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For all the girls who are more than just refugees





SAINT CATHERINE’S PRAYER



Star of the world, Catherine,


breaker of the Wheel,


helping the chosen children,


saving each,


there at their dying.


Catherine, honored daughter,


branch of virtue,


face like an apple, breast like a swan,


a virgin not violated.


Stretch your cloak over my madness,


Son of Mary.


Beg mercy for the thief, Catherine.


Implore for me progress, that vanquishing


the enemies of my soul


I may be victorious in my last combat


and after death


be conducted by the angels.


Amen





ONE



If you’re going to be a thief, the first thing you need to know is that you don’t exist.


And I mean, you really have to know it. You have to own it. Bug Eye taught me that. Because if you do exist, you might snag someone’s eye who will frown and wonder who you are. They’ll want to know who’s letting you run around. Where you’ll sleep tonight. If you’ll sleep tonight.


If you exist, you won’t be able to slouch through a press of bodies, all warm arms and shoulders smelling of work and soap. You won’t be able to take your time and choose: a big lady in pink and gold. You won’t be able to bump into her and swivel away, her wallet stuffed down your pants. If you exist, you can’t exhale and slip through the bars on a window. Your feet might creak on the floorboards. Your sweat might smell too sharp.


You might.


But I don’t.


I’m the best thief in this town.


I don’t exist.


I’ve been sitting in this mango tree for long enough to squish seven mosquitoes dead. I can feel my own warm blood between my fingers. God only knows how many bites I have. Ants are exploring my nether regions. And yet Sister Gladys, bless her, will not sleep.


Through the windows I see her bathed in the light of the common room’s television. Her face shines a radiant blue, and her belly shudders with laughter. Feet propped up on a stool, her toes bend at odd angles like antelope horns. I wonder what she’s watching, relaxed now that all the students are asleep. Old Fresh Prince of Bel-Air reruns? Churchill Raw? What do nuns think is funny?


I check the time on my phone and briefly consider coming back tomorrow and lifting that ancient television once and for all. Shouldn’t she be praying or something?


Eight mosquitoes. My stomach growls. I clench it and it stops.


Finally, the sister’s head slumps. I wait for the rhythm of her breathing to steady, then slowly lower myself over the wall that surrounds the school.


A guard dog materializes from the darkness and rushes toward me.


I put my arms up. Dirty leaps on me, slobbering all over my face. “Shh . . .” I say to his whines. His wagging tail thumps my legs as I walk toward the washroom at the end of the dorms.


“What took you so long?” Kiki asks, pushing open a creaky window as I approach.


I wince at the noise and look around, even though I know there’s no one in the tidy yard but Dirty. He leans against my thigh, panting happily as I rub the soft fur between his ears. Dirty and I are old pals.


“I think Sister Gladys has a crush on Will Smith,” I say.


My sister grunts and pushes a white bun through the bars on the window meant to keep thieves like me out. It tastes sweet, store-bought. I give a bite to Dirty, who wolfs it down in one gulp, licks his lips, and whines.


“Everything okay?” I ask between bites. “The penguins aren’t beating you up too bad?”


She shakes her head. “You?”


“No penguins up on my roof. Can’t fly.”


“You know what I mean, Tina.”


“I’m fine,” I say. “Hey, I brought you something.” I rummage in my bag and pull out a pack of No. 2 pencils, still wrapped in cellophane. I slide them through the bars.


“Tina . . .”


“Wait, there’s more,” I say before she can protest, and fish out a notebook. It has a cartoon of happy kids on the front, and the words SCHOOL DAYS! in dark, emphatic capitals.


I push the goods toward her. Her eyes linger on the tattoos that cover my arms.


“The nuns will give me school supplies,” she says. “You don’t have to steal them.”


“They’ll give you the reject bits. You don’t have to depend on their charity. I can get you better.”


“But you’re giving me charity.”


“That’s different. I’m family.”


She doesn’t say anything.


I step back, leaving the gifts on the windowsill. “You’re welcome.”


“Tina,” she blurts, “you can’t just live on the streets for the rest of your life.”


I zip up my bag. “I don’t live on the streets. I live on a roof.”


Kiki’s doing that thing where her brow pinches, and she looks like Mama. I see more and more of our mother in Kiki every time I come here, which hurts sometimes, but still, better Mama than him. He’s most obvious in her lighter skin and eyes, in her loose curls. You can still see that we’re sisters; I just wish it wasn’t so obvious that we’re half sisters. Not that I would ever call her that. I hate how it sounds. Half sister. Like half a person.


