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For my readers.
Your support for the earlier books in this series
made it possible for Munroe to ride again.
This one is for you. Thank you.
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CHAPTER 1

DJIBOUTI, DJIBOUTI

On the rooftop edge, she waited, eyes tracking down the length of the street while she sat with one knee dropped over the side, the other tucked under her chin, ears attuned to the small sounds that marked the climber’s progress toward her.

Here, four stories up, the smell of rotting garbage was a little less putrid, the air a little cooler, and if she chose to stand and stretch, she could see beyond the expanse of treetops and dusty low-slung houses, through to the port, a barely visible patch of primary colors against the ocean. This was Djibouti. Dirty. Quiet. Corrupt. A world far removed from the rain forests and humidity and familiarity of equatorial Africa where she’d been born, yet so much the same. Pinprick on the map between Somalia and Ethiopia, a desert nation of less than a million that bottlenecked the mouth of the Red Sea, this, the capital, was where half the population lived.

Chatter rose from below as women, heads wrapped in colorful scarves and dressed in ankle-length sheaths, passed by with their bundles. Scratching from behind told her that the climber had pulled himself over the ledge, that he’d stood and dusted his hands off on his pants, that he strode slowly, deliberately in her direction.

Vanessa Michael Munroe didn’t turn to look. Didn’t acknowledge him when he stopped beside her to peer down at the street. Ignored him when he sat a few feet away and with a satisfied sigh dropped his legs over the side, leaned back, and surveyed the area.

Most of what surrounded them was single- and double-storied buildings, mainly residential and strung along in both directions, some nestled within dirt-strewn walled compounds and some not.

“It’s a good view,” Leo said. “Better breeze up top. Not so much smell.”

She didn’t answer; continued to ignore his presence. He could have spared himself the effort of the climb—spared her the effort of small talk—if he’d simply waited until she’d returned. Instead, he’d come for her, which was his way of marking territory: a reminder that he was familiar with her routines and could invade them if he cared to. She allowed him to believe it, just as she allowed him to believe that he knew who she was, where she’d come from, and why she was here.

They sat in silence, and in spite of the lowering sun and the evening breeze that had begun to cool the air, sweat still trickled down her back and neck, soaking her shirt. The heat didn’t bother her the way it would him, so she let him have the discomfort and the lengthening quiet until finally he broke and said, “We board at two this morning.”

His English was thickly accented, and that he chose to use her language instead of the French with which they typically conversed was more of his pointless point-making.

She said, “I’m still not interested.”

He nodded, as if contemplating her defiance, then stood and, with his toes poking over the edge, studied the ground. Wiped his hands on his pants again and took a step back. “It’s for you to decide,” he said. “But if you don’t board, I want you out by tonight.”

Chin still to her knee, focus out over the dirt alleys, rooftops, and laundry flapping on many lines, she said, “Why? If I come, I’ll just get in your way.”

“That may be,” he said. “But still you come. Or you leave.”

She glanced up, the first she’d deigned to look at him. “And then who’ll be your fixer?”

He took another step away from the ledge. “I managed before you got here,” he said, and began to walk away. “I’ll manage after you’re gone.”

She straightened and her gaze followed him. “It’s not you who has to manage without me,” she said. “You shouldn’t be the one to make the decision.”

Leo paused but kept his back toward her.

She studied his posture, counted seconds, readied to slide out of the way if in response to her provocation he moved to shove her off the building.

“You’d have been better off making arrangements to board in the afternoon,” she said, “when the khat trucks come into town.”

His hands, which had tightened into fists, loosened a little. He turned toward her, and she watched him just long enough for him to catch her eye, then she shied away in that guilty manner people caught staring often did.

This was part of her persona here, hesitant and nonconfrontational. Made it easier for the men to dismiss and underestimate her, kept her beneath the radar, though for how much longer was up for debate. Like the rest of the guys, Leo had lived more life than his forty-something years indicated; he wasn’t stupid. But he was often gone and when he was around she went out of her way to avoid him to keep from giving him enough access to her that he grew curious.

With her back still to him, and his eyes boring into her, Munroe said, “Who’re you trying to avoid by boarding so early? Ship’s agent?”

“Yes.”

“Even if he’s not there, he’ll hear about it. If you go when the khat trucks arrive, every man in the port is going to be focused on getting his fix—no one will pay attention to you.”

“To us.”

“Maybe.”

“You’ll come, Michael.”

Not a request or a question, an order.

“Maybe,” she said.

Leo turned again and strode toward the portion of roof they’d both climbed over, the part where there was less of an overhang and it was possible to get from ledge to balcony and down to the dividing wall without as much risk of slipping and breaking a neck. Louder, Munroe said, “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t even get into the port tonight.”

Leo didn’t answer, waved her off and kept walking. He lowered himself over the edge and, at some point on the way down, let out a grunt. Munroe stood. A thud marked his drop from the wall to the ground of the compound next door, so she turned and followed the rooftop edge to the opposite corner, where she caught the colors of the port’s shipping containers stacked four and five high.

Somewhere near there the freighter Favorita would soon dock, if she hadn’t already, and Leo expected Munroe to be on it. He forced her to pick between poisons: board the ship as part of his team of armed transit guards, risking her life on the water to defend his client’s ship if attacked by pirates, or leave the team—and it wasn’t difficult to guess why. No matter what she chose, he got her out from under his roof and away from his wife.

Munroe crossed the roof to the spot where Leo had gone over. Lowered and dropped from the ledge into the narrow balcony. Through the glass on the door a five-year-old girl peered out and waved, and Munroe waved back. The girl laughed and hid her face and Munroe grinned.

Months of coming up here, of being noticed and smiled at, so many nights of hide-and-seek with sleep, of watching the stars fade under the rising glare of the sun, and not once had any of the apartment occupants spoken to her. She’d learned their routines, sometimes left gifts of nuts and fruits on the balconies when only the children were at home. Occasionally handcrafted presents waited for her in exchange, but not today, which was fitting for a good-bye. The girl peered out again, and Munroe smiled, then slipped over the rail and maneuvered into position to drop to the next balcony, perhaps for the final time.

