flip-flops, tucked her holster inside her waistband, and headed out. She didn't bother to lock her door. There was nothing in her apartment worth stealing.

      The door at the bottom of the narrow stairwell in her building opened onto a side street. Lex turned left, away from what passed for a thoroughfare, and wound her way through what was essentially a glorified alley. Clothes hung everywhere, on stands and from lines overhead. Between stretches of concrete wall, where once-colorful paint had faded into lost hope, corrugated steel walls bent and leaned, boards meant to support them broken into splinters on the ground.

      Lanky dogs and feral cats shadowed her, tongues lolling and heads hung low. Lex strode through the familiar smells of cigarette smoke and sweat and piss. She'd long ago stopped thinking about what might be the source of the liquid working its way down the center of the alley toward the distant drain.

      Despite the squalor, the people in the alley chattered and laughed with each other. Kids played with faded, broken toys as if they were new from the box. Potted plants were everywhere, in the alley and on the ramshackle balconies above, their broad, green leaves healthy and shining in the heat and humidity.

      Lex nodded at the greetings she received as she worked her way through the alley. Everything was chipped and broken and scratched and warped and looking like the back room of the worst pawn shop in history, but the smiles of the people were bright and new. Grandparents, parents, adults, children, all living ass to tip in the poorest slum in Manila, sweating their tits off. But they were living. And they didn't take that for granted.

      Lex worked through the alley, ducking clotheslines and dodging stacks of empty crates, other pedestrians, and parked scooters to a point where the alley grew so narrow the sunlight didn't reach the ground for the buildings teetering overhead. Even the wind couldn't work its way inside. Shirtless old men in plastic chairs sat in shadow, the heat hovering over them like a specter. Two motorbikes were parked along one wall in a single file. Lex had to turn sideways to edge past a man chiseling a doorjamb to fix a broken hinge.

      When the alley finally widened again, Lex looked up to see a lone palm tree in the distance, arcing over the buildings, framed green against the blue sky. The only unpotted tree for three square blocks, and the marker for Lex's destination.

      It wasn't much of a destination. Just a doorway with a folding table set before it, some old slat crates underneath. A triangular old woman in a faded dress and an apron leaned against the doorway behind the table, arms crossed.

      "Magandang umaga," said Lex as she approached the old woman.

      "Magandang hapon," the woman corrected her.

      It was their ritual greeting. Lex went to bed just before dawn and rarely woke before noon, so she would say good morning to the woman. The old woman would correct her, saying good afternoon in return. When Lex had first arrived and was just learning Tagalog, it had been a helpful correction. Now, it was an inside joke.

      Lex pulled a crate out from under the table, turned it over, and straddled it. She leaned her elbows against the table and watched the old woman shuffle back through the doorway to the four-burner stove in her kitchen. Her thick, bare arms were tattooed in faded patterns that looked like fish scales. She tottered more than walked, her calves swollen, her feet puffed around the straps of her sandals.

      The old woman stepped up on a wooden stool and dropped a large ladle deep into a pot that was almost as large as she was. She emptied the ladle into a wide ceramic bowl, sprinkled a pinch of garnish on top from a plate beside the stove, and shuffled back with the bowl.

      The smell of chicken broth, ginger, and roasted garlic was already making Lex's stomach growl. She watched the woman's slow progress toward her. Lex swore she moved slower just because she knew how hungry Lex was.

      Every morning, Lex was starving. And every morning, she came to this woman's house for the same dish, arroz caldo. Rice and chicken gruel with ginger. The garnish was roasted garlic. Sometimes, green onions, too. On rare occasions, a hard-boiled egg, but those were precious in this part of town.

      The bowl steamed in the old woman's hand. Arroz caldo was normally served in the rainy season or the cooler months, but the old woman served it year round. Lex had never seen anything else on the stove. Hell, she'd never seen anyone else seated at the table.

      She'd stumbled across the old woman while exploring the neighborhood soon after she'd moved in. The old woman had eyed her suspiciously, then pushed her down onto a crate and served her the most delicious food Lex had eaten in years. Filipino comfort food, at a moment when Lex needed comfort.

      Every morning since, Lex had come to this spot for arroz caldo for breakfast. Three years, not a single day missed.

      "You're too skinny," the old woman said in Filipino as she set the bowl in front of Lex. "You need to eat more."

      Lex shoved a greedy spoonful into her mouth. "Then I'd look like you," she said as she chewed. "Too fat." She reached for a large plastic bottle of fish sauce on the table and squeezed some into her bowl.

      "I'm old," said the woman. She patted her flanks. "This is wisdom." She pointed at Lex. "You're skinny, you're stupid."

      She cackled. Lex laughed, too, and choked on the broth in her mouth. That set the old woman cackling even louder.

      Lex knew the old woman's name, Cariz, and she assumed the old woman knew Lex's name, too. But they never used them. They were as anonymous in their conversation as they had been on the first day they'd met. Lex liked that. It was probably part of the reason she came back every day.

      "What are you laughing at, nanay?"

      A slender Filipino woman came from the house into the kitchen and stood beside the old woman. Her granddaughter, Aya. She lifted her chin toward the bruise under Lex's eye.