But there’s no hiding that Kiki’s dad, unlike mine, is white. Once she let it slip that the other girls call her “Point-Five,” as in, point-five black, point-five white. I told her to tell me their names, but she just said, They don’t mean anything by it, Tina. It doesn’t bother me, and besides, you can’t go around beating up little kids. But sometimes I see her looking at my dark skin, comparing it against her own, and I can tell she wonders what it would be like to fit in for once, to not be the “Point-Five” orphan.


Kiki squeezes the bars separating us, as if she could pull them apart. She’s not finished. “You can come stay here with me. You know you can. Sister Eunice would let you. You’re not too old. She let that other sixteen-year-old in. They’ve got lots of books and a piano and—”


“Shh.” I put a finger to my lips. “Too loud.”


She glances over her shoulder into the dark washroom. From somewhere I hear one of the other girls cough.


“Seriously, Tina,” she whispers, turning back. “They could put you on scholarship, like me.”


“Come on, Kiki, you know they won’t. It’s one per family.”


“But—”


“Enough,” I say sharply. Too sharply. Her shoulders sag. “Hey,” I say, and reach my hand through the bars again to smooth down the curls that have escaped her braids. “Thanks for dinner. I’ve got to go. I have to meet Boyboy.”


“Tina, don’t leave yet,” she starts, her face pressed up close against the metal.


“Be good, okay? Do your homework. Don’t let the penguins catch you out of bed.”


“You’ll be back next Friday?” she asks.


“Like always.”


I gently push Dirty off my leg and make sure my pack is tight on my back. Scaling the wall to get out is always harder than climbing the tree to get in, and I don’t want to get caught on the barbed wire and broken shards of glass embedded in the concrete.


Kiki is still watching me. I force a grin. For a moment her face is still, and then it softens and she smiles.


For half a second, I exist.


And then I disappear in the dark.





TWO



Rule 2: Trust no one. Or if you must, trust them like you’d trust a street dog around fresh meat.


Take the Goondas, for example. Just because I am one doesn’t mean I trust them. Bug Eye is okay. I probably wouldn’t be alive without him. But guys like his brother, Ketchup?


No way. I learned that a long time ago.


The Goondas are everywhere in Sangui City, and they pick up refugee kids like that street dog picks up fleas. It might make my life easier if I lived at the warehouse with them, but then someone would probably wriggle in beside me in the middle of the night and next thing you know I’m like Sheika on the sidewalk with her toddlers, begging for change. Most girls don’t last long with the Goondas.


I’m not most girls.


•   •   •


I hurry through the dark alleys, the route from Kiki’s school to the Goonda warehouse so familiar that I hardly have to keep my eyes open. But I do. A girl on the streets alone after dark is prey. Generally, I try not to stand out too much. My face is usually hidden under my hoodie and my clothes are purposefully shapeless. I keep my hair cropped short. Being scrawny and flat chested helps.


I skirt mud and concrete and garbage rotting in gray pools. The pink glow of the sky over the city lights my way well enough. When I reach Biashara Avenue, I see the hawkers have gone home for the night. The only people left are night crawlers: drunks and restless prostitutes bathed in neon from the bars. The twilight girls watch me suspiciously from their side of the street. I ignore them and walk fast, until I’m at the bridge that separates Old Sangui Town, where Kiki’s school is, from the industrial Go-Downs, the Goondas’ home turf. The lights of the warehouses and factories shimmer in the river like a sort of magic dividing new and old.


Once I saw a body float by as I crossed over this bridge. It was the middle of the night and nobody noticed but me. I guess it floated until a crocodile got interested, or maybe it got all the way out to the mangroves and then the ocean if there was anything left. But there are no bodies tonight, just a handful of wooden dhows anchored in the current, fishermen asleep in their hulls.


By the time I reach the other side, I’m practically running. The Go-Downs are still; no bars on this side. I hear only a few far-off alarms and the growls of dogs fighting over garbage. They don’t even look up when I scurry by. I don’t need my phone to tell me I’m late. I curse Sister Gladys and her TV shows. I shouldn’t have gone to see Kiki. There wasn’t enough time. But if I hadn’t shown up like I always do on Friday nights, she would worry.


Plus, I didn’t want to do what I’m about to do without seeing her first.


When I finally reach the salt-rusted warehouse door, I’m breathing hard and hungry again. I rap three times. Pause. Rap two times. Pause. Once.


A peephole opens to reveal a malevolent eye.


“It’s Tiny Girl,” I say.


The guard opens up for me.


Boyboy is waiting inside. “You’re late,” he says, skinny arms folded over his chest, petulant scowl on his face. I take in his bright pink see-through shirt and mascara.


“You were supposed to wear black,” I say. As if the Goondas don’t give him a hard enough time already. “Let’s go.”