For six months Djibouti had provided the comforting chaos that only the Third World could offer, and for these six months, navigating the nepotistic politics, the culture of graft and paranoia, the stench and the sounds and the maze of a society steeped in khat drug addiction, had played snake charmer to the serpents inside her head.

She’d come full circle, back to the African continent: had maneuvered herself into the arms of a mercenary team as she’d done a decade ago, and as it had also been then, she wasn’t here as one of Leo’s ship-jumping little army for hire, but as a linguist and a fixer. She’d wanted nothing to do with the weapons and the machismo. Though she had the skill to be one of the boys, she’d come to him as an errand runner. This was her past, comforting in a way that home might be comforting, if anything could ever be home. English-teaching parents had been her cover story—one that didn’t invite questions—and really, Leo and Amber Marie had no reason to doubt. She got things done, soothed the abrasions that came with working in the grit: Familiar and rote—what clocking in for a data-entry job might be to anyone else—Djibouti had kept the inner voices quiet, gave her a way to keep busy without the responsibility or the burden of life-altering decisions or people depending on her for survival. She didn’t need Leo’s job for the money but for the sanity, and though she could eventually find something else, she didn’t want to. She was dead here, liked it that way, and wasn’t ready to come back to life.

Munroe went hand over hand, from second balcony to wall, and dropped into the compound that housed the two single-story buildings that were Leo’s base of operations. She crossed caked dirt and passed beneath the one large tree to the rearward house, which was three small bedrooms and a few common areas that she shared with two other team members.

Natan lay lengthwise on the living room couch, his bare foot wrapped in an ankle bandage propped up on the wooden armrest. In place of ignoring her as he typically did, he watched her, and when she’d crossed half the room he said, “Leo is looking for you.”

“He found me,” she said, and stopped. Doubled back and stood in front of his foot. “How bad is it really?”

Natan shrugged.

“That’s what I figured,” she said, and his expression gave away what his words didn’t: He knew just as well as she did why Leo had made this switch, and whatever resentment Natan may have felt at staying behind over a minor injury was probably compensated for by watching Leo’s jealousy reach boiling point.

Munroe continued down the tiled hallway toward her room.

She’d never claimed to be male, not to Leo, not to Amber Marie, not to any of the rest of the men. Unlike so many other misrepresentations in her line of work, this one hadn’t been calculated or deliberate, was just a continuation of the way she preferred to dress and operate in countries where being a single woman had the potential to cause endless complications. She was long and lean, with an androgynous body; it wasn’t a difficult transformation and over the years the pretense of behaving and working as a boy had become more natural than assuming her own identity.

She’d shown up in Leo’s office unannounced and asked for a job. He’d given her two weeks to prove her value, and with her skill set and experience it had been easy to ingratiate herself and create dependence, to become part of an operation that, for all of its excellence in weapons and security, lacked the finesse needed to inoffensively grease the daily bureaucratic gears. The side effects of coming onto the team as a male had been a bonus: She didn’t have to endure sexist quips, no one hit on her, and Leo’s men all respected the boundaries of man-to-man personal space.

Except she’d done her job too well, her name had been uttered once too often on the lips of the boss man’s wife, and because Munroe had never bothered to clarify her gender at the outset and it was too late to clarify it now, appearances had turned her into the only guy the wife hung out with and repeatedly talked about during the long stretches the others were away. Call her oblivious, but a husband’s jealousy was a complication Munroe hadn’t planned on.

Munroe paused in front of her room to listen down the hall for Victor.

If the Spaniard was in, he wasn’t moving about. She opened her door to a bare room: a bed she rarely slept in, an empty desk shoved up beside the bed, and a narrow armoire with a few changes of clothes. None of the furniture was from the same set much less the same decade. Her room had no pictures. No personal items. Nothing that said she belonged here.

Munroe sat on the bed and pulled from beneath it a backpack that had been with her for nearly ten years and twice as many countries. Held it in her hands and stared at it without seeing while Leo’s options chased each other around her brain: Board the ship, or leave the team.

To keep his marriage calm, Leo needed to make her departure look like her own doing. She had no attachments that would make walking away difficult, but his clumsy, indelicate, ham-handed attempt to back her into a corner irritated her just enough to prod her into proving points of her own. A little manipulation, a little backstabbing, and the fight in her had breached the surface again.

Munroe sighed. Perhaps she wasn’t as dead to the world as she’d thought. She stood. Unzipped the pack and then dumped the few clothes from the armoire into it. Against her better judgment, she’d board that ship tonight, Somali pirates be damned, and when she got back, when she was ready, she’d leave Leo’s company and Djibouti on her own terms.

Movement and a knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. Amber Marie, the other half of the company, the real brains behind the operation, stood in the door frame, blond hair tied back in a severe bun, baggy clothes hiding both her shapely figure and her age, which was a good ten or more years younger than her husband’s. It was Amber who Munroe truly worked for, solving problems in a world that created new ones daily.

“Leo says you’re going with him,” Amber said.

“I might.”

“You don’t have much time left to decide,” Amber said, and paused. “I guess either way you’re leaving tonight?”

Munroe nodded. “Seems that way.”

Amber smiled, making it difficult to tell if she understood that Natan’s injury was really just a conveniently timed excuse that allowed Leo to force Munroe’s hand. Amber said, “I figure once you get a taste for the ships, Leo will steal you away and you’ll never want to be my go-to guy again.” Gave a halfhearted attempt at another smile. “Either way I came to say good-bye and to thank you for everything.”

Munroe returned the half smile. “It’s been a good run,” she said, and in response, Amber shifted, anguish in her body language. If Natan hadn’t been in the living room, Leo’s wife would have invited herself in, sat on the bed, and in response Munroe would have walked her through logic as she’d done so many times before, would have reassured her that based on probability alone, Leo would be home soon and that stress was pointless. Or they would have sat and laughed about the local inefficiencies and exchanged stories that played to similarities in lives that had left them both strangers to their homeland, citizens of a planet on which, no matter where they went, neither of them ever really belonged. But given the way things were now, Amber remained leaning against the wood, arms crossed, trying to look brave.

“So I’ll see you when you get back,” she said.

Munroe shoved the last of the clothes into the backpack and gave her the same answer she’d given Leo. Maybe.