      "You should see the other guy?" Aya said.

      Lex grinned. She flexed her fists and felt a flush of strength at the pain in her knuckles. She shoved two more spoonfuls of food in her mouth. "You coming tonight?"

      Aya nodded.

      Lex held the bowl in both hands, bent her head back and tipped it high, letting the last bits of broth and rice slide down her throat. She was already sweating from the hot weather, and the hot broth had only made it worse, but she set the bowl down with a contented sigh and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      "Bring some of this with you," Lex said, pointing at the empty bowl.

      Aya rolled her eyes and went back through the kitchen into the house, waving over her shoulder.

      "Bye, old woman," said Lex as she stood and walked away.

      "See you tomorrow, stupid girl," came the old woman's response.

      Lex smiled to herself and kept walking.
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      Lex prowled between the pairs of women grappling on the floor and surveyed the gym.

      Gym was far too grandiose a word for it. Even calling it a room was giving it too much credit. It was the back corner of an old export warehouse by the docks that was one strong gust from a pile of rubble. There was a single bare bulb overhead, illuminating the center of the room with a dim spotlight and casting the rest in radial shadows that deepened to half-darkness by the time they reached the walls.

      On the other side of a demarcation line of deep shadow, the rest of the warehouse was brightly lit. From rumbling trucks belching exhaust smoke into the already polluted air, burly, shirtless men hauled boxes and crates and drums and stacked them toward the ceiling in neat rectangular sections, working from the front of the warehouse toward Lex's makeshift gym in the back.

      The deliveries contained everything imaginable, every export that went through the North Harbor of the Port of Manila. Bundles of rope, stacks of plywood, bags of sugar, barrels of coconut oil, and God only knew what else.

      Sometimes, if the overnight activity was heavy, the last line of lamps would light, the demarcation shadow would disappear, and the stacks would pile all the way into Lex's workout space. The women would have to crowd even closer together. Always adapting to what dregs the men left for them.

      Occasionally, the haul would include drums of oil or chemicals. These were illegal, but for a short time and the right price, the export official could be convinced to look away. For the greater good. To improve the economy.

      Improve it for everyone but the people who lived near the docks, of course, and the women in the gym who had to breathe noxious fumes while they worked.

      "Yes, Julia," said Lex as one of her students rolled her sparring partner off of her, exactly as Lex had demonstrated earlier. She prowled further between the women. "Good, Maja," she said to another student. "Almost had it. Go again. Keep working."

      Tonight she had eight women, not counting herself. Four pairs. She normally had nine students, but Liza didn't come that evening. Lex wondered whether it had anything to do with her piss-face husband, but she hadn't asked when Julia had delivered the news.

      Lex's self-defense classes earlier in the evening had many more attendees. Usually fifteen or twenty. Because of the size of the gym, she'd had to split them into two one-hour classes. They started earlier in the evening, around eight or nine, once the temperatures had cooled from unbearable to merely oppressive. Those classes taught the basics, including mental techniques like tactical awareness, self-defense mindset, and strategies for controlling anxiety, as well as physical techniques like how to use your voice as a deterrent and an alarm, how to stand to create the greatest positional advantage against a potential attacker, and where and when to strike your opponent to have the best possible chance of escape.

      All the students were women. Only women were allowed. Men were the aggressors in nearly every case of rape, domestic violence, human and sex trafficking, and murder, all of which were prevalent in Manila, and very prevalent in slums like Tondo, where Lex and most of her students lived. Lex refused to teach men. She would not be the one to help them learn how to be more aggressive. She refused to give them even more tools for controlling women.

      Instead, she was empowering women to protect themselves.

      That night, she'd had the biggest turnout yet, with nearly thirty women showing up at the back of the warehouse just after dark. A dangerous time of day, but the only time most of the women could stop working and leave their homes. Lex had run three classes, back to back, ten women at a time. The women who weren't in the class would stand outside and watch through small windows clouded with decades of oil and grime. Even the women whose class had already finished would watch, practicing in the meager glow of the bulbs hung from wires strung across the narrow streets, eager to learn as much as they could.

      For those who wanted to learn to do more than simply protect themselves, Lex held an advanced class. This was much more sparsely attended, and kept far more secret. The men might laugh at the notion of their women learning how to yell and run and control their anxiety, would wave them out the door after dinner and wink at their friends as they reached for more beer.

      But they would not be so light-hearted about a class that taught women how to fight back. They would not wink and laugh about their women learning how to leverage their smaller size to advantage, how to lure men into bending down and then strike their necks with the edge of their hand, or how to target the soft, weak inside of the knee with the heel of their foot or the hard edge of their boot. They would not sit back and drink their beer at that notion. They were more likely to swing the empty bottle at their woman's head, then demand she get him another beer.

      And so this class was smaller and later in the night. The women who attended were mostly survivors of past abuse who had somehow managed to escape their men, or whose husbands had died, gone to prison, or run off, leaving them alone and damaged in a dangerous part of town.

