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Prologue

	 

	 

	The singing began at nightfall, and the dying soon after.

	Braulio stood just inside the wheelhouse of the Mariposa, smoking a cigarette and listening to the creak of the fishing boat and the clang of the heavy metal pulley against the winch out on deck. It sounded like a buoy dinging nearby, but there wasn’t a buoy within half a day’s sail of this place. They were off the map. Off the edge of the world.

	The tip of his cigarette glowed orange in the gathering dusk. The breeze that swept through the wheelhouse carried the smoke away, but still the air felt stifling. Braulio had lived his whole life on the island of Costa Rica or out on the open sea. At fifty-four, the fisherman was the oldest man on the boat, but even he had never been in these waters before. No one came out here, and there was no reason to do so unless you were lost, or you needed to conduct business in secret.

	Illegal business.

	Life had been easier for Braulio when it had just been about catching fish.

	“Anything?” he asked.

	Estevan sat in a chair bolted to the floor of the wheelhouse, leaning back with his eyes closed. In front of him, the radio whispered lonely static, soft and wordless. He opened his eyes into slits and looked at Braulio. “Do you hear anything?”

	Braulio gave a shake of his head and turned away, walking out onto the deck. The ship swayed underfoot but his gait was steady. Sailor’s legs. On land, he felt unsteady. Out here he knew who and what he was, or he had, until his age had caught up with him and work had grown scarcer, and need had turned him into a criminal.

	Did he hear anything? Only the sounds of the old fishing boat and the low muttering of the crew. Alvaro and Javier played cards down in the cabin. Hector stood aft, fishing rod in his hands, letting his line drag with the current that swept toward the dark hump of the island in the distance. Cruz, the first mate, sat in the bow drinking expensive whiskey though he was long past appreciating its quality. The captain, Ruiz, seemed happy to let Cruz raid his private stock, but the bastard never shared the good stuff with the rest of the crew.

	Braulio took another drag on his cigarette, forcing his trembling fingers to be still. He cursed silently, exhaling a lungful of smoke. His hands had begun to shake several months ago—infrequently at first, but then more and more. He had told himself that his age was to blame, that he had damaged the muscles in his hands somehow while working the lines. But the tremors had grown worse. He ought to have seen a doctor, but by then he had decided that he did not want to know. Still, hiding the tremors from the crew had become more difficult. Just this morning, Javier had noticed, and Braulio had spun him a lie about arthritis medicine.

	Smoking helped, though. Focusing on the cigarette, holding it to his lips, somehow made the muscles in his hands relax. The whole process—the familiar comfort of a cigarette, the smell and the taste--had always eased his tension and anxiety. It might be filling his lungs with poison and probably would kill him in time, but right now, Braulio needed to smoke, and not just to still the shaking of his hands.

	Estevan sat in front of the radio. If there had been any contact at all, he would have heard and responded. He would have told Cruz immediately, and the first mate would have shared it with the rest of the crew. But there had been no contact--not from the buyers with whom they were set to rendezvous, or from Captain Ruiz.

	That last one worried Braulio the most.

	He leaned against the railing, facing away from the island. He didn’t like looking at it, and did not want to think about why they had lost communication with the captain and three crew members who had gone ashore. The last glimmer of daylight burned on the western horizon and, to the east, the world had gone dark, but still no word from the island. That hadn’t been the plan. The men who’d gone ashore should have been back by now.

	The quiet troubled him. Troubled them all, though none of them wanted to show it. They were all holding their breath, wondering what the hell had happened. Not only had they lost contact with the captain, but the clients should have been in range by now for radio communication. But nothing.

	Braulio watched the upper rim of the sun sinking into the water to the west, and shivered.

	Fucking Ruiz had decided to get clever, and if there was one thing Braulio had learned over the course of his life, it was that trying to be clever nearly always led to disaster. The Mariposa had left port in Costa Rica with the guns on board, as planned. The job had been simple—rendezvous with the client, deliver the guns, pick up the cash, then catch a ton of fish before setting course for home. But Captain Ruiz just had to complicate things.

	The island isn’t on any of the charts, Ruiz had said that night in the bar, whispering low, his eyes glittering with whiskey and greed. He spread an old, yellowed map on the table and weighted the edges down with sweaty bottles of beer. But it’s here. This thing is old, maybe a hundred years. Still, what are those marks?

	To his credit, it had been a good question. Marks had been made on the map indicating…well, something. Ruiz had thought it an old pirate map, which Braulio considered ridiculous, though he did not dare say so out loud. And, after all, it could have been a pirate’s map. Who was to say?

	Ruiz had shifted the rendezvous to the open water not far from the island and the Mariposa had arrived a day early. The captain had wanted time to explore the island, to figure out what the marks on the map represented. The rest of the crew had been all for it. They were young enough to believe in buried treasure. 

	Braulio had not cared much either way, as long as he got paid. But then, a little more than six hours ago, they had come in sight of the island after realizing that the coordinates on the map were slightly off. At his first glimpse of the place, Braulio had felt his skin begin to crawl.

	The island was a cemetery. Not of human graves, but of sunken, derelict ships.

	“What is this? What does it mean?” Hector had asked.

	The captain, staring out at the wrecks arrayed along the coast, had not responded. 

	It had been Cruz, the first mate, who had laughed. “Are you a superstitious fool now? Haven’t you heard the stories of the Sargasso Sea? The currents must cross here. Ships drift in and strike the rocks.”

	Some of the men nodded, satisfied with that story. Hector had glanced at Braulio as though looking for reassurance, but the old man had ignored him, focusing on the captain. Cruz always had an answer for everything and it made the whole crew want to throw him overboard at least once a day, but the explanation seemed sensible, if hard to believe.

	That was when Ruiz had tried getting clever. 

	“Load the gun crates into the lifeboats.”

	Braulio had stared at him. What the fuck? But even as the question crossed his mind, he had known the answer. Ruiz intended to make the clients sweat, try to force them to come up with more money or something else in trade before he would turn the weapons over. And from the gleam in his eye, it seemed Ruiz had been planning this for a while.

	That had started Braulio’s hands shaking and he’d lit a trembling cigarette. He’d gone through an entire pack since.

	With a sigh, he turned toward the railing, toward the island. The last of the daylight slipped over the edge of the world, leaving only the moon and stars to see by. The island loomed in the distance, the ruined ships dark shapes in the shallow coastal water, but he saw no sign of the lifeboats returning. And even if they tried, they might not be able to see the Mariposa. Estevan had a light on in the wheelhouse, but otherwise the fishing boat was dark.

	“Estevan!” Braulio called. “Turn on the running lights in case they come back tonight.”

	He heard the little man moving in the wheelhouse, and then a voice from within. “Why?”

	Braulio took a deep breath, then began to cough. Maybe the cigarettes would kill him sooner than he thought. His hands began to tremble so badly that he had difficulty putting the butt to his lips.

	Why? Estevan didn’t think the captain would be back tonight, and nobody argued with him. Hector didn’t even look up from his fishing pole. Alvaro and Javier were silent belowdecks. Up on the bow, Cruz probably hadn’t heard.

	Braulio took a long puff on his cigarette, the tip flaring orange in the dark. He forced his hands to be steady as he turned toward the wheelhouse. He’d go in and turn the goddamn lights on himself, and then he would have a talk with Cruz, who would be boss if the captain didn’t return.

	Braulio strode away from the railing, already questioning his decision to get involved. It wasn’t his job, after all. He was just an old fisherman. But if he wanted to get paid…

	Three steps and he froze, a frown creasing his forehead.

	“Hey,” he said. “Do you hear that?”

	It sounded like singing--a lone voice across the water, distant and quiet, but rising, like something he would have heard in church. There were no words, just that voice--not quite beautiful and yet soothing, aching.

	Curious, he took a step back toward the railing.

	Up at the bow, Cruz screamed. The sound, high and shrill, lasted only a second before being cut off.

	Something fell over in the wheelhouse—maybe Estevan slipping off his chair—and Braulio swore, hurrying along the railing, wondering what the hell had happened. Had Cruz hurt himself? Fallen overboard? Now that he listened, Braulio thought he heard splashing from the water, and something slapping the hull, wet and slippery. Drunk son of a bitch.

	He hadn’t even reached the wheelhouse when another scream came from behind him. As he turned, he caught a glimpse of Hector’s fishing pole clattering to the deck, then all he could do was stare at the big man, who was trying to beat at something on his back, to tear at a limb wrapped around his throat.

	The cigarette fell from Braulio’s lips. 

	Hector twisted around, struck the railing, and went over the side. As he fell, the moonlight illuminated his attacker. Braulio’s eyes widened, but he did not scream. “Los diablos,” he whispered, and began to weep.