Amber Marie nodded and with a mock salute left for the living room. The few words she exchanged with Natan filtered back as a mumble, and then the front door closed to quiet. Munroe stared through the empty door frame.

Amber’s parents had been English teachers, not missionaries, but the dynamics were the same. Like Munroe’s, Amber’s loyalties, few as they were, were to people—not to any place or culture or flag. Born abroad, raised abroad, ever on the move and anxious if she stayed in one place too long, caught between cultures, with no allegiance to the country stamped on her passport—the easiest way to answer the question Where are you from? was to lie.

Munroe slung the pack over her shoulder and shut the armoire with finality. In the living room Natan, still on the couch with his ankle propped up, called out as she strode through. “Where are you going?” he said, and she ignored him, just as she had Leo.


CHAPTER 2

The two beat-up company vehicles were parked in the dirt space between the houses, which meant that everyone was accounted for and on the property. Like everything else, the cars were Leo’s, made available if Munroe wanted them for work, provided none of the other team members had need of them. She paused in front of the Land Cruiser, the easy way out with its keys beneath the front seat, and, with the evening dimming, walked out of the compound through the pedestrian gate.

Touches of light from the recently set sun guided the way, augmented by the artificial glow that streamed out of nearby houses. She strode along the side of the road, over hard-caked dirt and sand and outcroppings of weeds, toward a larger junction several hundred meters away, where she could flag down a taxi.

Voices and conversations rose and fell within lengthening shadows, clusters of people gathered on doorsteps or in gateways, part of the vitality that the cooling darkness brought to the sleepy daytime streets. The white of her skin marked her as a beacon and men called out as she passed, then followed with shocked laughter when she responded in their tongue. Language was what protected her, had guided and guarded her throughout the years, the ability to understand, to communicate in a way that, because of her foreignness, most assumed she couldn’t.

Munroe reached the crossroads, a thoroughfare more heavily trafficked, where proper streetlights obscured the stars and clusters of pedestrians followed along the edges, while vehicles, some decrepit, some shiny and new, competed for right-of-way in an orchestrated dance of chaos. Occupied taxis slowed for her, shared rides that would charge a lesser fare, and she waved them on in favor of an empty car. She argued with the driver over the rate and, knowing he was under khat influence, climbed in, numb to the risk and the casual recklessness with which he drove, life-threatening and yet so commonplace in a galaxy of Third World experience.

It took but a few minutes to reach the heart of Djibouti, where, like the thoroughfares that had brought them here, new money had paid for new roads, and the potholes were few and far between. She’d once heard the city described as a French Hong Kong on the Red Sea, but whoever had said it had clearly not been to the parts of the city she more often frequented—the parts where the roads were pitted and shacks were assembled with whatever material was to hand, and camels and goats played backdrop to the encroaching desert.

The taxi stopped a block over from her destination, and Munroe paid and stepped out into the night and into early evening noise that had only just begun to trickle out from the nearby bar and restaurant that catered mainly to foreign military, expats, and what few tourists had discovered this stop on the far, far edge of the map.

Off the sidewalk and under a portico, she pushed open a narrow door and headed up an equally narrow staircase, wooden, poorly constructed, and dimly lit by a loosely hung bulb. At the landing she knocked on the door. There was no answer, so she knocked again, and when still no one came, she let herself in with a key.

The apartment was small, part of the repartitioning that went on in a city where the population increased faster than new construction. Light filtered in from the short hallway, and she turned on another so that the common room was fully lit. The area had been tidied up, bright colored floor pillows organized, though two opened cans of 7UP and scraps of khat said that she hadn’t missed the homeowners by much.

Munroe stepped into the kitchen at her right and into the smell of burnt cooking oil, cumin, and cardamom. Passed around a double gas burner and counter space to get to the end wall, and another door, which she surveyed for disturbance of the random threads she’d left, before pulling them away and unlocking.

The room was half the size of the one she kept at Leo’s place, probably maid quarters in its prior life, dusty and stale, the air hot and difficult to breathe. A bare mattress on a crude wood frame filled the longest wall, and beside it stood a padlocked trunk, turned so that its hinges faced out. She tugged a frayed string to turn on the light, another single bulb that put out less wattage than the one in the stairwell, and opened the window to let in oxygen. It had been a month at least since she’d last been here.

Munroe knelt at the trunk and turned it toward her. Unlocked and lifted the lid. Not counting the Ducati she’d left behind with a friend in Dallas and the few possessions she stored along with the bike, everything she owned was in this room, and still, these were emergency necessities more than possessions.

She didn’t need things, or want them, trappings to hold her hostage, clutter that had to be fussed and worried over and protected from theft and rot and ruin. Even these items were a ball and chain, but the tactician in her had refused to let them go, and in the moment that seemed wise enough.

Munroe shuffled through clothes for the brick of bills buried among them, and when she found it, broke off a wad of dollars and euros to create a dozen small rolls that she stuffed into pockets and shoes and undergarments. She dropped the last half of the money into the backpack, pulled a tactical vest from the trunk, studied it for a moment, and with a long inhale, reached into a pocket and drew out one of the knives. Palmed the weight and felt the heft. Waited for a reaction, for the cravings and the urges to come, and when they didn’t, she let out the air.

Munroe shoved the knife back into the vest, wasn’t about to unsheathe it to find out how far her newfound calm had taken her, dropped the entire thing into the backpack, and followed with a single box of ammo and a handgun she’d brought with her from Europe.

She preferred the knives, silent extensions of her body, but considering the territory she was about to wade into—attempted hijacking or not, Leo wouldn’t weep if she had an accident—the gun was a necessary evil.

She pulled a small fireproof safe from the bottom of the trunk, and balanced it on her knees to unlock it. Inside were the rest of her documents, and photos stored in ziplock bags, the only mementos she allowed herself, personal touches of her former life that she would never bring onto Leo’s property as an invitation for someone to dig through her stuff and try to find answers to the questions left open to speculation.

She added the documents and a few pieces of clothing to the growing collection in her pack, tossed in a roll of duct tape, weapon and tool of choice, the one thing she never allowed herself to forget, replaced the items she would leave behind, and then paused at the photographs. Slipped one out of its protective covering and glimpsed the faces she hadn’t dared look at these past months, smiles she’d once felt, peace she’d briefly had. With the picture came the sense of loss, and the pain, a knife slice against her torso that she blocked out, stomped down, and buried.