      The lesson that night was floor work. They worked on an old mattress one of the women had found months earlier, or on a pile of old t-shirts stained with oil by a clumsy or drunk dock worker, or just on the bare concrete floor. They worked in pairs, taking turns, one student on her knees atop her partner.

      Lex's instructors had called the move "countering the mount". A man's title. Lex described it simply as the way to get out from under the asshole while he fumbled to get his dick out of his pants.

      Hook your right foot outside his left, and hook your right arm outside his left arm, above the elbow. Chop your upper arm down onto his forearm to bend his elbow, dropping his left side down on top of you. Then use the momentum of his fall to roll the fucker onto his back.

      "No, Aya," Lex shouted. "Don't let go of that arm."

      Lex stopped Aya and her partner, then switched places, getting on her back on the floor with Aya on top. She did the move, rolled up over Aya, kept Aya's arm pinned between her biceps and her chest, and kept rolling, first onto one knee, then up to her feet in a low crouch, rolling Aya onto her stomach and twisting Aya's arm behind her back as she went.

      For a moment, Lex felt the usual flare of anger as she did the movement, memory impinging on reality. She'd known how to use the moves back then. She just hadn't known she would need to use them against her own side. She had been trained to follow orders, not to give herself permission.

      Not anymore.

      Lex took a calming breath. "You see?" she said. Aya slapped the ground, wincing, and nodded. "It hurts, right?"

      "Yes," Aya croaked.

      Lex released Aya's arm gently and helped her to her feet. The other women had stopped to watch. A few timid faces pressed against the windows from outside.

      "Never give up an advantage," Lex said to the group, pounding one fist into her other palm to emphasize each word. Her mouth pressed into a grim line. "You won't get many." She motioned toward Aya and her partner. "Go again."

      The class ran long, well after one in the morning. Lex sat on a pile of rotting rope in a dark corner of the gym, scraping the last of the cold arroz caldo from a ceramic bowl while the students cleaned up, chattering excitedly about what they'd learned. As usual, they'd be sore in the morning, but they'd look at their men with a colder, more calculating eye.

      Aya said goodbye to two women. They always left in groups of at least two. Never alone. Three other women were chatting in the corner, waiting for Aya and eying warily the workers at the far end of the warehouse. Aya walked across the warehouse toward Lex.

      "You going home?" she said.

      Lex licked the spoon clean, dropped in back in the bowl, and handed it to Aya with a nod of thanks. When she didn't answer the question, Aya pursed her lips and nodded slowly.

      "Just remember," said Aya. "You're no good to us dead."

      She rejoined the others. Lex waved at them as they left, then leaned back against the wall. She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself, but she could feel her skin crawling, her muscles sparking with pent-up energy. The fetid reek of the moldy rope only soured her mood further. No sense resisting. She breathed it in deep through her nose and felt a dark cloud settle over her mind.

      Lex heard a loud bang echo through the warehouse and looked up. A huge, muscle-bound meathead had dropped a massive crate on a pile. He stared at her down the length of the warehouse. She stared back and narrowed her eyes, waiting, until he rolled his shoulders, lifted his chin at her, and turned back to haul another crate.

      Lex flexed her knuckles, felt the skin stretch and crack.

      She knew this crawling, sparking feeling all too well.

      She wasn't going home. Her night was just getting started.
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      Dangerous men prowled in darkness in the small hours of the night. Lex taught her students always to walk in pairs on well-lit streets. Walk in the center of the street beneath the overhead bulbs, get home before midnight, and stay home until morning.

      She did not follow her own advice.

      Then again, Lex was more dangerous than any man.

      She slipped alone through the shadows along the narrow side streets, avoiding the thin light from the crescent moon above. As she walked, her mood grew as dark as the deepening night. A needling headache morphed into an insidious fog of pain. Her temples throbbed. Her eyes hurt when they moved. She flexed her hands into fists and kept them there, swinging them as she strode, feeling the sting on her knuckles. Her upper lip curled into a sneer with each step into the night.

      The moon would see blood tonight. Some of her own, no doubt. But more from others.

      She could hear the fights from a quarter mile away. The makeshift ring was a square formed by the intersection of two lanes in a shipping yard. The metal shipping containers stacked two or three high around it provided vantage points for spectators, but they also amplified the cheering and the grunting and the thud of bone striking bone. If fighting and betting were illegal, the police or the army might have broken it up. But it wasn't illegal. And most of the fighters were soldiers or cops, anyway. Exorcising demons of their own.

      There was a healthy crowd that night, stacked at least five deep, with many more sitting on top of the shipping containers all around the square. Half the crowd was already drunk, the other half doing their best to catch up. Lex stood in the back for a moment. When the men in front of her turned and saw her, they parted, as did the men in front of them, allowing Lex to walk unimpeded to the ring. Like a messiah among her followers.

      That made Lex's lip curl even more.

      The ring was nothing more than the space formed by the line of the crowd around a bare patch of hard-packed dirt. A fight was underway between two regulars, a stocky, middle-aged sergeant from the Philippine army and a feisty, wiry kid who drove a bicycle taxi during the day. Both of their chests were heaving, blood mixing with their sweat and running down their faces, their chests, their fists. The kid's left eye was swollen shut. The sergeant was spitting blood, and he was favoring his right leg.