	They came over the railing, then, two at a time, scraping wood and metal. In the wheelhouse, glass broke and Estevan started to shout. Gunshots echoed off the deck and out across the water, and Braulio fled, running toward the only shelter he could imagine--the cabin belowdecks. But to get there, he had to go through the wheelhouse.

	Something grabbed him from behind, wrapping around his leg. He let out a cry and it fell on him, tearing at him, and he knew that God would not listen to the prayers of a criminal. In a breath, he told the Lord of his sorrow and regret.

	More gunshots cracked the night air. Something splashed him, cold on his skin, though Braulio also felt the heat of his own blood running down his chest and soaking his pants. The grip on him loosened and he tore free and rose, staggering.

	Only to see Estevan pointing the gun at him.

	“Out of the way!” Estevan shouted.

	But Braulio barely heard him. He careened for the wheelhouse door. As he passed Estevan, the man fired again, but Braulio did not bother to look back at what the bullets might have hit. He threw himself across the threshold of the wheelhouse, broken glass crunching beneath his shoes. A dark shadow twitched, half-dead, on the floor near the radio, but Braulio did not even slow down.

	From the top of the stairs that led down into the cabin, where the crew had their quarters, he saw Javier and Alvaro appear. The sickly yellow light gave them an ugly pallor, and glinted off of the guns they must have fetched when they’d heard the shots from above.

	“Stop!” Braulio cried, half-sliding down the steps. “Don’t go up there!”

	“What the hell—” Javier began.

	“Look out the window!” the old man said, pointing toward one of the round portholes in the main cabin even as he moved away from the stairs.

	Javier ran to the window, pushed his face up against it. The glass cracked. Something grabbed him, pulled, and blood sprayed.

	Something broke inside of Braulio then. He ran, limping, into the short corridor where all their quarters were and saw the door to the head slightly ajar. Thinking only of shelter—of tiny vents and metal doors and no windows—he practically fell into the bathroom. Twisting the lock into place, his whole body trembling now instead of just his hands, he climbed on top of the toilet, hugging his knees to his chest.

	Only then did the pain begin to truly blossom in his chest. Only then did he press his trembling hands against the wound, trying to keep his life from leaking out. Only then did he realize that he had not escaped death after all.

	Braulio shook and bled and wept, and listened to the gunfire and the screams until there were no more of either.
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	Just after one o’clock in the afternoon on a pristine June day, Tori Austin stepped out onto the deck of the Antoinette, dying for a shower. The wind came up off the Caribbean, salty and warm, and pulled her clothes taut across her body. She breathed deeply as she walked to the railing, invigorated by the crisp, clean air. Then the wind shifted slightly and she caught the scent of rust that always lingered on board the freighter, and her nose wrinkled in distaste.

	Back on land, some people drove BMWs and some drove run-down pickup trucks. Out on the ocean, the Antoinette was the equivalent of a long-haul trucker, with a cab full of fast food wrappers and empty beer cans, and a trailer full of anonymous cargo. The broad expanse of the Antoinette’s deck carried one hundred and eighty-eight massive metal containers, each one the size of a big rig’s trailer, but the principle was the same. This had been Tori’s first voyage aboard the Antoinette—hell, aboard anything larger than the sightseeing ships that ran tours on Biscayne Bay—but in her time working for the vessel’s owner, Viscaya Shipping, she’d learned all sorts of things about the cargo business and the ships in Viscaya’s fleet.

	To her left, the view might as well have been of some harbor dockyard. Containers were stacked six high, some of them covered in rust and graffiti, others gleaming and new. On the ship’s bow, a crane of dull, gray steel towered over them. Tori went to the right, walking back to the aft railing. The accommodations block—a white tower of crew cabins, showers, and common rooms topped by the captain’s bridge—was just as modular in appearance as the containers. It looked like a Fort Lauderdale beachfront apartment building had been dropped down onto the deck, right at the stern. 

	Some container ships had the accommodations block more toward the center, but Tori appreciated its placement on the Antoinette. Standing at the back railing, she could take in the breathless, vivid blue of the Caribbean without having to look at the cargo. She’d enjoyed the voyage so far, and surprised herself with how much she liked the work. But the sameness of those stacks of metal blocks had begun to get to her. 

	The wind kicked up again--no rust this time--and she relished it. She really did need to get inside and shower. Her skin felt coated with grease from the two hours she’d spent in the galley. Josh always prepared something simple at lunch—today it had been blackened chicken sandwiches—but every couple of days he added a special on the side. This afternoon, the twenty-four members of the crew had been treated to scallops wrapped in bacon.

	Tori wondered if Viscaya Shipping, the owners of the Antoinette, knew how well the crew was being fed. She’d seen the ship’s ledger, and either the captain was hiding the cost or he was paying for the extras out of his own pocket. It was the sort of thing Tori ought to be looking out for. Technically she’d been sent along on this trip for quality control--to evaluate efficiency and expenditures, to look over the manifests, and to help out in any way she could. 

	The Rio brothers—Gabe, the captain, and Miguel, the first mate—weren’t happy about it, but since nobody else acted like she had the plague, she presumed they had kept it from the crew. Which was fine with Tori. She hadn’t asked for the assignment. All she’d wanted was to crew one of the Viscaya container ships, just once. She would have swabbed the deck or polished the railings if they’d asked.

	As a girl, she had loved to read classic stories of adventure—Jack London and Jules Verne foremost among them—the sort of books that caused her teachers to mutter in disapproval and attempt to interest her in the Bronte sisters, or even Nancy Drew. The teachers at St. Catherine’s had rigid opinions about which books were and were not proper for girls. But reading offered her an escape from the poisoned air of her home, and dreams of someday having her own adventures. 

	By her sophomore year of high school, she had ceased to believe in escapes or in dreams, and had stopped reading almost entirely. Yet she’d never forgotten those stories. They’d had a deep impact upon her, and filled her mind with powerful presumptions--not the least of which was that rough men could be honorable creatures. Her father’s cruelty, far from disabusing her of that notion, had only reinforced it. If men like him existed—brutal bastards who took pleasure from the pain of others—then the world must also contain his opposite: a rugged hero who would be better with his hands than his words, kind to friends and lovers, but fearsome and merciless to those who crossed him.

	Rough men didn’t have to be bad men. Books had taught her that. But all too often, life had given her a different lesson, and over the years she had lost faith.

	Now she was rebuilding that faith. Taking the job at Viscaya had meant surrounding herself with rough men, some of them on the wrong side of the law, but it had provided an ongoing education on the difference between rough men and bad men, so that she had finally come to think she could tell the difference.

	For Tori, this voyage marked the completion of one journey, as well as a beginning of a new one. She’d sailed thousands of miles and seen the beauty and the industry of five Central and South American ports. She had found her adventure. Now she could pause, take a breath, and make a new beginning at last. Until then, she would enjoy the time she had left on the open ocean. 

	It wasn’t complicated work. A container ship, like any cargo freighter, was loaded on one end of the journey and unloaded on the other, and during the voyage the work was about keeping the vessel clean, staying on course, and making sure the crew got fed. People paid to have their lives packed up in one of those big metal sheds and shipped overseas, and corporations paid to load their products the same way, but they didn’t pay to keep the big boxes shiny. As long as the inside stayed dry and nobody damaged Mr. Hodgson’s Georgian chairs--or his new Mercedes, or the 175,000 superhero action figures being shipped to coincide with the release of a late summer blockbuster--nobody cared.

	So Tori didn’t have to shine railings or wash the deck, but she had vowed to help out in any way she could. On the very first day at sea, she’d volunteered to assist in the galley. Granted, that had been partly due to Josh--a sexy mess of a man with several days’ stubble, sky blue eyes, and raggedly cut light brown hair. Since then she’d been Josh’s right hand for every meal, and had been surprised to find that she enjoyed the work.

	As for the quality control assignment, she paid attention to the Antoinette’s heading and looked out for anything that seemed an obvious waste of Viscaya Shipping’s money. But when it came to the copious drinking, the occasional fistfight, and the long hours some of the crew spent lazing around, she turned a blind eye. As long as everyone did their jobs—a potential issue with five new hires this go round—that sort of thing wasn’t doing any harm.

	Still, the Rio brothers had been edgy around her throughout the trip. When she’d been working in the Viscaya offices and they would come to pick up their checks or the manifests for an upcoming voyage, she had always gotten on well with them. Both brothers had flirted with her, brought her coffee. But when Viscaya assigned her to the Antoinette, even though it was only for one trip, that had changed. They didn’t trust her anymore, and though she couldn’t really blame them, she hated it.

	It wasn’t as though they had anything to hide. Tori knew more about Viscaya’s illegal operations than the Rio brothers ever would. And though half the crew of the Antoinette pretended blissful ignorance when it came to unscheduled ocean rendezvous with fishing boats or small Central American cargo ships, even the thickest among them had to know something shady was going on. The company chose its employees carefully. Most of the men who crewed the ship had their own secrets—little stints in jail, court-ordered alimony they wanted to avoid by being paid under the table—and they returned Viscaya’s loyalty with their own silence.