He follows me down the hall to Bug Eye’s office. I can’t see them, but I hear Goondas through the walls. They’re hanging out on the warehouse floor, getting high, watching football, waiting to be sent on errands. Maybe some of them are practicing in the gym, beating up old tires and lifting concrete blocks, but I wouldn’t bet on it.


Another guard slouches out of the way to let us into Bug Eye’s office. When I open the door, Bug Eye and Ketchup are bent over the desk, looking at blueprints and maps, their sleeves rolled up in the heat. The tattoos on their arms twitch as they jab at the paper, arguing about something. They’re going over the plan one last time. Good thing too. Bug Eye got all the brains in that family. His brother, Ketchup, on the other hand, is as dull witted as two rocks in a bag. We’ve all worked together on break-ins before, but never one with such high stakes. I don’t like it that Ketchup is in on this job. He makes stupid gay jokes about Boyboy that throw him off his game. Plus I just don’t like the guy. I don’t like counting on him to have my back. But it’s not the sort of thing you complain about to Bug Eye. Where Bug Eye goes, his little brother goes too.


You’d never guess the two Goondas were related. Bug Eye is older, maybe twenty-five. He’s muscled and broad, with a serious face and eyes that can see straight into your dirty, lying soul. People say he looks like Jay Z. Ketchup, on the other hand, is scrawny and seems way younger than his eighteen years. He has a narrow face and a laugh like a hyena. People say he looks like a starving weasel.


At their feet are two duffel bags full of gear: laptops, dark hoodies, wires, tape, potato crisps, and energy drinks. All the essentials.


I step up to look over their shoulders.


“We’ll roll up here,” Bug Eye says. He taps the blueprint and fixes me with his trademark unnerving stare. I nod and he turns back to the paper. “Then what, Ketchup?”


“Man, we been over this a hundred times. We drop Tiny Girl and cruise the block, try and park here.” He stabs the paper with his finger.


“And what’ll we do while we wait?”


Ketchup snickers and makes a dirty hand gesture. He looks at me to see if I blush. I don’t.


Bug Eye smacks him on the back of the head. “Weh, grow up,” he says, not looking up from the plans.


Ketchup rubs the back of his head and sulks, but doesn’t protest. Even he knows better than to fight Bug Eye.


“Okay, Boyboy’s gonna be with me in the van, doing his computer thing,” Bug Eye goes on.


Boyboy keeps his arms crossed tightly over his chest, maintaining a respectful distance. He doesn’t say anything. He isn’t a Goonda.


“And you’re lookout,” Bug Eye tells his brother.


“So what’s your smart ass going to be doing?” Ketchup retorts.


“Being in charge of you,” he says smoothly. “Reporting back to Mr. Omoko. And that just leaves Tiny Girl. You know where you’re going?”


All three are looking at me now.


I lift my chin. “Yeah.”


Bug Eye jerks his head at the blueprints. It’s a question, so I step forward. I reach between Ketchup’s and Bug Eye’s shoulders and plant my finger on the street outside the mansion. I push it past the electrified perimeter fence, through eighteen-inch-thick walls, past laser scanners, down silent carpeted hallways, and between little notes: guards, camera, dogs. It stops deep in the building’s heart.


“There.”





THREE



Rule 3: Thieves don’t have friends.


Every thief has a mother, and maybe even a little sister if she’s lucky, but you can’t help any of that. You can have people like Boyboy’s mom, who I say hi to every day on my way home. That’s just keeping tabs on the neighborhood. She sells tea on the corner and tells me if cops are around, and I make sure the Goondas go easy on her boy. You can have acquaintances. But friends, people you care about, and who care about you . . .


Well, you’re only going to get them into trouble.


Before you even ask, Boyboy is not my friend.


He’s my business partner. Big difference. He’s from Congo too, so I don’t have to explain certain things to him that I’d rather not talk about, like where my family is, or why I don’t really sleep, or why men in uniforms make me twitch. Sometimes he comes over to my roof and we share a smoke and watch the sun disappear into the smog that caresses the city. That’s it. Boyboy has his party boys, and I have Kiki. You probably think that’s sad or something, but I’m not sad.


Besides, I don’t have a lot of time for making friends. I have things to do.


We use a florist’s van to get there. Ketchup is driving, and Bug Eye keeps yelling at him to slow down and watch the road. It’s two in the morning and cops are just as likely to shake us down for cash as care that we’re running red lights, but still, better that no one remembers seeing a van full of kids dressed in black and obviously not florists. The closer we get, the more ready I am to be out and working. Ketchup’s constant prattle makes me nervous. He laughs his hyena laugh and says gross stuff about the twilight girls on the street corners we pass.