      Lex never bet on anyone but herself, but if she were forced to choose between these two, she would put her money on the kid. The sergeant was smarter and more experienced, but the kid was younger and hungrier. And with only one opponent to worry about, the kid being blind on one side was less of an impediment than the sergeant's restricted movement.

      Five minutes later, blood now gushing from his mouth and his nose and unable to support any weight on his right leg, the sergeant, down on one knee, held up both hands and yielded the bout.

      Lex put her name down with the ringleader, an ancient man, wrinkled and grey, who sat on a folding chair behind a small card table in the front of the crowd, a clipboard and a cash box on the table in front of him. She gave him ten thousand Filipino pesos, equivalent to only a couple hundred bucks in US dollars, but more than most of the people in the crowd made in a year. Only the soldiers could even think of taking the bet against her, and even for them it would be a stretch. But they could pool their money. Lex had learned how lucrative the male ego could be.

      There were a couple bouts set to go before her, and she still had to wait for an opponent to step up. That was getting harder and harder for Lex. Her reputation preceded her now, and the only men willing to oppose her tended to be soldiers on weekend leave from Fort Magsaysay a couple hours' drive to the north, newcomers to town, or drunken idiots goaded on by their peers. But even they were hesitant now.

      The rumor had gotten out that Lex only fucked men she fought, so that provided a little extra incentive for the men. Wasn't true. Lex fucked whoever she wanted to fuck. But the rumor was good for business, and she had to pay rent on what passed for an apartment and what passed for a gym, so anything good for business was good for Lex. A minor affront to her ladylike honor was a small price to pay. She'd already paid far worse.

      The two bouts passed uneventfully. Two local dipshits who had no idea what they were doing, settling some kind of grudge between them, and two soldiers, an older officer and a younger enlisted man. That one seemed to be some kind of unofficial military justice or object lesson. The enlisted man swung wildly, his punches full of rage and frustration, but lacking skill. The officer avoided most of them, except for a couple haymakers that clearly rattled his cage. But otherwise he waited for his openings and took the kid apart piece by piece, using nothing but body blows, until finally the kid fell to one knee, sweat and blood forming gritty pools on the dirt as they dripped from his face. His chest heaved with exhaustion, each breath a loud wheeze on both the in-breath and the out. He probably had at least one broken rib, maybe a bruised lung.

      The officer came up to him, towered over the kid for a moment. The kid just hung his head and wheezed. The officer held out one hand, and the kid took it. Lesson learned, Lex figured. Military justice served.

      Then it was Lex's turn. She stood in the center of the ring, barefoot, wearing the same linen pants and white t-shirt she'd worn when she left her apartment that morning. She regretted not putting on a sports bra. Her opponent's blood would probably ruin her t-shirt by the time she was done with him.

      No one stepped forward to challenge her. There was a lot of pointing and jabbering and horse-trading in the crowd as groups of men tried to scrape together enough cash to post against her. The ringleader wouldn't post. He took a cut of every bet. He was the stock exchange, not a day trader. And Lex could reduce her stake, but she was the main event. She wasn't going to cheapen it.

      Every once in a while, the crowd couldn't post enough and Lex would have to go home frustrated. That just made her all the more expensive the next time, and all the more angry.

      After ten minutes, it was starting to look like one of those times. And then the tenor of the crowd shifted from angry jabbers to awed whispers.

      Lex looked up and saw the crowd parting again, like it had for her. Swaggering down the center was the meathead from the warehouse. He pinned her with his stare as he approached, taking his sweet-ass time. When he finally got to the ring, the crowd closed behind him. He rolled his shoulders and pressed a fist into his palm, his knuckles cracking like pistol shots.

      Lex sighed. The guy was what they used to call JAFA. Just Another Fucking Asshole.

      She glanced at the ringleader, who finished counting the wads of cash that had been dropped on the table before him when the meathead showed up. The ringleader nodded at her, then at the meathead, who didn't even look. He was still trying to intimidate Lex with his scary-man stare.

      Lex turned toward him, set her feet into a fighting stance but kept her arms by her side, and cocked one eyebrow at the beast.

      He grinned, and came at her.
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      Honestly, the feisty kid from the earlier bout would have been a tougher opponent. Men always equated size with superiority. In bed, size was definitely a benefit, no matter what men with small dicks said to make themselves feel better. But in the ring, size didn't fucking matter.

      Okay, sure, a bigger guy often had more strength, so if one of their clay-clod fists happened to make contact with your face, it was going to hurt. But bigger guys were usually slower, often dumber, and always cockier.

      Slow, dumb, and cocky made the fights easy money for Lex.

      Lex decided from the start to be surgical, to work on her precision and her patience. She took inspiration from the fights before her and targeted the man's left kidney, the bottom rib on his right side, and his right knee. Lex was tall, but the man still had at least six inches on her, so she went for the underside of the jaw only as an opportunity attack, only when it presented itself.

      Which it did, more and more as the fight wore on.