She turned the image facedown, caressed the back of it with her thumb, and then pushed the picture in with the others and dropped them into her pack. Shut and relocked the trunk. This was as close as she ever got to good-bye, and if she never returned, her hosts would eventually figure she was gone for good, would commandeer what she’d left and rent the room out to someone else; if she never returned, she had with her what she couldn’t afford to lose.

Munroe opened the door and nearly bumped into the teenage sister working in the kitchen. The girl lowered her eyes and stepped aside to allow Munroe to pass.

“Where is your brother?” Munroe said, and the girl motioned toward the front door. Munroe put one of the small rolls of bills on the counter. “Tell him I came. Tell him to keep my room for another month.”

The girl nodded, and Munroe, not wanting to make her more uncomfortable than she was already, standing alone in the presence of someone she believed was a young man, left the house, shut the door, and headed down the stairs checking her watch.

In spite of her recommendation to delay the embarkation until tomorrow’s khat hour, Leo would proceed with his own plan to board early in the morning dark. She had time. Not a lot, but enough that she could make the return across town on foot, and so she walked, long strides in the dark, mind churning, running what she knew about this contract against everything Leo hadn’t said.

She reached the compound with forty minutes to spare and waited out the time on the street, where she could watch the gate and catch glimpses of the activity that went on beyond it. Waited until the cars were loaded and the men were inside, and Leo, hand to the roof of the Mitsubishi, Amber in its passenger seat, paused to scan the area. He looked for her, waited for her, was so convinced of her attachment to Amber Marie that even in light of what Natan had surely told him about her leaving the property, he couldn’t imagine that she would have simply taken the other half of his offer and walked away.

Munroe strode for the gate and stepped into the path of the security lighting. When Leo saw her, his head ticked up in acknowledgment. “You’re late,” he said.

She paused and made direct eye contact, something she’d never done before. Gave a sly half grin that should jar his perception, then continued for the Land Cruiser where Natan, with his boo-boo hurt ankle, was behind the wheel eyeing her now-fuller backpack.

She grinned at him too, all the way to the back of the vehicle, where she dumped her pack on top of the other bags that filled the storage area, and then climbed into the backseat beside Victor, who nodded: a gesture that said welcome and also provided notice that now he, and probably every other member on the team, knew the unspoken reason she’d been ordered to come along.

She nodded back.

Victor, levelheaded and older than the others, was perhaps the only one who saw beyond her façade of youth and inexperience, and because the rest of the team treated her as an outcast, a necessary evil that they used but didn’t trust, Victor had set about to mentor and protect her. She allowed him that. Even in her indifference she appreciated the kindness and, under the circumstances, expected that he’d be the only one who wouldn’t let chest-thumping war-bonding and loyalty to his boss completely overwhelm reason.

Munroe slammed the door, and Leo, who’d been watching her all this time, turned, and got behind the wheel of the lead car.


CHAPTER 3

They headed out in convoy, dark streets to better-lit thoroughfares, then on to the northernmost shore of the city and the older of the port facilities, where, unlike the newer construction across the bay with its gantry cranes stretched out like giant manacles over massive container ships, the more humble mixture of local dhows and ancient breakbulk freighters berthed to load and unload the piles of boxes and bales lining the dock.

At the guard post, Leo handed over documents that would allow them entry, documents that had required effort for Munroe to procure, that would guarantee no one looked at what they carried into the port, the type of work for which clients in her past had paid a premium—done here for minimum wage and taken for granted because Leo had no idea of the skill it took to do what she did. In his eyes, all she was and all she’d ever be was a flunky, an expendable underling, unlike the big boys who carried the guns, and that was fine by her.

The guard waved them through and the lead car navigated along de facto streets formed by shipping containers stacked four and five high, toward the breakbulk wharf and finally to the freighter for which they’d been conscripted.

Four ships filled the wharf, and a few men still milled around, remnant stevedores sweeping the docks from a ship recently loaded or unloaded. Mostly the port was quiet, all the agents long gone, which had been Leo’s reasoning for boarding at this hour.

In the world of shipping, nothing happened for a crew or a vessel at port without the ship’s local agent. The agent, eyes and ears and hands of the ship’s owner or charterer, should have been the one to secure the port clearance. Going behind his back as they did tonight meant going behind the back of whoever controlled the ship. And because they were avoiding the agent, they were sneaking armaments into the port for no legitimate reason.

Unlike many countries, Djibouti permitted the transport of weapons—even had systems in place to facilitate maritime security teams who needed to transfer from airport to seaport. This was one of the reasons Leo had chosen to base his team out of Djibouti—the law of the land spared him the logistical headache and expense of maintaining a mini arsenal in international waters and meeting client ships at sea. There were fees, there was paperwork, there was time and expense, yet none of that had been an issue before, and still tonight Leo made every effort possible to avoid legalities. Which raised the question: If the person who owned the ship and the one responsible for the freight weren’t paying for this armed escort, then who and why? Because Leo and his team, although less expensive than some of the larger, better-known maritime security companies, still didn’t come cheap.

The lead vehicle continued to the end of the wharf, pulled to a stop near the center of the last ship, and Natan, following close behind, stopped the Land Cruiser alongside. The freighter was larger than Munroe had expected, Liberian flagged, maybe six or seven thousand tons, about 150 meters long, with three hatches and two deck cranes. She sat low in the water with a freeboard that couldn’t have been more than five meters, and by initial assessment was either an old ship or not well cared for.

Munroe stepped from the car and, together with the others, collected the gear. The captain came down the gangway while several of the ship’s crew looked on from the deck. He was short and stocky with a healthy midsection. Under the glare of the port lights his weathered face and thinning hair pegged him as in his sixties, but his posture, physique, and more, the way he carried himself, said early fifties on the outside, and Munroe would have guessed there was military buried somewhere in his background.