	The other half of the crew took a more active role when it came to Viscaya’s side business. Viscaya Shipping frequently carried cargo into and out of the United States that would have landed dozens of people in prison. Drugs, guns, stolen goods, sometimes even banned animals. But they drew the line at chemicals, powders, and radioactive materials, and they damn sure weren’t going to bring in people. Frank Esper and Bobby Jewell ran illegal enterprises alongside their legitimate business, but they were Americans. Anything that had even a hint of terrorist connections, they stayed far, far away from.

	The guys from Viscaya had their own code, and Tori respected that.

	For herself, she had long since surrendered any thoughts of an ordinary life. Tori had spent her life in the orbit of dangerous men, trapped by their gravity. The worst of them had been Ted--an uptown guy with a taste for cocaine and hookers who had played at being an old-school thug for so long that he’d become one. Of course she’d married him. It had taken courage and the hand of fate to free her, and now Ted lingered only in her nightmares.

	Tori had escaped with her life, and for a long time she had waited for fate to catch up with her. New York had given way to Miami, where she’d promised herself a new start. In the three years since she had said goodbye to Ted in Penn Station, she felt sure she had learned to steer clear of truly bad men. 

	The people who ran Viscaya Shipping weren’t good guys by any stretch of the imagination, but they had rules. They might smuggle drugs, and even sample the product from time to time, but Frank and the others weren’t addicts. They might bring guns into America under cover of the night, but they made sure they knew who their customers were. 

	The management at Viscaya liked Tori, and they trusted her. In the time since they had first taken her into their confidence, she had adopted their approach. Business was business. As an office manager, she’d handled their legitimate and illegitimate endeavors with equal professionalism.

	So the chill she’d been getting off of the Rio brothers throughout this voyage—all the way from Miami to Brazil, and now more than halfway back again—both insulted and irritated her. And disappointed her on a personal level, because she genuinely liked them.

	So when she turned and started for the stairs that crisscrossed the outside of the accommodations block and saw Gabe Rio leaning on the railing one level above her, she decided that the time for a confrontation had come. He was staring out at the Caribbean with a cigarette in his hand, and glanced at her as she approached, taking a drag off his cigarette. He had an air of authority about him, of sheer confidence, that had nothing to do with him being captain of the ship.

	Tori mustered confidence she didn’t feel as she started up the stairs, the breeze whipping at her hair, tugging a dark strand loose from the ponytail she always wore in the galley.

	“Hello, Captain,” she said when she reached the first level. “They won’t even let you smoke on your own bridge now, huh?”

	Gabe Rio blinked, as though she’d woken him from a trance, and his sad, contemplative expression took on a sardonic edge.

	“Wouldn’t want you to report me, Tori.”

	She ought to have seen it coming, yet still she flinched.

	“Come on, Gabe. Has it really been that terrible having me along? I don’t hear you complaining at mealtime.”

	He gazed at her, his eyes flat, defensive shields up. With a flick of his finger he knocked the ash off the end of his cigarette and the wind took it, just as it did the smoke he exhaled.

	“We’ve had this conversation. I just don’t like being spied on,” he said, in the light accent that came from his Mexican parents.

	Tori sighed. “Gabe—“

	“Out here it’s ‘Captain.’”

	“Fine. Captain. It can’t be spying if you know I’m here. Look it up in the dictionary. I’m not trying to get anyone into trouble. I begged Frank to let me come along on this trip because I was sick of sitting in an office. I practically blackmailed him into it. It’s what I’ve wanted since the day he first asked me to work at Viscaya—to be on a ship, just once.”

	Gabe puffed on his cigarette, but now he turned to look at her, studying her as though seeing her for the first time. He had deep brown eyes, a long nose, and a perpetually sad face, but the gray in his neatly-groomed goatee added a certain charm, and at least the illusion of wisdom. For a woman who’d grown up with a little girl’s romantic fantasies, the brooding and mysterious Gabe Rio cut an intriguing figure. The circumstances of his employment at Viscaya only added to that allure. 

	According to the whispers—which Frank Esper had more or less confirmed when Tori had asked him—Gabe had quit Viscaya when he’d first learned of their illegal operations. Loyalty had brought him back, but not loyalty to the company. Miguel Rio had a temper and a history of letting it, and his fists, get him in trouble. He had spent seven months in prison for aggravated assault, once upon a time. If Viscaya fired him, he would have a hell of a time finding a company that would bring him on, especially as an officer. He’d have been lucky to get work as a deckhand. But Frank had been left with little choice when Miguel had gotten into a bloody fistfight with the former captain of the Antoinette. Gabe had gone to Frank and asked him to give Miguel another chance, and Frank had agreed on the condition that Gabe come back to Viscaya and take over as captain of the Antoinette. If Gabe would hold the leash, Miguel could keep his job.

	Which was how Gabe Rio became a smuggler.

	“I don’t get it,” the captain said, studying Tori’s eyes. “Why not just take a cruise? Have people wait on you? Who the hell wants this job?”

	A ripple of anger went through her. “You do. You love it. Maybe you don’t love Viscaya, but you love the job. And maybe you’re so used to seeing me behind a desk that you never really paid much attention, but do I seem like the kind of woman who wants to go lay in the sun with the shiny, happy people on a cruise ship?”

	The captain chuckled softly, a grin appearing. “Now that you mention it, no. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t want to see you in one of those teeny bikinis the American girls wear out here in the islands, where their parents won’t see.”

	Tori smiled. They were three-quarters of the way through a round-trip, intercontinental voyage, and the ice had finally broken. 

	“Maya would cut your eyes out if you looked at me too long,” Tori said.

	Gabe’s smile vanished, defensive shields clanging into place again. “Once, maybe. Not anymore.”

	The awkward moment stretched. Tori had no idea what to say. Maya Rio seemed perpetually pissed with her husband, but that didn’t mean she wanted him sleeping around. Whatever was going on with them, it was none of Tori’s business. Yet she felt a wave of understanding and relief wash over her. If Gabe’s marriage had fallen apart, his cold, distant behavior took on new dimensions.

	“Sorry. I didn’t mean—“

	“Forget it,” Gabe said, waving at the air with his cigarette.

	The tension between them grew. Tori still felt as though she had a layer of grease on her clothes and skin, and the Caribbean sun would fry her if she stayed out here too long. She squinted and peered out across the ocean, comforted by the absence of any land at all. The ship cut the water with a constant shushing that normally combined with the thrum of the engines to set her at ease. But at the moment, a lullaby wouldn’t have soothed her.

	“It’s about trust,” Gabe said.

	Tori turned to him. “I’ve never given you any reason not to trust me. I told you the first day, I’m here to learn, maybe make some suggestions about the business when I get back, not to talk about who drinks too much or who’s fucking whom.”

	Standing up straight, he flicked his cigarette out across the undulating water.

	“Not everything’s about you, Tori.”

	“Captain, listen—“

	“I worked for Viscaya for five years before I quit, and seven years since. Farzan might be the shipping manager now, but when I started at the company there was no such job title. I got my orders from Frank Esper directly--no bullshit, no middlemen, and for sure no ‘Quality Control Manager.’ Okay, I had my issues with them, which is why I left, but in the time since I’ve been back I figured I’d earned their trust. Makes this hard to swallow, that’s all.”

	Tori glanced around to be sure they were alone. Then she reached out and put a hand on Gabe’s arm. He gave her a surprised look, squinting against the sun.

	“Captain,” she said, voice low, “they know I’m loyal. And maybe I dropped out after a year of college, but they also know I’m smart. They trust me. That’s a hard choice for people in this kind of business to make, but they trust me. Now they’re just trying to figure out how they can use me down the line. They want me to learn how it’s all done.”

	He stared at her, unmoved.

	“And they trust you, Gabe. Don’t be a dumbass. You know they do.”

	He threw up his hands. “How do I know? I’ve got a fucking babysitter now.”

	When Tori looked at the captain this time, she kept her gaze as grim and unflinching as his own. “If they didn’t trust you, you’d be dead by now.”

	He flinched, staring at her, but she saw in his eyes that he knew the truth. Gabe let out a breath, a little grunt of air.

	“Damn, girl, when did you get so hard?”

	“In another life, before I came to Miami. But I’m not a hard woman. I’ve just got a little perspective, that’s all. If you spend enough time lying to yourself, then one day all you ever want from anyone is the truth, and it doesn’t matter anymore how ugly it is.”
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	The Mariposa rocked gently on the open sea, adrift and silent. Braulio flitted at the edge of consciousness, cradled and swayed by the boat as though in his mother’s arms. His eyes fluttered open and for the first few seconds he felt pleasantly numb. Then the pain blossomed anew--a wave of gut-deep agony that nearly drove him down into the blackness again.