      It took longer to wear a big guy down, but Lex was patient. She savored the hunt, savored the thunk of her fist against the meathead's kidneys and ribs, the vibrations through the bones of her arm all the way to her shoulder. It hurt, but in a way that let Lex know she was alive, she was fighting, she was delivering more pain than she was receiving.

      She stayed out of range of the clay clods. The meathead was all size, all bluster. He had no subtlety, no technique. The only punch he knew how to throw was a roundhouse, and he telegraphed them every time, giving Lex plenty of warning to duck under his beefstick arms, blast him with three quick rib jabs and an uppercut before dancing around to his back to jab his kidney and kick the inside of his knee before dancing out of range again.

      Repeat until pain, fatigue, embarrassment, and rage made the meathead twice as dangerous, but five times dumber and ten times more predictable.

      He only managed to get one hit on Lex. It had been a fucking bomb, though, right in the side of the head, above her right ear. Instinctively, Lex had turned with the punch to soften the blow, but still her skull nearly spun around on her spine. She'd stumbled, but had not fallen, even though her vision was swimming. She still had enough presence of mind after the blow to duck under his next punch, duck down and toward the meathead, and get a shot to his knee, buckling it and sending him to ground, giving her time and space to back off and get her head back together.

      But she would definitely be feeling that punch tomorrow.

      By the end, the meathead was on the dirt, unable to stand on his right leg. His rib was broken in at least two places; Lex had felt each satisfying crack under her fists. He was breathing hard, and his skin was taking on a bluish cast. One of those rib fractures had probably punctured his lung. Lex stood over him, wary, but holding out her hand for him to resign the bout and let her help him up.

      But men being men and meatheads being the worst kind of men, he slapped her hand away and struggled to his feet, putting all his weight on his good leg.

      Lex took a fighting stance again, then straightened up when she saw the look in the meathead's eyes.

      Funny thing about a punctured lung. You can't breathe very well when you have one. The guy was already turning blue, and when he stood up and gravity pulled the blood down from his head, he got a dazed look and wobbled back and forth. Even after accounting for his busted knee, that wasn't normal.

      The meat was roasted.

      Lex turned her back to the guy and walked straight to the ringmaster's table. She heard the meathead collapse like a sack of dicks behind her.

      When she got to the table, the ringmaster held out her winnings, already bundled up. She didn't even break stride. The crowd parted again for her as she left the ring and headed home.

      As she walked through the night, the anger she'd carried to the ring washed out with her adrenaline. By the time she turned the corner to her apartment building, she was worn down and ready for sleep.

      Someone was blocking the stairway door. A shadow in the darkness.

      A man, it seemed. Sitting in a chair.

      Lex didn't react, didn't change her stride. She tightened her hands into fists, feeling the blood from her freshly scraped knuckles weeping over the webbing between her fingers, but she kept the rest of her body loose and ready. She kept her head level and darted looks around the alley and up to the balconies, wishing she'd paid more attention when she'd been walking on the main street behind her.

      She didn't see anyone else. No gang members, no crew. If this was one guy, he was either an innocent drunk passed out in the wrong doorway or an idiot from out of town.

      "Is that what you do with yourself now?" said the shadow.

      Lex recognized the voice immediately.

      It was definitely an idiot from out of town.

      "Fighting thugs and children for pennies?" the voice continued.

      "Pesos," replied Lex, "not pennies."

      The shadow grunted and stood as Lex approached. She walked past him through the doorway. He moved to follow. She turned and pushed him in the center of the chest.

      "I didn't invite you in."

      She couldn't make out her ex-husband's face in the darkness, but she knew he'd be smirking.

      "Can I come in?" he said.

      Lex pushed him again, pushed him back out the doorway.

      "Fuck no," she said, and slammed the door in his face.
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      To his credit, he didn't bang on the door or demand to come in. He didn't bust it down with his shoulder or climb the outside of the building and in through Lex's windows, like other men might have done. If Lex knew him at all—and she knew him better than anyone alive—she knew that he'd wait patiently outside for her to emerge.

      Above all else, Nick Hadley was patient.

      Lex stripped down and lay on top of her bed, sweating in the dark. She touched her cheek gingerly. It was puffy and swollen where the meathead had clocked her, but she couldn't feel anything broken.

      Just her head. The pain there pulsed with each heartbeat like the meathead was whacking the inside of her skull with a sledgehammer.

      Her body tired but her mind spinning, she lay awake and watched sunlight melt the shadows from the ceiling. But it wasn't the pain or the heat that kept her awake.

      Lex didn't have to wonder how Nick had found her. That was what he did. He found people. He knew things.

      What kept her awake was wondering why he'd come.

      She woke in full sun, sweat soaking the sheet beneath her. She must have finally dozed off. She checked the time. 8:30 AM. She hadn't been awake that early in years.

      8:30 used to mean she'd slept in.

      That was a long time ago.

      Lex gave up on sleeping and took a lukewarm shower instead. She dressed, checked her gun and holstered it in her waistband, and went back downstairs.

      Nick was still there, sitting in a chair on the opposite side of the alley.