Leo moved to greet the man and the two shook hands, exchanging words with imperfect English as the common language between them. Munroe knelt to tighten the straps of her backpack, keeping far enough away to avoid drawing attention, close enough to listen in as the captain bantered good ol’ boy to good ol’ boy with a level of camaraderie that came off with far too much exuberance to be genuine. And then, after a moment or two, as if exhausted from the effort, the captain swung his arm in a wide motion toward the gangway and said, “We hurry. Please. Put your men quickly so we go on the way.”

Leo turned toward Victor and nodded him toward the ship. The Spaniard picked up his gear, started upward, and the other three followed. Munroe let them pass, hoping to catch the last of what was said between Leo and the captain, but they didn’t speak as the men trudged up, and when her delay turned awkward she stood and grudgingly followed, leaving the boss men to whatever they had to discuss.

On deck, the ship rumbled beneath her feet, the main engine’s oil pumps already running, which explained the crew loitering about: waiting to cast off lines as soon as they were given the order. The men acknowledged her when she boarded but didn’t move to shake hands or speak to her, didn’t have the faux friendliness of their captain, though from the curiosity written on their faces it would seem that Leo’s men were the first armed escort to have boarded with this crew, if not the ship.

Munroe paused beside the gangway, let her bag slide off her shoulder, and set it by her feet. Victor and the others continued aft, toward the working and living quarters, which rose five levels above a deck long and wide enough that it could be used to lash down additional freight, if needed, but at the moment was empty. The ship’s cargo was limited to the holds below—bags of rice, according to Leo, humanitarian aid for South Sudan by way of Mombasa, Kenya—and scanning the deck for the nearest access hatches, Munroe could only wonder if he was really that stupid or simply believed that she was.

The captain reboarded while Leo, arms around Amber, lingered on the dock. Unlike the crew, who kept to themselves, the captain approached Munroe and offered a hand, and when she took it, he gripped hers and pumped it in a move of dominance.

“English is your language?” he said.

She nodded.

“Good. Very good,” he said, and welcomed her aboard with more of that same too-genuine-to-be-true friendliness: A minute or two of chitchat, just as he’d done with Leo, and then, duty finished, he turned and called out an order to one of his men. He continued on toward the door that the rest of the team had passed through, and Munroe turned back to the docks, searching out anyone who showed undue interest in the security team’s arrival and departure.

The lighting and distance worked against her, and finding nothing, she leaned forward to stare at Leo and overtly watch the last of his good-bye. It was childish to needle him like this, but given the circumstances, the immaturity of it only made her want to do it more. He caught her eye, gave his wife a final kiss, and Amber turned from him and climbed behind the wheel of the Mitsubishi.

Munroe couldn’t see her face but, having been through this with her eight times now, knew that as soon as Amber was alone inside that car, the veneer would crack, and the pain and neediness she’d held back on the dock would seep out and the tears would flow.

The vehicles circled around, and by the time Leo reached the deck Amber was already out of sight. He paused when he got to Munroe and flashed a grin, his way of showing that her behavior hadn’t bothered him. She picked up her bag to follow him.

“Have you been on a ship before?” he said.

“It’s not my first voyage.”

He frowned, almost as if he’d been counting on her falling sea sick on their first night out and was disappointed that it might not be so, then headed up the ladder—stairs in land-based terminology—for the bridge, and she in turn passed through the same door that the rest of the crew had.

The bosun pointed her up one level to where the helmsmen and mechanics bunked. Her berth was farthest down the passageway, accommodations for one that would be shared by two because Leo’s guards would rotate watch.

Munroe found Victor in the room, which suited her fine, and she suspected he’d been the one to arrange to have her bunk with him. Munroe dumped her gear on the floor, and without looking up from the array of equipment he’d already spread out on the bed, Victor said, “Leo says you take first.”

“Is he on first too?”

Victor nodded and said, “You know the ships?”

His was the same question as Leo’s, only this one came from a place of concern instead of wanting to see her lose breakfast.

“I’ve been on a few,” she said.

Victor grinned and wagged his finger. “You keep secrets,” he said, and the way his gray-streaked beard twitched with his exaggerated speech forced her to return a smile. He’d already unloaded half his bag and unpacked his weapon, had laid out the equipment: handheld VHF radios, protective gear, and supplies—backups to his backups. He busied himself with his AK-47, which was what all of Leo’s team used because parts and ammunition were so easy to find in this part of the world and the telltale staccato blended in with the enemy’s.

Courtesy of Leo, she’d be keeping watch unarmed, just a warm body to fill his obligations. Victor handed her a radio and an earpiece, then nodded to his ballistic helmet. “You can use if you want,” he said. “We trade when we trade shifts.”

“You don’t want me dead like Leo does?” she said.

He chortled and, noticing her interest in his weapon, said, “You use this before?”

“Something like it,” Munroe said, and this time he laughed as if she’d let him in on a private joke. He wagged his finger again, as was his way. “You go on the ships, you use the guns.” He ran a palm over his weapon, but paused and shook his head. “You make up stories.”

She smiled and shrugged. In all, she’d probably spent more time on the ocean than he had, mostly in cigarette boats and in gutted and refitted fishing trawlers that had hauled the smaller boats longer stretches, up coastline in the Bight of Biafra, all part of the gunrunning operation she’d abandoned when she was seventeen. On ships she’d laughed, and loved, and killed, and on a ship she’d fled one life for another. Now here she was, more than ten years later, another circle completed.

Victor put the weapon in her hands, pointed out its working parts, and she listened, allowing him to teach her what he felt she should know, and when he was satisfied that she’d been properly schooled, he took the rifle away and returned to his own work.

The ship shuddered beneath their feet, indicating that the lines had been cast off and the voyage was about to begin, and Munroe left the berth for the passageway and the main deck, for Leo who had no idea of the sweet talk and magic that had been involved in guaranteeing the tug and the pilot would be available, arrangements that he’d never had to make before, would probably never make again, a task that shouldn’t have fallen on her shoulders but had, due to his hiding their boarding from the agent.


CHAPTER 4

Munroe stood on the open deck of the Favorita, night-vision binoculars dangling uselessly from her wrist, staring out over the water and the pinpricks of light that dotted the vast blanket of darkness while the ship rolled a gentle back and forth in its forward churn through the ocean swells.