	He cried out--half in pain, and half to force himself to stay conscious. With the pain, and that cry, memory returned in full. Limbs slow and leaden, he turned slightly. Fresh pains stabbed at his abdomen and leg, seared his face and chest, and blood began to seep anew from wounds he feared had already killed him.

	Angelique.

	He squeezed his eyes closed and wept once more, hating the weakness of his tears. Images of his granddaughter’s face filled his mind. Six-year-old Angelique had been a gift, her birth bringing his son, Marvin, back into his life. The boy had been the result of a single night’s fumbling with a waitress past her prime--a woman who had taken an interest in Braulio when he had been young and handsome, or at least young. He’d had very little contact with Marvin over the years, but that had changed with Angelique’s birth. Abandoned by the baby’s mother, and his own having passed on years before, Marvin had needed help. Braulio had little enough money, but he did what he could. His time, though, he lavished upon the girl. 

	Angelique was worth living for. Worth fighting for.

	Sunlight shone through the small vent in the outer wall of the head. How long had he been out? Was this morning or afternoon? A wave of nausea rippled through him as he wondered how many hours remained before night would come again. Would the devils return? Was it even safe to assume they came only at night?

	He steadied his breathing, stopped his tears, gritted his teeth against the pain and listened. The creak of the ship. The clank of cables and pulley against the winch. Nothing else. Not so much as gull’s caw to indicate he might have drifted toward land.

	He thought of the captain, of the guns they’d brought to the island.

	Of the radio.

	Did he hear the soft crackle of static, even down here? He thought he did.

	Mustering what little strength remained to him, he forced himself to stand. Waves of pain tore through him and he grunted, too weak even to cry out, and he pressed his hands more tightly to the seeping wound in his gut. Fresh beads of sweat popped out on his forehead and back and began to trickle down his skin. Blackness swam in around the edges of his vision and he fell against the door, began to slide to the floor, unconsciousness claiming him yet again.

	But Braulio fought it. Breathing through his teeth, lips peeled back, he forced his eyes to open. He adjusted one hand to clamp tightly on his wound and with the other he scrabbled at the lock and the handle, fingers slick with his own blood.

	The radio.

	The door had buckled in the middle, dented by the pounding of the devils. It stuck in its frame, but Braulio kept the image of his granddaughter firmly in his mind--that smile with the missing tooth in front. He pulled, heard a pop, and as the door opened something tore deep inside him and a fresh gush of blood squirted through the fingers he held clamped over his abdomen.

	He wouldn’t allow himself to think of it. If the devils were still on the boat, would they smell it? Surely they would hear him. It didn’t matter. If he couldn’t radio for help, he would die.

	But his instincts had been correct. As he slid himself along the wall and into the main cabin, nothing moved. The sun shone through the windows and he caught glimpses of blue sky. Sorrow engulfed him as he thought about Angelique. He needed to see her, to touch her face, to smell her hair. Braulio knew he had sinned in his life, and knew there would be hell to pay someday. Then Angelique had come into his life and, for an instant, he had changed his mind. How bad could his crimes have been if heaven could bring such a light into his life?

	But no; now his payment had come.

	He staggered up the steps into the wheelhouse. His vision blurred and he held tightly to the handrail. If he fell unconscious here and did not wake before nightfall…. He had to use the radio and then get back to the head, lock himself in again.

	Then it would be up to God who found him first—men, or devils.

	In the wheelhouse he paused, listening. Where was the hiss of static? The radio had gone silent. Steadying himself, blinking to focus, he stared at the radio, thinking it had died.

	Then a voice, clear and crisp, came from the radio.

	“Mickey, this is Donald. Come in, Mickey.”
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	Tori watched as Gabe’s face clouded over, and it seemed like he went somewhere inside himself for a second. And whatever he found there, it wasn’t pleasant.

	“Captain?”

	He forced a smile. “You got a lot of thoughts rolling around in that head.”

	Tori shrugged. “What you see is what you get. I’m out on the edge of the world, surviving, just like you. I tried ‘normal.’ Tried the housewife thing. It almost killed me.”

	For almost a minute they stood together at the railing, enjoying the breeze and the peaceful ocean. This conversation had been a long time in coming and Tori had imagined it becoming much uglier, so she felt a measure of relief.

	“Thank you,” she said.

	“For what?”

	“For talking it out with me. For trusting me.”

	Gabe grunted again, then stood and started patting the pockets of his loose cotton pants and the patterned, cream-colored shirt he wore untucked. He located his cigarettes and a lighter, and fired up a fresh one.

	After he’d taken the first real drag and made the sure the butt had ignited, he glanced at her.

	“You know my little brother’s still going to be a prick, right? He hates anyone second-guessing him. He’s pissed at the boss, and you’re getting the spill-off from that.”

	Tori turned up her hands. “I can’t control what Miguel thinks. He’ll get over it, or he won’t.”

	Gabe nodded, took a drag of his cigarette. As he exhaled, he seemed about to say something more, but they were interrupted by a shout and running feet.

	They looked up to see red-haired Tom Rogan rushing up to the railing on the stairwell landing above them. The Irish kid, maybe twenty-one or two, was one of the five new members of the crew, but he’d adapted fast, worked his way into Miguel’s good graces, and landed himself the gig as third mate, working the bridge with the Rio brothers.

	“Captain!” the kid said, practically hanging over the railing above them.

	“What’s up, Mister Rogan?”

	“Mister Rio needs you on the bridge. He said to tell you ‘Ortega’s house is coming down.’”

	“Fuck!” the captain snarled, running to the stairs.

	He didn’t even toss his cigarette, just let it fall from his hand to the deck, where the wind spun it around and danced it overboard.

	Tori looked up at Rogan. “What the hell is that about?”

	The redhead studied her a second, then shook his head. “Sorry. You’ll have to ask them.”

	As Gabe passed him, Rogan fell into the captain’s wake, the two of them clanging up the metal stairs toward the bridge at the top, leaving Tori to wonder. She was curious, and even a bit alarmed, but not frightened. Whatever it was, the Rio brothers would take care of it. They were capable men. Rough men. Some might even say bad men, but Tori would have argued the difference. 

	You always knew where you stood with men like the Rios. If things got too rough, you could always walk away. With truly bad men, there was never any walking away. Not without pain. Not without blood. Bad men didn’t let go as long as you were alive.

	That was Tori’s secret, and her strength.

	As far as anyone from her old life knew, she’d been dead for years.
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	Three Years Ago…

	 

	She didn’t go by Tori, then. That wasn’t her name. But it didn’t really matter what her mother named her, because her husband mostly just called her bitch. As in, “what are you lookin’ at, bitch?” “Get me a beer, bitch.” And, “What the fuck you do around here all day, bitch?”

	There were other pet names. Sweet nothings. Sometimes Ted called her whore just to change it up. Sometimes worse. It rarely bothered her, him not using her name. Even when she’d been a little girl and her father had actually called her by the name she’d been given at birth, it had always come out sounding like bitch. The tone was key. The disdain. The dismissal.

	On a rainy Sunday morning the week before Halloween, she sat in the back seat of a taxi as it slid through the streets of Manhattan. Just why there were so few cars on the street, she couldn’t have said. People didn’t go to church anymore, did they? Most offices were closed, and the number of trucks rolling through the labyrinth of the city fell almost to nothing. A lot of people were out walking. No, strolling.

	The word peaceful came to mind, and she almost laughed. What did it even mean?

	Ted shifted on the seat next to her and she glanced at him, then quickly away, dropping her eyes in deference. She didn’t need more than a glimpse to see that he could change his mind at any moment. The usual mix of poisons swirled behind his eyes. Anger, suspicion, paranoia…and cocaine. Most people had pancakes or bacon and eggs on Sunday morning. Ted enjoyed the breakfast of champions—fried Spam sandwiches, his childhood favorite, and half a dozen lines of high-grade blow—after which he’d demand she go down on him. When she was done, he’d hit her, slap her, sometimes kick her—either in a fury because he hadn’t been able to get off, or in disgust at what a slut she was if he had.

	And so she drank. Once she tried to get medication for depression—she’d seen one of those ads on TV—but it had gone badly when Ted found out. Said all she needed was a better attitude, maybe to take a little more pride in their Upper East Side apartment, in her appearance, in her goddamn husband.

	She hadn’t had a drink this morning. Strangely enough, her hands were not shaking. In the back of the taxi, she glanced down at them and found herself astonished to see how still they were. Her hands felt detached, as if they belonged to someone else.

	“Here you go, folks. Penn Station,” the cabbie said.