      She could see him clearly now, in the morning light. He looked exactly the same. No reason why he wouldn't. It had only been four years since Lex had seen him.

      But in those four years, Lex had changed completely. It surprised her a little that he hadn't changed, too. Still the same expressionless mouth, the same Army-issue haircut, the same pale green eyes that seemed to have enough compassion to wrap the entire world in a warm hug, but could direct an airstrike to its target and watch the buildings burn on the video feed without batting an eyelash.

      He wore a short-sleeved shirt and pants, trying to appear casual. But Nick had been in the Army so long that even clothes he thought were incognito still looked like Army greens, right down to the leather shoes and tucked-in shirt. Good choices for the tropics.

      "You cut your hair," he said.

      "Yours turned grey."

      "It looks nice."

      Lex snorted and walked past him down the alley.

      "You still working for the cartel?" he called after her.

      Lex stopped short. A woman hanging clothes on the balcony above her lifted one eyebrow, then went back to her laundry.

      That fucking asshole. Is that how he was going to play it?

      She turned and walked back toward him.

      He smiled and said, "I was hoping we could ta⁠—"

      She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him through the doorway into her apartment building, shoved him stumbling ahead of her up the stairs and into her apartment, the door banging against the wall like a shotgun blast and swinging shut again.

      "Jesus," he said. "Is this where you live?"

      Lex spun him around and shoved him hard against the door, rattling the drawers in her dresser.

      "We don't talk about the cartel in public here, you got that?"

      "You don't talk about the cartel in public here," Nick said, calmly straightening his shirt. "I can do whatever I want. I am a representative of the US military."

      Lex rolled her eyes. "That won't help you much when you're sinking to the bottom of Manila Bay with your arms and legs tied together and a plastic bag over your head."

      Nick shrugged. "I thought the cartel didn't work that way around here anymore. Legitimate business interests and all that bullshit."

      He was playing dumb.

      He was good at it. Came naturally for him.

      "What do you want?"

      Nick shrugged. "Does a man need a reason to visit his wife?"

      "I'm not your wife," Lex growled.

      He was baiting her. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction. She balled her fists tight enough to make her knuckles bleed again.

      "I never signed the papers," he said.

      "You didn't have to, you fucking⁠—"

      Lex's hand twitched involuntarily toward her gun. She wanted to blow that smug fucking smile right off the asshole's face.

      She turned away from him and took a deep breath. After two years away, she was not going to let him get to her now.

      "What do you want?" she said through clenched teeth.

      "We need you."

      "Who needs me?"

      "Your country needs you."

      Lex hated that those words still triggered something in her. A lightness in her stomach, a flutter in her chest. A conditioned response from her childhood.

      It made her weak.

      "I'm not in the Army anymore, remember?" said Lex. "You booted me out for being a woman."

      "I don't think that's what the discharge papers said."

      "They never do."

      "We have a situation."

      "A situation?"

      "We need your particular skill set."

      "A fucking situation? God, when I was in the Army, did I sound like a ball-licking robot, too?"

      "It's a matter of⁠—"

      "Don't say national security."

      "—nat..." Nick caught himself and smiled. "Of utmost importance."

      "How's Skinner?" said Lex.

      Nick's smile fell.

      "He the one that sent you?"

      Nick turned away.

      "I'm surprised you could hear the order with your head up his ass." Lex barked a laugh. "Or was he the one up your ass?"

      She balled her fists, felt the swelling and the pain.

      "No," she said softly, her voice hard as a bullet, "I know where he likes to stick his dick."

      Nick strolled around the room, his back toward Lex. He ran the tip of his finger along the edge of her dresser like he was doing a barracks inspection.

      "You were hard to find," he said.

      "Not hard enough."

      "I figured you'd be high on the hog with all that cartel money."

      The sledgehammer pounding in Lex's head grew to a whole fucking construction site.

      "Their payroll department must have had the wrong address," she snarled.

      Nick turned toward her, the smirk she knew so well on his face.

      "My employer is much more reliable," he said.

      "I don't work for⁠—"

      "And they pay their contractors"—he let a moment's pause dangle from the word—"very well."

      "Why the fuck would I want to go back to that shithouse?" Lex folded her arms across her chest. "They made it very clear they didn't want me."

      "That was just..." Nick shrugged, "a misunderstanding."

      Bile rose in Lex's throat. This time, she didn't fight it. She pulled her gun from her holster.

      "You know what goes for a fucking misunderstanding around here, Nick? In Tondo?"

      She racked a round.

      "Dangerous part of town," she said, pointing the gun at his chest. "Misunderstandings happen all the time."

      He held up his hands. "A grave misunderstanding."

      Lex lowered the gun to point at his balls.

      "A hundred grand," he said hastily.

      Lex clucked her tongue. "And you always said you wanted children."

      Nick eyed her for a moment, then smirked and dropped his hands.

      "We both know you're not going to shoot⁠—"

      Lex raised her gun and shot a round past Nick's head. She would have shot past his balls, but the walls were paper thin, and she didn't want to hit anyone on the street.

      Nick hissed and grabbed his ear, pulled his hand back with blood on it.