They traveled at about twelve or thirteen knots—fourteen or fifteen miles an hour in land-based language—a slow and easy target in high-risk-area terminology. Leo had put her in this spot an hour ago with the instruction to keep watch, and knowing it would frustrate him, she’d stood exactly here and had done nothing more. The ship and the people on it weren’t her responsibility; she couldn’t care enough to pretend that they were.

Another two hours and dawn would come, and if she had it her way, with the passage of time he’d become more irritated with her ineptitude until eventually he’d give up on her and wish he’d left her in Djibouti.

Munroe glanced aft and caught the movement of his silhouette on the bridge port wing, some fifty feet above the main deck, where he patrolled, war-gamed up in a combat vest and helmet, cradling his automatic weapon: a contrast to the flashlight and whistle that he’d given her, both of which she’d tucked into pockets in the tactical vest because she had no intention of using them.

He’d laughed when he’d first seen the vest, as if she were a child playing dress-up. Had asked where she’d gotten it, wanted to know what was in her pockets. When she wouldn’t answer, he walked away in disgust and she watched him go, trying hard to see what kept Amber Marie attached to him. Smart and independent, Amber humored his Napoleon complex and committed herself to a lifestyle she hated, for a man more often away than home. Whatever Leo gave, whatever Munroe couldn’t see, Amber loved him enough that for her the rest was worthwhile.

Munroe turned from him to the water, to the invisible danger that might or might not lurk in waiting. The captain had taken them northeast, presumably into the Internationally Recommended Transit Corridor, an unmarked sea lane between Yemen and Somalia where warships from two dozen nations patrolled nearly six hundred miles along the world’s busiest sea route.

Fortune had turned against Somali piracy in recent years; the rate of hijacking attempts had fallen far below the heyday when dramatic confrontations and multimillion-dollar ransoms made international headlines. But the threat hadn’t gone away. Ships were still hijacked, just not as often. Travel in the Gulf of Aden was a calculated risk: The ocean was too vast for the warships to respond to every distress call, yet the odds were slim that any one ship would be the losing pocket on a roulette wheel of twenty-two thousand a year. Armed guards made safe transit a sure thing; in spite of attempts, no armed ship had ever been hijacked.

Defending a moving fortress, guards had the advantage of the high ground; they were also better trained and better equipped, and three or four could do what twenty pirates on skiffs below could not. Even so, most merchant ships traveled without them. Armed transit was expensive, controversial, and, depending on the ships’ flag state, in many cases illegal.

Leo moved out of sight to the far side of the bridge, so Munroe sat on the deck and leaned against the bulwark. Across from her, not more than a smudge of shadow beyond the crane, David held watch the way watch was meant to be held. He was Leo’s friend from their years together in the French Foreign Legion: two men already used to working as a team, now on the same sentry cycle to compensate for her perceived uselessness. That would be the order of things until they reached Mombasa—four hours on, four hours off, in a schedule that would turn days and nights into eight-hour segments and force her to wait several shifts before her off time rolled around at an hour that most on the ship would be sleeping and she’d be free to explore unobserved and unhindered.

Munroe stood again, and, almost as if on cue, Leo’s voice sounded in her earpiece. She made a show of fiddling with the bud and then spoke too loudly so that he yelled at her in a whisper, and that made her smile. He instructed her to walk the port side of the ship, to keep alert, and so she made a slow amble, aft to fore and back again, with ocean spray carried up by the wind stinging her face and probabilities playing against facts, because as much as she didn’t care what happened to the ship, she cared what happened to herself. No matter what Leo claimed, this wasn’t a standard voyage or standard contract, and she fully intended to get back to land no matter how badly anyone else fucked things up.

The sun rose, and Victor came as part of the relief of the next watch. “You do good?” he said.

She pulled the flashlight from a pocket and handed it to him. “Your weapon,” she said. “Just in case.” His beard twitched and he wagged his finger, so she gave him the whistle as well.

When he laughed, she grinned and turned away for the galley to grab food and see what more she could learn from her shipmates. Leo’s team was far too egalitarian to fit neatly into the formal segregation of officers and crew, but at sea they followed the patterns of their hosts, and on the Favorita that meant Leo and David ate in the officers’ mess, socialized with the officers, and had their berth on the officers’ deck while the rest of them were relegated to the crew’s mess and crew’s quarters.

The arrangement was how Munroe preferred things—it kept Leo away from her—and in any case, the crew interested her most. She ate in silence, listening to the cook hash out an issue with the mechanic, understanding nothing of the words rattled off in Tagalog, but plenty of the body language, and references to the captain, who came up in the conversation more than once.

From what she’d observed, overheard, and coaxed out of the cook during a brief conversation before they’d fully embarked, the ship had three officers and thirteen crew—a Russian captain, first and second mates and engineer from Poland, and the crew mostly from the Philippines with the exception of three who were from Egypt. She didn’t know how long the captain had been with the Favorita, but it was longer than the cook, who’d been with the ship for four years.

The mechanic left, the cook went about his work, and Munroe returned to the berth in an attempt to sleep, a fight against memories that were sometimes easier to forget than others. She tossed fitfully and, when the effort seemed futile, pulled the packet from her vest pocket and brushed her finger against the back of the facedown photo. Held it there a long while, connected to Miles Bradford, lover, lifesaver, companion, and friend, in the only way she could be.

She’d contacted him once in the past eleven months, had sent him a newspaper clipping of a burned-out yacht, the end of a monster who’d nearly destroyed both their lives in his purchase of female flesh, a newspaper clipping that would have told him that she’d succeeded and was alive. She’d kept up with him from a distance, through status updates and news on his company blog, breadcrumbs that he put there for her because he had to know she was in the shadows, lurking, watching, though lately the breadcrumbs had become fewer, and her temptation to return stronger.

The separation hurt, but it was better than the death that inevitably followed her, destroying the ones she loved most. This way, maybe they’d both stay alive.

MUNROE WOKE TO the sound of the door handle turning, a firm yank out of a sleep she’d had no recollection falling into: a yank that pulled her out of bed and onto her feet ready to fend off an attack before the door had swung fully open.

Victor stood in the doorway, one foot over the threshold, body frozen in place, muzzle of the rifle raised halfway in her direction, surprise etched onto his weatherworn face.