	He pulled up at the curb and flicked off the meter. When he announced the total, Ted shot her a look: see what you’re costing me, bitch? She didn’t speak, didn’t challenge, only waited for him to pay and to get out of the cab, and then she followed. On the sidewalk, she stood one step behind him while the driver took her suitcase from the trunk and set it by Ted’s feet.

	“Thank you, sir,” the bearded, dark-skinned man said in an accent she didn’t recognize. 

	Ted ignored him and picked up the suitcase. As the taxi driver climbed back behind the wheel and started to pull away, Ted looked at her.

	“Well?”

	He waited. Terror lanced through her. She had known the moment would be coming, and here it was. He would change his mind now, refuse to let her go. With the wave of a hand he would summon another cab and force her into the back with nothing more than the silent promise of what would happen if she defied him. Back to the apartment with the gleaming wood floors and the twelve-foot ceilings and the sixty thousand dollar kitchen where she cooked elaborate meals only to escape.

	“What the fuck are you waiting for?”

	“Nothing.” She shook her head. “I just…did you want to get a coffee or something?”

	Her soft smile felt carved into her face. At some point she’d forgotten to breathe, remembering only when she’d had to speak. Now her heart beat so hard it hurt her chest.

	Ted scowled, the message obvious. Why would he want to have coffee with her? Bitch was leaving him to fend for himself for three days, get his own meals, endure his own company, muster his own orgasms.

	“Don’t want to miss your train,” he said, his tone just a half-note away from schoolyard mocking. Then he sniffed and wiped at his nostril, as though imaginary crumbs of coke hung there, irritating him.

	She started walking and he fell into step behind her, close enough that she could feel his shadow on her like it was her leash. They descended into Penn Station, underneath Madison Square Garden, and passed by the flower vendors and the restaurants and shops that reminded her of some dingy airport.

	People jammed the waiting area. It was Sunday morning, and everyone who’d come down for the weekend was heading back to D.C. or Philly or wherever. Mothers with strollers, twentysomethings kissing their boyfriends goodbye, business suits. She saw an actor she recognized from a cable TV show. He played a cop, but not the star. Nobody else seemed to recognize him or they were too polite to bother him. New Yorkers tended to mind their own business. How else to explain why no one had ever asked her about the bruises she so often hid under makeup or sunglasses?

	Ted pulled her along in his wake to the departures board. Her train to Philadelphia left in less than thirty minutes. They waited in silence, her skin prickling with his presence, her heart in her throat, her voice silent. She wished she could just vanish, but the best she could manage was to say nothing, to keep still, afraid that any word or motion might be enough to trigger him.

	The train was late. The suitcase sat by her feet. At the scheduled departure time, Ted gave a low huff.

	“Fuck.” He turned to look at her. “Your mother better really be dying this time. It’s the last fucking time you go down there.”

	The words cut deep. She let him see how much they hurt because she had learned that was what he wanted. If she’d smiled, tried to brush it off, soothe him, he would know something was off.

	“Honey, she’s my mother. And it’s only the second time.”

	Ted reached out gently, like other husbands might caress their wives. Instead he pinched her forearm fiercely between thumb and forefinger, digging in. With a sharp gasp, she fought tears, but she said nothing. If she drew attention, she’d pay for it.

	“It’s the last time,” he said.

	“Okay. I know. The last time.”

	And it was. The first time had been a test, to see if he’d let her go, and to see if she’d have the courage.

	They called her train. Fighting the elation that fluttered in her chest, she picked up her suitcase.

	“Hey,” he said, that tone in his voice. Sweetness. The c’mon baby voice. “Say goodbye.”

	This time, the smile felt real. It made her stomach turn, but she kissed him. Ted stood in close, his chest against hers, taking his time with the kiss.

	“Who loves you?” he asked.

	“You do.”

	“And who loves me?”

	“I do.”

	If there’d been fewer people around, if others weren’t already pushing past them, he’d probably have grabbed her ass in one hand and ground himself against her to make sure she felt him. Instead he stepped back, reached out and cupped the side of her face, stroked her cheek roughly with a thumb.

	“Three days. Don’t make me come after you.” He smiled like it was a joke.

	She smiled, too.

	Then she got in line, wanting to scream at the shuffling passengers in front of her to hurry, to get out of her way. Forcing herself to breathe in tiny sips, her heartbeat thrumming through her body, she managed to keep from shoving anyone.

	A heavyset Hispanic woman checked her ticket, let her pass. A sign on the wall said TICKETED PASSENGERS ONLY BEYOND THIS POINT. A warm flush ran up the back of her neck, maybe the heat of Ted’s eyes upon her, maybe just exultation. She probably should have turned to wave, just to make sure he didn’t suspect. If he did, he might buy a ticket, try to come after her before the train pulled away. That would ruin everything. But she couldn’t turn.

	He’d still be watching, though. She knew that much. Right now he’d be watching her go, the anger and resentment already building up inside of him. When she got back, he’d make her regret having gone, just like he had the first time. When she got back…

	Halfway down the stairs into the underground platform area, she finally let the smile bloom. It terrified her, that smile. Too soon, she knew. Her whole body trembled and where she’d been warm before, she now felt a terrible chill. God, she needed a drink. Screwdriver—vodka and orange juice—an old-fashioned drink, totally uncool, but God they tasted good. And if you got the mix right, they were deadly.

	She needed to drink.

	But she wouldn’t. Not until she reached her destination. Maybe, if she had the strength—and she was beginning to think she might—not even then.

	“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she whispered. “Don’t be stupid, bitch.”

	She winced, sickened by the word, by the knowledge that he’d trained her so well, taught her who she was and what she was good for. Hating Ted and herself and unsure which of them she hated more.

	The train idled, engines rumbling, wanting to go, a racehorse ready for the starter’s pistol. She turned right, stepped on board, and moved in amongst the other passengers, looking for a seat. Passing one by. A perfectly good seat, plenty of space. And then another.

	She kept her eyes front, knowing he couldn’t see her but terrified that he could, that somehow he’d realized and come down after her and even now walked along the outside of the train peering in windows, watching her. Her stomach roiled and bile rose up in the back of her throat. Her eyes burned and she bit her lip to keep from crying. A part of her mind—the one who kept silent while he beat her, the one who’d gotten halfway to believing she deserved it—screamed at her to stop, to get off, to run upstairs and confess and apologize and take her punishment and never do it again, because what he would do when he found her would be so much worse.

	It got so bad she had to stop and take a breath.

	“Are you all right?” a woman asked--dark hair, kind eyes, well-dressed. A stranger, really wanting to know.

	She could only nod and move on.

	Into the next car, picking up momentum now. The train hissed and she knew she had to hurry. Suitcase in her hand knocking into people, muttering apologies, not waiting to see if they were accepted. Bells dinged inside the train and it would be soon.

	Into the next car, far, far out of sight of the stairs.

	Turn right again, out the door, onto the platform, into the shadows.

	Heart so loud, pulsing, she could feel it in her face and hands and she closed her eyes, a tear sliding down her cheek, still clutching the heavy suitcase. A conductor looked at her oddly from the window.

	“If you’re coming, honey, you better get on. Doors are closing,” he called, over the growl of the train.

	She took a deep breath. And shook her head.

	The conductor shrugged and turned his attention back to the passengers on board. Electronic voices crackled inside the train, then the doors closed, and there could be no turning back now. The voice deep inside screamed that she had done it now, that Ted would never let her forget it.

	She licked her lips, throat parched, wishing for orange juice and vodka, and watched the train judder, hitch, then pull out of the station. Would Ted still be upstairs? Would he be trying to peer down the steps, get a glimpse of her departure, or would he already be back on the street, headed downtown, into the swirl of drugs and hookers and brutality that was his life’s work?

	The train vanished into the tunnel car by car until only the rear lights were visible.

	She would wait, fifteen minutes at least. Maybe thirty, just to be sure Ted would be gone. What if he went for coffee without her, now that he thought she had left? Better make it an hour.

	Resigned to waiting, she set down her suitcase. Her hands still shook, but she took a breath and her heartbeat began, at last, to slow.

	The force of the explosion blew her off her feet.
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	Captain Rio double-timed it up the metal steps to the wheelhouse. The bridge, people called it. If you were in the navy or watched too much Star Trek, that was fine. But Gabe and Miguel had been raised by a fisherman, so it would always be the wheelhouse to them.

	Metal clanged underfoot as he reached the landing, whipped the door open, and stepped in. The windows looked out on what seemed like acres of brown and gray steel containers. Beyond them lay the wide ocean, bright aqua all the way to the horizon, where it met the powder blue of the sky. The sun shone down on the Caribbean. Most people, seeing that view, would have thought it looked like paradise, but Gabe had seen men die at sea. He’d known people who had drowned because they were too far away from the help they’d need to survive. He’d been through storms that seemed like the end of the world. He loved the sea, but had no romantic illusions about it. The open ocean was no different from desert badlands—anything could happen out here.