      "Huh," said Lex with a shrug. "Windy in here." She pointed the gun at his balls again. "A million."

      "You know I can't authorize⁠—"

      She put a round past his other ear. She'd get an earful from the landlord, but the apartment needed more ventilation, anyway.

      Nick yelled out and crouched reflexively. He always was a fucking baby in combat.

      "Maybe I can get two hund⁠—"

      "A million USD," Lex said. "Wired to my account. In advance."

      He stood slowly, spreading his hands out to his sides. "Lex..."

      "Sometimes people even die around here," Lex said, squaring her sights on his chest again, "from grave misunderstandings."

      Nick deflated, shaking his head.

      "Fine," he said. "A million."

      "In advance."

      "Fuck—"

      Lex raised an eyebrow.

      Nick sighed. "In advance."

      He looked pissed off now.

      Exactly how Lex wanted him to look, the fucking prick.

      She unloaded the gun and holstered it again.

      "Okay, Nick," she said. "What's the job?"
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      Lex lay on her bed while Nick paced back and forth, explaining the job to her. He'd tried to sit on the bed beside her, but that was a hard pass. Since there was nowhere else to sit, he paced. Pacing was his natural state, anyway.

      The job was par for the course in Lex's old line of work. Some new terrorist group in the Sudan had kidnapped a couple of foreigners in Khartoum. The US government was trying to figure out who the terrorists were and why they'd done it.

      "Is it some kind of splinter group? From the LRA or something?" asked Lex.

      "That is the leading hypothesis, but we have not received confirmation at this time."

      We have not received confirmation at this time. The fucking Army was just like a goddamn corporation, with its obfuscations and double-speak. Army Intelligence was ten times worse. And just like middle management, underlings like Nick had to learn how to manage up. They used smoke and mirrors to hide their fuckups, spewed empty platitudes to make it sound like they knew what they were doing, and talked in circles to avoid any real responsibility.

      They were good people with real talent, and they truly wanted to help. But the political meat grinder turned them into bland sausage.

      Most of them.

      "Diplomatic channels?"

      "We've reached out to Kenya, Uganda, and Ethiopia, but we're getting nothing from them."

      Lex frowned. "Someone bought them off?"

      Nick shrugged. "Probably just don't want to stick their necks out."

      "What about locals?"

      Nick looked down and shuffled his feet.

      "You must have someone on the ground," said Lex. They couldn't possibly be that inept.

      Lex had worked with Nick in Army Intelligence until four years ago, stationed in Italy with a focus on the African theater. Nick still worked there. He'd been recruited for his analytical skills. He was one of the best at sifting through reams of seemingly disparate information and finding the slender thread that connected them all.

      But analysts were a dime a dozen. Lex had been recruited for her language skills. She spoke twenty-seven languages fluently—twenty-nine, now that she'd learned Filipino and Tagalog—and could get by in another thirteen. That kind of skill was not a dime a dozen. Lex was a unicorn.

      Which is why the Army had gone to the trouble of tracking her down.

      "No one speaks the language as well as you, Lex."

      "They speak English in the Sudan."

      Nick rolled his eyes.

      Lex smiled faintly. English was technically one of the two official languages of the Sudan, but Arabic was by far the more prevalent, spoken in its own Sudanese dialect. Even near the border with South Sudan, where English was the only official language, the locals rarely used it. In Dinka, the most common language in South Sudan, they called it thok de lueth, the lying tongue. Used throughout the region mainly by educated elites, government officials, and uppity assholes. In other words, corrupt politicians and the rich fucks who greased their palms.

      "So what do you want from me? Translations? You got audio for me?"

      Nick shook his head. "We have zero presence on the ground."

      "How is that fucking possible? What about Thomas?"

      "Reassigned six months ago."

      "Harris, in Kampala."

      "Transferred to CI."

      "Jesus, Nick." Lex threw up her hands. "Bathwer in Nairobi, then. Or someone from the embassy in Addis Ababa, at least. They've got to know something."

      "No, Lex, no one knows anything. The group is new. This is the first time they've done anything."

      "Well, send some people in, then. Gather some Army intelligence. That's your fucking job, isn't it?"

      Nick folded his hands behind him, standing at military rest, and stared at Lex.

      Quietly.

      Patiently.

      A pit formed in Lex's stomach.

      "No," she said.

      Nick kept staring.

      Lex sat up on the bed, not wanting to believe the thought that was becoming painfully obvious with each passing moment.

      "Fuck no," she said. She stood and strode into the bathroom, slamming the door shut.

      She heard Nick's calm voice through the thin door. "You're the only one who can do this, Lex."

      Lex ripped the door open. "On the fucking ground? In a war zone?" She slammed the door shut again.

      "They're not technically at war."

      She ripped the door open again. "It's a fucking civil war zone, Nick. Those don't just end. Not in Sudan." Slammed the door shut once more.

      Nick didn't say anything. Lex knew he was standing there, waiting patiently.

      "Get the fuck out, Nick," said Lex through the closed door.

      "Lex..."

      "Get. Out."