Munroe raised her hands in a show of backing off. Said, “Bad dreams,” and stepped a retreat toward the bed. “I didn’t expect to sleep,” she said. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

Victor lowered the weapon and moved past her, into the berth. He unsnapped, unzipped, and pulled off the tactical gear. Munroe stooped to scoop the fallen packet of pictures off the floor, reached for her vest, and with her head down and avoiding eye contact, stepped out, away from the shame of having given evidence of the emotional disequilibrium.

Leo glowered when she arrived late. She turned her back to him and faced the water, allowed monotony to take from her what sleep could not. Time became routine and followed a rhythmic pattern that rose and fell with the motion of the sea and passed into the rotating of the watch.

Leo gave up on her after her third turn at not even pretending to care, and, cautious to keep out of sight, she didn’t bother showing up again after that. They rounded the Horn of Africa and turned south along the Somali coast, presumably routing far off course as was standard procedure to evade pirate sightings, running dark at night to escape attracting attention with the lights.

She spent daylight sleeping or talking with the crew, avoiding her bed, the berth, and the potential of being compromised around people she didn’t trust. When she did sleep, she did so on deck, among supplies or in hidden nooks that she’d discovered in her exploratory forays, and in the deep night and early morning she slipped down the access hatches and into the holds.

There was something on this ship that made the crew nervous, caused huddled talk, shifting glances, and tension in their posture and interactions. With Leo’s flashlight she searched for inconsistencies in the way the bags of rice had been loaded, and it took over two days of incursions into the belly of the freighter before she found the first storage crate buried two bags deep, directly beneath the center of the number one cargo hatch.

A touch of splintered wood had led her to more until she’d uncovered a portion of what had to be a larger cache, a mixture of small arms, Russian-made assault rifles, and antitank and antiaircraft weapons. There were possibly additional stockpiles, perhaps even larger munitions, buried deeper or that she’d overlooked in the other holds, but discovering this was enough for her questions and suspicions to find answers: If these weapons were legal and intended for discharge in Mombasa, they wouldn’t have been hidden, which meant they would have to be offloaded before reaching Kenya, and the only place to do that was Somalia.

Munroe reburied the cache and made for the ladder, moving hand over hand, anger at Leo rising higher with each rung toward the deck. He hadn’t been hired to protect the ship, which was old and carrying worthless cargo; not even hired to protect the crew. Instead of diverting hundreds of nautical miles out of the way to avoid the hazard area, at some point they would be traveling directly into it. He’d been brought on to stand guard over the arms delivery itself.

She reached the top of the ladder, disgust rising at the audacity, not the gunrunning—given her history she could hardly be a hypocrite in that regard. Leo had played God with her life, had deliberately taken choice away from her by withholding information: an act made all the more vile because as far as he knew she was young and inexperienced, and if things went to hell, he’d knowingly written her a death sentence.

Munroe moved through the opening and crouched onto the deck, resealed the hatch, skirted between the coamings, and waited in the shadows, watching for Victor to pass on patrol. Strategy and tactical possibility laid themselves out on a chessboard inside her head, cold calculation muting the fury.

It was one thing for her to play the fool and willingly allow someone to use her, another entirely to be played and used as if she were a fool.

Certainly Victor, too, knew what lay beneath her feet, and his betrayal in the face of his act of concern stung worse than if this entire venture had only been Leo’s doing. And Amber Marie? What of her?

Munroe drew in a deep breath and let the anger seep out, pulled rationality into its place. Detachment would serve her far better.

She felt Victor’s approach before she saw him, instinct long honed during the years of hunting and being hunted in the dark. Waited for him to pass and then rose to approach from his blind spot, moving soundlessly, steps drowned by the wind.

Victor startled when he felt her, said, “Christ!” and spun to face her. “Are you crazy?” he said, and then trying to cover the surprise gave her his bearded grin and said, “What new secrets do you bring tonight?”

She kept beside him, stride matching his. “I think it’s you who’ve been keeping secrets.”

“My secrets?” he said, and his voice betrayed a genuine earnestness that she’d truly hoped wouldn’t be there.

“Where is this ship headed?” she asked.

“That’s no secret. Mombasa—we all know this.”

“Before Mombasa.”

He stopped walking, turned to study her, and in the moonlight his expression twisted and his eyebrows lifted as if he’d begun to understand.

“I’ve been exploring down in the hold,” she said. “Found a few interesting things. So where do we stop to deliver them?”

Victor started walking again. “You didn’t know?” he said.

“Didn’t know what exactly?”

He didn’t reply.

“Obviously, Leo knows,” she said. “And you know, and I assume that David knows. What about Emmanuel? Marcus? Am I the only one that Leo neglected to tell?”

“He briefed me alone,” Victor said. “Told me he would do the same for the others and that we were not to speak of it again.”

“What’s your cut?” Munroe said.

“If Leo finds out,” Victor said.

“He’s the last person I’d tell anything.”

“One-sixth,” he said. “On top of the voyage pay.”

Munroe stopped walking. Whatever indifference she’d maintained after boarding the ship shed like the last of a snake’s old skin. Leo had gall forcing her on a gunrunning mission while cutting her out of the hazard pay.

Victor paused, waiting for her, but Munroe had nothing more to say. She turned and strode away, and after a hesitation he continued on again.

Munroe kept to the shadows, breathing in the dark and timing movement to skirt the others on patrol, went up on the inside, where, although she might be spotted, possibly caught, she wouldn’t cast shadows and invite a bullet the way she would outside. She’d not yet been on the officers’ levels, but she knew where Leo bunked and how to find him thanks to innocent questions and friendly banter with the bosun that had given her enough to map out the deck in her head.

She reached the level and turned down the passageway, quiet like the rest of the ship, and when Munroe found the berth that she understood to be Leo’s, she thrust the door open.

Leo was already upright on his bed, reaching for a sidearm, when she strode through.

“There’s no point in shooting,” she said.

The light in the room switched on, brilliantly painful, and Munroe shut the door, leaned back against it, and crossed her arms.

Weapon two-fisted in her direction, Leo swung his legs over the side of the bed and said, “What are you doing here?”