	The second mate, Suarez, had the wheel. That was all right. The old Cuban knew more about ships than Gabe would ever learn. Miguel, the Antoinette’s chief mate, was shouting into the radio handset, and the fire and frustration in his eyes set Gabe off immediately.

	Ortega’s house is coming down. That had been the message he sent with Rogan. Nobody else would know what the hell it meant, just part of the secret language of brothers, the lexicon of shared childhood in a small town on the Gulf Coast of Mexico, when they’d walked up the street in the aftermath of a hurricane and watched as a neighbor’s house, still mostly standing, collapsed under the weight of its own ruin. Ortega and his pretty daughter, Miranda, had died in there. Maybe had been dying while the Rio brothers watched their home slide down on top of them.

	It meant disaster. Some people would have said Code Red, but this was more than that. Ortega’s house is coming down meant Code Fucked.

	“Miguel!” Gabe snapped, striding across the wheelhouse.

	His brother spun around, his eyes alight with fire and frustration.

	“Shut up!” Miguel shouted into the radio. “Just be quiet and listen to me!”

	“—God has turned from me! They are all damned, now, but you can save me! Now, before it gets dark again—“

	“Fuck,” Miguel growled, then thumbed the toggle on the radio again. “Slow down, idiot. What happened? Are the guns safe?”

	The second the word was out of his mouth, Miguel gritted his teeth, cursing himself, knowing what he’d done.

	Gabe strode across the wheelhouse and snatched the radio from his brother’s hand. The man on the other end—someone on board the ship they were supposed to rendezvous with—had started screaming about God again. Terror or madness had given him religion; either one was bad news.

	“Mickey, this is Donald,” Captain Rio said. “Go to radio silence, right now. Use your tracer signal. Radio silence, goddammit!”

	He took his thumb off the toggle and for a second he thought his words had been heeded. But then he heard the breathing, quick sharp breaths, almost whimpering. Through the radio, they heard the man on the other end begin to whisper the Hail Mary in Spanish.

	With a click, the signal died, followed by static.

	“Jesus,” Miguel said. “What the hell was that?”

	Gabe stared out at the ocean. 

	“Radio silence.”
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	“Another triumph for you, sir,” Tori said, in a fake English accent.

	Josh stood in front of the stove in the galley kitchen, stirring a huge pot with a ladle. “Damn well better be. It took me since lunch to make that dinner.”

	“I know. A labor of love, you said. Which is why I’m definitely not going to tell you how many of them are already asking what’s for breakfast tomorrow.”

	“What’s for—?” He turned to look at her, then rolled his eyes. “My art is lost on these savages.”

	“Okay, diva,” Tori said.

	Josh laughed, though she knew he was only half joking about his “art.” This morning he’d woken up before five o’clock, taken a shower, and hit the galley. And other than a few hours after breakfast, he had been there ever since. Lunch had been quick and simple, though as tasty as ever, but today’s dinner had been something he called Louisiana Chicken and Dumplings--a spicy stew that had taken hours to prepare. The crew had come to dinner in two shifts—the second was still out in the mess eating—but nearly everyone had commented on the dish. The only ones who hadn’t mentioned how delicious it tasted were those too busy enjoying it to speak.

	“They’ll be having cereal for breakfast if they don’t show a little more appreciation,” Josh said.

	Tori knew better. Josh loved his work, and he had told her a dozen times over the past few weeks, since they shipped out from Miami, that the empty plates and bowls that came back from the mess were all the appreciation he needed. His diva-chef performance was meant to amuse her, and it worked.

	And yet, easygoing as he seemed, he had a rough-around-the-edges quality and his mischievous eyes sometimes took on a hard glint. A rough man, but not a bad man. Maybe even a good man--though, much as she’d been trying to change her ways, that might be too much to hope for.

	Still, whatever might happen with Josh, galley duty had turned out to be much more interesting than she’d thought. 

	“You know, all joking aside, you really should give yourself a break,” she said. “Isn’t there something you could give them tomorrow morning that would be fast and easy? Tater tots or something? For that matter, what’s wrong with making them eat cereal for once?”

	Josh stirred the pot again, then set the ladle aside. Now that everyone else had eaten, it was their turn, and he had put the remainder of the stew back on the burner. Tori had tasted a spoonful earlier and couldn’t wait to eat. Her stomach had been growling for hours, ever since the smells of the stew had started to fill the galley.

	“Well,” he said, turning to face her again. “Remember those breakfast burritos I made, when was it, Sunday? I made a double batch that day and froze the rest. I could thaw them out for tomorrow.”

	“Great. You deserve it.”

	He gave her a small shrug. “Yeah. Though there was this one recipe I’ve been meaning to try.”

	Tori laughed. “My God, you’re a cookaholic.”

	“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” he replied, one corner of his mouth lifted in a lopsided grin, his blue eyes gleaming with their usual mischief. “By the way, that was the worst English accent I’ve ever heard.”

	Tori grabbed a dishcloth, twisted it up, and snapped it at him. Josh tried to dodge, backed up, and promptly swore, hissing through his teeth, as he burned his arm on the edge of the stewpot.

	“Oh, shit, I’m so sorry,” Tori said, rushing up to him.

	Holding up his arm to inspect the burn, Josh gave her a rueful look which broke into a smile. “You’re a dangerous woman.”

	She reached for his arm, wanting a better look, and he winced a little but did not pull away. Just the feel of his skin under her fingers sent an electric ripple through her. This close, she could smell the aromas of the kitchen and the spices he’d used today, combined with his shampoo and just a hint of his own, almost earthy scent, and it quickened her pulse. Why some men stank and others smelled so damn good to her, she’d never know, but Tori liked Josh’s scent, as weird as that sounded.

	“Do you want me to get some ice for that?” she heard herself say.

	He gazed at her with those sky blue eyes, and when he smiled again it was as though snapping himself from a trance. “It wouldn’t hurt my feelings.”

	Tori’s throat went dry. She didn’t want to move away from him, but she forced herself to back up a step.

	“Don’t let the stew burn,” she said. “We’ve earned it.”

	He nodded and turned to stir it again, holding his burnt arm against his body, letting the cotton of his shirt soothe it. She had burned herself twice in the time she had been helping in the galley, so she knew he had a tub of salve somewhere that would take the sting out, but first he would want to ice the bright red scorch mark, to numb the skin.

	You could find other ways to distract him from the pain, she thought, and felt herself flush slightly. Maybe it was time for her to get out of the galley for a while.

	When she had first met him, she had been convinced that Josh wasn’t her type. Oh, he pushed her buttons, all right. Quietly confident, mischievous grin, amazing cook, bedroom eyes, scruffy in all the right ways. The man was sex on a stick. But that first day, he had seemed almost too nice, too safe, without the rough edges that she always seemed to find so attractive.

	Then they’d started cooking together, and she’d seen his passion for the work, watched his temper flare, and begun this ongoing, breathless flirtation that seemed to exist in every word they spoke to each other, even though it hardly ever became overt. 

	When he argued with Captain Rio about the supplies he wanted to get when they made port, she loved to watch his eyes flare. They had fallen into a pattern of teasing one another, but for Tori it had built to a point where it had gone past teasing. Now, as he grabbed a couple of bowls and ladled stew for the two of them, she watched him, studied the way his muscles moved under his shirt and the little sheen of sweat on his neck from the steamy kitchen, and desire drained all the strength from her body.

	Jesus, shake it off, girl.

	She smiled, laughing at herself, as she got a bunch of ice and wrapped it in a dishcloth. It wasn’t the first time she had felt this way. The trip from Miami to Manaus, Brazil—with stops along the way—had taken nineteen days. The sexual attraction had been immediate, but at first nothing more than she had felt toward many men before. As the weeks went by, though, and they spent so much time together in the galley, her interest had turned into a desire so strong it sometimes made her feel shaky. Embarrassed by the strength of her reaction to him, she had worked to keep things cool, but the undercurrent remained.

	She found it hard to believe Josh didn’t feel it, too, but he hadn’t acted on it, and so she had to wonder. Maybe she was the only one thinking about sex pretty much every time they were together.

	“Thanks,” he said as she handed him the ice.

	Tori picked up the bowl of stew he’d prepared for her and raised it as though in a toast. 

	“No, thank you.” She spooned a bite up to her mouth and her eyelids fluttered with pleasure at the flavor. “This is so good.”

	But Josh was watching her eat, that familiar mischief in his eyes, and since it didn’t seem likely he would break the tension between them with a kiss, she needed to do something herself.

	“You know what? I’m going to get this all over my shirt if I don’t sit down. I’m gonna head out into the mess, grab a table. Are you coming?”

	Josh pulled the ice from his arm, glanced at the burn, then pressed it down again. “You go ahead. I’ll be out in a minute.”