      After a long moment, she heard the door to her apartment knock shut. Lex leaned on the sink, felt the basin bend slightly away from the wall under her weight. She stared at her pale, worn face in the mirror and sighed.
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      Lex wound through the alleys, lost in her thoughts, her mood fouled by her headache, her fatigue, and her fucking ex-husband. She saw the deep green palm tree against the bright blue sky, followed it to its root, to Cariz and Aya's home.

      Her stomach was pinched and acidic. She didn't feel particularly hungry, but she knew she should eat. Plus, she didn't want to stay in her apartment, and she couldn't think of anywhere else to go.

      When she got close, the narrow alley was crowded with men standing or leaning up against the walls, smoking and conversing. Lex pushed her way through, a stab of fear in her chest.

      But when she got to the front, to the table before the doorway, she saw that her fear was unfounded. Every seat at the table was taken by men sitting shoulder to slanted shoulder, some of them eating with one hand, straddling a crate so they could find room at the table. Other men were standing behind them, holding plates and bowls and scooping food into their mouths.

      The tangle of smoking, talking men Lex had pushed through wasn't a crowd. It was a line. They were all waiting for food. And the men eating around Lex weren't eating just arroz caldo. Lex saw longsilog and sisigsilog, breakfast dishes with fried rice, a fried egg, and cooked sausage or pork. She saw goto, a rice porridge like arroz caldo, but made with tripe instead of chicken. (Lex had never liked that one. She wasn't into eating cow stomach.) She even saw a few bowls of champorado, a sweet rice porridge made with cocoa powder, sugar, and condensed milk.

      Lex had never seen so many people here, and she'd never seen such a variety of food coming from Cariz's kitchen. She squeezed against the corner of the table by the wall when the old woman came out with a steaming plate in each hand for two of the men.

      "Where did all these people come from?" she said in Tagalog.

      The old woman didn't seem surprised to see her. In fact, she seemed irritated.

      "You think you're my only customer?" she said, before turning back into the kitchen.

      Behind her in the kitchen, Lex saw Aya at the stove. Aya glanced over and motioned with her head for Lex to come in. Lex ducked through an alley barely wide enough for her to walk and pushed through a side door into the kitchen.

      "If you're in here, you're working," said the old woman, pushing a bowl of goto and a plate of longsilog into Lex's hands and gesturing toward the crowd. Lex brought the dishes to the doorway, and two men took them from her with slight bows of thanks, leaving money on the table for Lex to collect.

      Lex had no idea how long she spent carting food from the stove to the doorway to feed the seemingly endless line of men outside. Hours, it seemed. Sweat poured down her face and soaked the back of her shirt. She collected the money, but she had no idea how much the food was supposed to cost. Cariz had never asked her to pay. Lex hoped none of the men were shortchanging them.

      When the last customer had paid, eaten his food, returned his bowl, and left, the silence was a balm for Lex's tired muscles and sore mind. Aya took off the apron she'd been wearing and left the kitchen. The old woman prodded Lex with her fingers like she was kneading dough, pushing her out the side door after Aya.

      They went out front, cleaned up what plates, bowls, and utensils had been left lying about, then sat at the table on a pair of crates. Lex's headache, forgotten during the mad rush, came back with a vengeance, throbbing against her skull like her brain was trying to break out.

      The old woman brought them each a steaming bowl, champorado for Aya and arroz caldo for Lex, set them on the table, and took the dirty dishes away.

      "I didn't know you could make all that stuff," said Lex to the old woman around a mouthful of food. Feeding all those men and smelling all those delicious smells had made her ravenous. "Why didn't you ever offer me champorado?"

      "You're too skinny, stupid girl," said the old woman. "You need more food. More arroz caldo is what you need. Besides," she cackled and smiled, the gap from one missing side tooth making her smile even more endearing, "you never asked."

      "But that's not⁠—"

      Cariz turned back into the kitchen, still laughing.

      "You can't argue with my grandmother," said Aya. "Haven't you learned that by now?"

      "That's what makes it so fun." Lex grinned and ate another spoonful of food.

      They ate for a while, enjoying the good food in silence after the busy, noisy morning. When Lex finished her arroz caldo, Cariz brought her a bowl of champorado. Lex gave her a broad smile and dug in. The sweet milk and cocoa and the toothy rice were heaven in Lex's mouth.

      When her own bowl was empty, Aya turned toward Lex to say something, then stopped short and looked up behind Lex.

      "Who's the 'kano?" said the old woman, standing in the doorway. "He one of yours?"

      Lex sighed. She knew before she turned and looked up that Nick had found her again.

      "Hello," he said to Cariz and Aya with a slight bow of his head. "Lieutenant Colonel Nick Hadley, US Army."

      Lieutenant Colonel? When Lex left the army, he'd been about to be promoted to major. He must have perfected his ass-kissing in the last few years.

      "You don't need to introduce yourself, Colonel," Lex muttered.

      Nick had the decency to look ashamed for a brief moment before he smiled and held out his hand to Cariz. "It's a pleasure to meet you, ma'am."

      Lex had never seen the old woman smile so wide. Hell, she'd rarely
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