“Demanding my cut,” she said.

“Are you insane? You walk into my room in the middle of the night and start nonsense.”

“I’ve been down in the hold,” she said. “I understand basic math. There are six of your people on this ship. I’m one of them. I want my cut.”

“Ah,” he said, and he smirked, then put the weapon on the floor beside the bed, swung his legs back up, and lay down as if she were a trifling inconvenience. “That cut goes to Natan,” he said.

“Natan isn’t here, I am.”

He laughed. “Your body may be here, but you’re of no help and there’s no way I’m giving you a cut.”

“Natan’s body isn’t here,” she said. “That makes him even more useless than me.”

Leo propped himself on his elbow in a brief pause, then sat up again. Swung his legs over the side of the bed again and rested his bare feet on the floor. “You had no reason for being down in the hold,” he said. “You are digging into things that don’t involve you.” He paused for emphasis. “It could get you hurt.”

She maintained eye contact, a deliberate challenge to his authority, which, if he’d been capable of seeing beyond his idea of who she was, should have given him pause, made him wary; but his body language said otherwise.

“It involves me,” she said. “You left out a lot of important details when you demanded I come along.”

In response, Leo slowly stood, shoulders back, chest out, hands slack at his sides, as if his implied threat should cause her, the purportedly weaker of the two, to retreat out of fear of whatever would come next.

Munroe followed him with her eyes but didn’t move. “Natan wasn’t hurt that badly,” she said. “He could have come if that was what you’d wanted.”

In a space so small that Leo could have reached her if he’d stretched far, he took a step in her direction: another challenge.

“I won’t be as easy to throw overboard as you imagine,” she said.

“You are far out of line.”

“Hardly. What’s your plan for the discharge? We get close to the Somali coast, offload at sea, and be on our way? Is this the captain’s doing or is someone else pulling the strings?” And because the muscles in his legs tensed as if he were preparing to take another step, she said, “It would be a mistake to get any closer.”

Leo paused at her warning, then laughed. “Okay,” he said, “whatever you say.” He turned away from her and sat on the bed. The laughter stopped. He glanced up and said, “Get out.”

“I want my cut.”

“I’m done talking,” he said. “Get out or I make you leave.”

She didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Shorter than she was, he came after her, hands first as if he would grab her collar and toss her to the bed. Time slowed. Instinct overrode thought, and with a speed hard-won in her struggle to stay alive, she blocked and parried. History that had made her who she was called out for the kill, was held in check by years of controlling the urges.

The attack and smack back lasted less than two seconds, and in the wake of her defense, Leo paused and stood hunched over, hands clenched, confusion and anger advertised on his face, a message on a well-lit marquee. Munroe nodded and opened the door. Stepped into the passageway and shut it behind her. If deceit-and-revelation was the deed by which score was kept, tonight had evened the game.


CHAPTER 5

Late afternoon the next day, Munroe left the relative solace of the engine room and headed out to the main deck, blinking back against the blinding sun, staring up to where Leo patrolled on the bridge wing. She’d avoided him since her confrontation, had snuck into the galley to grab food when she knew his men wouldn’t be around and slept when most of the ship was awake.

She took her time in the climb to be certain he knew she was coming, each slow footstep reverberating against the metal. Leo didn’t speak or acknowledge her when she reached him and so she leaned her forearms against the rail, kicked a foot up on a slat of one of the many shipping pallets lining the railing, and allowed him the silence while he continued the slow pace along the wing, a small circuit from which he could see the full length of the ship, miles of ocean ahead and around, and everything that lay in their wake. A minute passed. Two. Five. Ten, and finally Leo stopped beside her. “What do you want?” he said.

“What do you know of the captain?” she asked.

Turning back to the ocean, he said, “Why?”

“He committed us to delivering arms off the coast of Somalia—would be nice to know something about the hands we’re in.”

Leo snorted. Patted his rifle. “Not his hands.”

Munroe nodded toward the weapon. “That’s fine while we’re moving and out on the open sea,” she said. “But to make this handoff we’ll be stationary and vulnerable—not just to whoever we’re dropping off with, but to warring clans and pirate factions.”

“What would you know about keeping a ship safe?” he said.

“More than you’d imagine.”

He was silent again, perhaps replaying their last encounter and the truths he’d uncovered in those seconds, perhaps debating whether she was worthy of the discussion. “I’m not expecting complications,” he said.

“Have you done business with him before?”

“He comes recommended from a trusted source.”

“But what of his history? His enemies?”

Leo stretched a hand toward the empty ocean and drew his arm around in an arc. “Whatever enemies he might have, they’re certainly not here.”

Munroe shrugged and turned from him, back to the water.

Leo could be right, she hoped he was right, but she’d experienced far more than her share of treachery in remote places of the world, had felt too much of humanity, too deeply, to believe that anything was ever what it appeared to be. Without knowing what strings the captain had pulled to get these weapons, whom he might have pissed off along the way, it was impossible to predict what traps lay ahead and plot a strategy to avoid them; but if Leo didn’t already see this, hadn’t been concerned enough to vet the captain for himself, explaining her reasoning now wouldn’t change anything.

“How far out are we?” she said. “One day? Two days?”

“Around thirty hours.”

“I want my cut for the delivery.”

Leo shook his head.

“If I turned out to be useful after all, you’d still give it to Natan?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“We’ve already had this discussion.”

“You’re certain you won’t change your mind?”

He glared as if she were a fool for asking and so she straightened, nodded, said, “Okay then,” and turned for the ladder.

This conversation had been her final attempt at reconciliation, an olive branch. Leo’s decision severed her path from his completely. Had he given her what was her due, she would have been more useful than all four of his men, and not just in her ability to understand the whispers behind their backs. She’d lived her own store of experience from that previous lifetime, had survived when betrayal had come while they were anchored and men with guns, as well trained as any of Leo’s team, hadn’t been enough to keep the ship safe.

In passing the door of the bridge, Munroe spotted the captain, who, like Leo, had become her enemy: He had put the lives of his crew at risk—a violation even greater than what Leo had done to her, because even if he’d compensated them for this detour, unlike her, his men weren’t in a position to say no. They were poor, had families to feed, and if the ship
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