	Tori left, both relieved and disappointed. It might have been all the cayenne pepper in the stew making her face flush with heat, but she didn’t think so.
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	Angie Tyree had scrubbed her hands with industrial cleanser—the slimy shit that could get off just about anything—then used gritty, powdered soap with water. She went through the same process two or three times a day, but could never seem to get all of the grease and oil stains off her skin. As long as they were at sea, her caramel-brown skin would be streaked with black. It would take days away from the engine room, from the pipes and valves she spent every trip maintaining and repairing, before they would fade.

	She didn’t really mind. As long as her hands were as clean as she could make them, she viewed the stains like a badge of honor. Angie had grown up poor in Honduras, in a neighborhood where only the men involved in the drug trade had any money. But her father had put food on the table at every meal. Sometimes they didn’t have much to eat, but they never went hungry. He had taught her the value of hard work, and of keeping your head down and knowing when to look the other way.

	“I’m tellin’ you, Sal, I don’t know,” Rogan said, pleasant as anything.

	He sat next to Angie, their knees touching under the table. Most of the crew were Neanderthals, so whenever the company added someone new to the crew, Angie scoped them out. This time out, they had five new bodies on board. The cook, Josh, kept himself fit and the man was damn pretty, but Angie didn’t like them too pretty. On top of that, it had been obvious from the second Josh spotted Tori Austin that the two of them would hook up eventually. And aside from Josh, the pickings had been slim--except for the skinny Irish guy. But Rogan had the benefit of youth and enthusiasm. His techno-geek qualities—apparently he had a magic touch with navigation and communications equipment—had gotten him the job as third mate, but it had been pure luck and a slanted grin that had landed him in Angie’s bed.

	Now she playfully brushed his hand away.

	Across from them, Sal Pucillo rolled his eyes. Also a new guy, Pucillo had to be in his early fifties, with a weathered face and gray hair, but he kept fit, and his body was lean and powerful. He had something about him that said ex-military, but when Angie had asked, it turned out he’d just been born with a stick up his ass. Once a dock foreman in Baltimore, he’d gotten divorced and decided on a change of scenery. That was all Angie knew about him. Pucillo didn’t care to say any more, and she sure as hell didn’t care enough to ask.

	“Come on, Rogan,” Pucillo said. “You’re on the bridge half the day. The captain and his brother have been acting squirrelly all morning. Something’s wrong, and we’ve got a right to know, don’t we?”

	Angie kept her focus on her tray. Josh, the magician of the galley, had come up with a stew that was unlike anything she’d ever eaten, with chicken and Cajun spices and soft dumplings and tons of vegetables. Usually when she shipped out with the Rio brothers, the food was barely edible, so she spent most of her time working. As Fourth Assistant Engineer, and the ship’s best mechanic, she spent a lot of time sweating in the belly of the Antoinette. But with Josh and Tori cooking, Angie thought she might actually gain weight this trip.

	“Why do you think something’s wrong?” Rogan asked, his Irish accent slipping through.

	Pucillo sighed. “Are you even listening?”

	Rogan threw his hands up. He tried for exasperated, but with his red hair and freckles, he couldn’t quite pull it off. Angie thought he looked adorable when he was exasperated, and she knew what she wanted to do right after dinner. 

	“What are you asking me for, Sal?” Rogan said. “You think something’s wrong, ask the captain or the chief mate. You don’t want to talk to them, ask Suarez. He never leaves the bloody bridge, does he? I don’t know that he ever takes a piss. But I don’t know shit, all right? Besides, what do you care if the boss gets upset? It doesn’t involve you.”

	Pucillo laughed softly, his expression dark. They called him the cargo manager, but really he was a still a dock foreman. While at sea, he was just another hand—though damned old to be considered an able-bodied seaman—but in port he oversaw the loading of the metal containers on one end, and the offloading on the other. He had to have heard that there were some things that went on aboard Viscaya ships that the crew were better off not knowing, but Pucillo had a habit of asking questions he shouldn’t. Obviously he wasn’t comfortable with Viscaya’s secrets, but if he didn’t start minding his own business, he was going to be out of a job by the time they made port back in Miami.

	Of course, Rogan asked his share of questions, too, but Angie understood that. The kid had scored a nice gig, and if he wanted to keep it, he had to educate himself, so that he could make himself useful to the Rios if the time ever came when they needed help.

	“If the captain’s got trouble, that could be trouble for all of us,” Pucillo said.

	Rogan started to reply, but Angie beat him to it. She dropped her spoon and looked up at Pucillo. “Sal, we’re trying to eat here. Maybe you should man up and say what you’ve got to say to the person you want to say it to.”

	She picked up a piece of bread, tore off a chunk, and popped it in her mouth. Pucillo glared at her, trying to decide how to reply. If he took it seriously, he’d have to tell her off, and the ripples of such a conflict would affect the whole crew.

	He looked at her hands, at the oil stains there, and she could see the revulsion on his face. Pucillo had a neat-freak thing going on. The guy was meticulous. He’d probably have starved before he would have eaten with dirty hands. Angie wanted to tell Pucillo that nobody had clean hands, that sometimes it just looked that way, but he wouldn’t have understood.

	“You can make jokes all you want, but this affects us all,” he said. “And you’re not funny, Angie.”

	She grinned through a mouthful of bread.

	Pucillo sneered in disgust and got up, stalking away.

	Rogan slid a hand onto her thigh under the table and whispered into her ear. “You’re sexy when you’re a bitch.”

	“So I’m sexy all the time.”

	“Pretty much.”

	They started nuzzling closer, about to kiss, but then Angie glanced past Rogan and hesitated. She forced a smile.

	“Save your energy for later,” she said.

	Rogan didn’t ask; he didn’t have to. On the Antoinette, there were only a handful of things that could’ve made her hold back from kissing her guy. The freighter wasn’t on fire, and there was no sign of a tidal wave about to swamp them. That just left Hank Boggs.

	Maybe forty-three, the Chief Engineer stood six foot four and was built like a pro football player who’d started going to seed--still plenty of muscle but too much beer to go with it. He kept his head shaved down to about a quarter inch of stubble and only took a razor to his face when it grew longer than that. Sal Pucillo annoyed her, but she liked him all right, since he was pretty much harmless. But that wasn’t a word she’d apply to Hank Boggs.

	As he walked to the counter where Josh and Tori had set out the stew, bread, salad, and the rest of the evening’s meal, Hank took several furtive glances at Angie. Whenever his gaze strayed toward Rogan, the big man got a hateful glint in his eyes, a mixture of jealousy and confusion. The son of a bitch just couldn’t figure out why the skinny little Irishman got to share Angie’s bed, when she’d barely give him the time of day.

	“Your boss loves me,” Rogan whispered to her.

	Angie smiled, unable to help herself. Rogan touched her under the table, fingers dancing along the insides of her thighs, where she was ticklish--and sensitive in other ways as well. She rolled her eyes at him, gave him that coquettish “quit it” look, then caught Hank staring again.

	“One of these days, he’s going to start something,” she said, voice low.

	Rogan’s smile slipped. “Why? It’s not like you two ever…wait, you didn’t, right?”

	She shrank him with a look. “You better be joking.”

	“If I wasn’t, I am now.”

	Angie poked him under the table. “I’m serious. Be careful.” She glanced over, saw Hank slopping stew into a bowl. “He thinks I’m his territory or something. Creeps me the fuck out. If the captain hadn’t told him to back off…”

	She left the thought unfinished, playing with what little food remained on her plate. As the ship’s Chief Engineer, Hank was Angie’s boss, but since she’d spoken to Captain Rio about the way Boggs treated her, she didn’t really have to answer to him. Provided she did her job and kept things running, she didn’t answer to anyone except the captain. It drove Hank a little crazy, mostly because of how badly he wanted to get into her pants. You couldn’t be a woman doing Angie’s job without having to deal with assholes with caveman mentalities, but Hank Boggs fairly simmered with repressed violence and sexual tension. Ever since they’d first started working together, he’d made his interest plain in ways implicit and explicit, but Gabe Rio had told him to cool it.

	For a while, it had worked.

	But then she’d started sleeping with Rogan, and it blew Hank’s mind. If she was screwing somebody else, he couldn’t just pretend she was a lesbian or an ice queen. That meant she just didn’t want him. Angie could’ve eased the tension a little, put on a work shirt instead of the tight tank tops she favored, but it got damn hot down in the bowels of the ship. And if the guy got off on sweaty, oil-stained girls in sagging blue jeans, what was she supposed to do about it? Change who she was because Hank had the social skills of a brain-damaged sociopath? 

	Sometimes she let him take a good long look. Angie hated him enough to enjoy tormenting the guy, but she was pretty careful not to get into too many public displays of affection with Rogan when Hank was around. Waving too much red in a bull’s face was never a good idea.

	The engineer sat a couple of tables away, but there were a total of five tables in the room, so that was close enough.

	“Hey,” Rogan whispered in her hear. “You want to get out of here?”

	Before she could reply, there came the clatter of a tray on their table. Angie looked up to see Tori sliding into a chair across from them. 

	“Hey. Do you guys mind if I join you?”

	Angie just looked at her. The Antoinette was a freighter, not some little dingy, but there wasn’t a lot of space for the crew to get away from each other, aside from their own cabins and the two rec rooms, so they put up with the proximity. Sharing a table in the mess hall with other people came with the job. You didn’t ask; you just took the available seats.

	But Tori asked, quiet and polite, because even after a nineteen day jaunt down to Manaus and halfway back again, she didn’t know the protocol. It was her first time out. Maybe that was why she made such an effort to be nice. She was like the new girl in school trying to make friends in the cafeteria.

	The right thing to do would have been to give her a few minutes, make her feel comfortable. But Angie had spent years on ships with men who didn’t think she belonged there, so when thoughts about the right thing entered her mind, she pushed them away. This wasn’t high school. It was her job. And right now, she was off duty.

	Angie stood up, grabbed her tray. “We were just finishing up. No offense.”

	Tori’s face fell.

	“We really were about to leave,” Rogan said quickly. “Sorry to abandon you.”

	Now Tori smiled and Angie saw, not for the first time, that skinny as she might be, and lost in her own thoughts half the time, the woman was very pretty. She didn’t like Rogan being so friendly.

	“It’s no problem. Next time,” Tori said.

	“For sure,” Rogan told her. “The stew was great by the way.”

	Angie almost jumped in with something about how Josh made the damn stew and all the office girl did was chop vegetables and fill pots, but Tori beat her to it.

	“Nothing to do with me,” the woman said, shrugging. “Wish I could take the credit, but Josh is the master. I’d like to take him home with me.”

	Angie raised an eyebrow. “Oh, would you? Things getting hot in the kitchen?”

	Tori actually blushed. “Only on the stove.”

	“Kinky,” Angie said with a laugh. “But don’t worry. Only a matter of time for you two.”

	She took Rogan’s hand and led him to the door, leaving Tori with a weird look on her face, like she wasn’t sure if Angie had been making fun of her. 

	They stepped out onto the deck and started under the steps that reminded her so much of a fire escape, going up the outside of the accommodations block. Rogan paused at the next landing and they turned to look at the moonlight glinting off the water. The engines thrumming loudly. He slid his arms around her.

	“What is it about her?” he asked.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Tori gets under your skin for some reason. I mean, yeah, Hank Boggs I get. Toss the fucker overboard and have done with him. But what’s she done to you?”

	“I’ve got nothing against her,” Angie said, surprising herself with honesty. “But she acts like we oughta be girlfriends, right? For no reason except that she’s the only other woman on the ship--like that’s enough. But I’ve never been the sleepover, cry-on-my-shoulder, paint-each-other’s-nails kind of girl. Plus, you can’t tell me you don’t feel the chill Gabe and Miguel give off when they’re around her—“

	“The captain seemed fine with her today,” Rogan interrupted.

	“Maybe. But you heard what Pucillo was saying about him and Miguel acting strange, and you didn’t deny it. I’m not in a hurry to make friends with a woman the Rios don’t trust.”

	Rogan nodded, brow furrowed in thought. “I’ve gotta wonder why they don’t trust her. It can’t be just because she’s new. This is my first time on the Antoinette, too, and there are a few others.”

	Angie reached up, touched his face, grabbed his ear and tugged it, none too gently.

	“Ow!”

	She grinned, stepped in close, ran her hands over his chest. “I have a question for you.” She looked up into his eyes. “Why are we standing out here on the deck talking about Tori Austin, when we could be up in my quarters, naked?”

	Rogan kissed her, fingers twining in her hair before his hands slid down her back, over the dirt-streaked cotton of her tank top.

	“That,” he said breathlessly, “is one hell of a good question.”
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	Rachael Voss sat in a deck chair on the prow of a boat that had once belonged to a Colombian drug smuggler named Alvaro Rojas, before the FBI took it away. She thought it unfortunate that a guy stupid enough to get caught his first time making a run north wouldn’t ever understand the irony of his boat being used in the fight against the smuggling of drugs and guns. It would’ve been nice to rub it in.

	But how the Bureau had justified holding onto the impounded boat, she’d never know. Christian DelRosso, the Special Agent in Charge of the field division operating out of St. Croix, had a reputation for getting creative when it came to getting the job done. Maybe he’d filed reports suggesting they might be able to use the boat to lure some of Rojas’s buddies, the guys he kicked back to. Or maybe the S.A.C. had just not bothered to make his report about Rojas yet.

	Voss didn’t care much about the how. All she knew was that Rojas’s boat might be just the tool she needed to keep her partner alive if the shit hit the fan out on the water. Whatever S.A.C. DelRosso put in his reports, that was fine by her.

	Not that DelRosso had been doing any of this to help her out. He was just pissed at the way the Counter-Terrorism squad had been trying to get into the Viscaya Shipping case. None of the evidence they’d turned up so far—calls, e-mails, witnesses—had even suggested Viscaya had any connections to terrorism. But that’s how Counterterrorism got their glory. When they were bored and had nothing else to do, they looked around for a good case where there was serious money involved, slapped the Terrorism label on it, and claimed it as their own. Thanks to the Patriot Act, they could step on just about anybody’s toes.

	The worst part for DelRosso was that Ed Turcotte—Supervisory Special Agent in charge of the Counter-Terrorism squad—stood two rungs lower on the ladder, but had connections and influence that went way over DelRosso’s head. Voss’s squad, out of St. Croix, reported to DelRosso. They were his people, and Viscaya Shipping was their case. But the reality of it was that Turcotte had pull DelRosso couldn’t match, and if the SAC complained, someone somewhere would start accusing him of disloyalty. He’d be put out to pasture like the federal attorneys who didn’t want to play ball with the post 9/11 interpretation of the Constitution. The Patriot Act had split the Bureau into two camps, and now they were involved in the ultimate pissing match, with Viscaya Shipping as the current target.

	Special Agent Rachael Voss had no love for DelRosso. The guy barely communicated with the field agents, especially the undercovers, preferring to communicate through his ASACs. Half the time, he didn’t even give the Supervisory Special Agents—the people who actually ran the squads—a pat on the head when a job had been well done.

	But she didn’t want Counter-Terrorism getting involved in her case, especially with her partner undercover on board the Antoinette. If they came in now, they’d only make a huge mess of things. So right now, Voss liked DelRosso just fine. They had a shared interest in getting the Viscaya case wrapped up quickly.

	Another day or two would be all they needed.

	One way or another, it would be over after that. They had Coast Guard and ICE units on standby, but none of those boats were going into the water until she got word from her partner that the Antoinette’s rendezvous was imminent. Immigrations and Customs Enforcement was gung ho these days, but they weren’t any more eager than the Coast Guard to have a bunch of people sitting idle for twenty-four, maybe forty-eight hours, waiting for a go-signal that might never come.

	Voss smiled. Nope, it was just her squad that got to float around drinking mai-tais, waiting for the shooting to start.

	As if anyone drank frigging mai-tais anymore.

	Bob Marley sang “One Love” on her cell phone. She shifted in her chair, took her feet down off the rail, and pulled out the phone. When she flipped it open, she was careful not to drop it, knowing with her luck it would end up going right over the side. She’d dropped her keys in the water a couple of years back and never heard the end of it.

	“Voss.”

	“The clock is ticking, Rachael.”

	“I left my watch in my other shorts.”

	“What about this is funny to you?”

	She settled back into the chair, gazing out across the Caribbean, the night wind still warm and sweet with the scents of the tropics. Maybe it was her imagination. St. Croix was thirty miles away or more; it wasn’t like she could smell the flowers. But out here under the moon, the boat gently rocking, quiet except for occasional laughter from inside, life was good. Or it would have been, if she could just have worked the tension out of her neck and shoulders.

	Which was not going to happen until they busted the entire crew of the Antoinette, without anyone catching a bullet or a knife in the gut.

	“I don’t know if ‘funny’ is the word,” Voss said into the phone. “But the fact that I’m out here sipping a strawberry daiquiri and you’re probably still at your desk sucking back those nasty energy drinks is at least amusing, don’t you think?”

	The sigh on the other end of the line was crystal clear. “You don’t drink.”

	“How do you know I haven’t started?”

	“If you did, you wouldn’t drink something as girly as a strawberry daiquiri.”

	“Shit. I was going to say mai-tais.”

	The grunt on the line could almost have been a laugh. “Nobody drinks mai-tais anymore.”

	“Which is why I didn’t say it. What’s on your mind, Chauncey?”
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