In the back, Boyboy and I are quiet, getting ready. I attach my earpiece and make sure the Bluetooth is connecting to my phone.


“Let’s see how the camera is feeding,” Boyboy says.


I look at him, aiming the micro-camera embedded in the earpiece. His face pops up on his laptop screen. “Good.” He watches himself pat his hair into place as he asks, “Mic check? Say something.”


I whisper, “Boyboy got no fashion sense,” and the little earpiece relays my words to my phone, and then to Boyboy’s computer, where I hear myself echo.


He flips me off seamlessly, between the adjustments he’s making to his equipment. “Can you hear me okay?”


“Yeah,” I say. “You’re clear.”


“You have to keep your phone close to the earpiece. When you had it in your pocket on that last job, the connection was bad. Where are you putting it?”


I tuck my phone into my sports bra and wave my hands—ta-da.


“Cute.”


“Secure.”


“Put this one in your pocket,” he says, and hands me a tiny USB adapter. “It’s the key to the treasure box and I don’t want it getting lost in your cleavage.”


“Ha.” My chest is barely larger than my eleven-year-old sister’s. But I do as he asks.


Boyboy is crazy good with tech stuff. He always has been, ever since I’ve known him. He told me when he was little the bigger boys would beat him up and call him a fairy, so he spent a lot of time in his room, taking phones and computers apart, putting them back together. His latest trick is hacking ATMs so they spit out crisp thousand-shilling notes.


He won’t join the Goondas, but he’ll work with me. He does his IT genius thing when I need him, and in exchange I lift fancy gadgets for him—computers, phones, the occasional designer handbag—whatever he needs. He says he’s the best hacker in East Africa, and from what I’ve seen, he’s telling the truth.


He’d better be. He’s about to break us into the most fortified home in the Ring.


•   •   •


The Ring is where you live if you can afford it. Lush, hilly, and green, it sits above Sangui City, peering down its nose at the rest of us. The houses squat on neatly clipped lawns behind fences and flame trees and barbed wire and dogs and ex-military guards with AK-47s. Fleets of Mercedes descend into the city in the mornings carrying the Big Men to work. We call these guys the WaBenzi: the tribe of the Mercedes-Benz. They come in all shapes, sizes, and colors, hail from all over the world, but speak a common language: money. When they return to their mansions in the Ring in the evening, they complain about traffic, drink imported scotch, and fall asleep early on soft cotton sheets. Their wives oversee small armies of servants and get delicate headaches when the African sun is too hot. Their kids play tennis. Their dogs have therapists.


At this time of night, the Ring is quiet except for frogs and insects. It’s rained up here, and the mist is thick. The eerily familiar tree-lined streets we drive are empty. The florist van doesn’t look too out of place. Maybe we have just come from a banquet. A power wedding.


I look out the window. We pass a break in the houses and trees, and I catch a glimpse of the dark Indian Ocean. Sangui: city-state on a hill, port to the world, and a fine bloody place to do business. You do the dirty work down there in town, and the Ring is where you retreat.


I should know. I’ve seen it all up close. I may live down in the dirt now, but once upon a time, a fortress in the Ring was my home.


•   •   •


Rule 4: Choose your target carefully.


Thief


Kauzi


Thegi


Voleur


Mwizi


Thief


It’s a magic word. Full of power.


Just saying it out loud on the street can get somebody killed. I’ve seen it happen. The police are worthless, so folks are disposed to make their own swift justice. And believe me, no one feels sorry for the thief when the dust settles and blood soaks into the ground. Better be sure no one’s raising a finger at you.


So listen up. Choose carefully. Choose the right target. Most of the time that means the easy target. If you’re pickpocketing, go for the drunks and people having arguments on their mobiles. If you’re robbing a house, make sure it’s the one where they hide the key on the doorjamb. You want to go for bank accounts? Try the old rich lady. Odds are her password is her dog’s name.


There are plenty to choose from. No sense in making it hard on yourself.


But for every rule, there is an exception.


Roland Greyhill’s home isn’t a natural target. His gates are locked and his guard is up. The man makes his living dealing with warlords and armies and vast amounts of cash. He knows he’s got enemies. He’s spent years watching his back. He trusts no one. There is nothing easy about him.


But make no mistake: Difficult or not, tonight he is the right target.


We’re getting close. I swallow the jangling feeling in my throat and roll down my window a little. The air is wet and smells like jasmine.


Boyboy is quiet beside me. I know he wants to ask how I’m feeling. Everyone else has been going over the plan all day, but I’ve been thinking about it for years. I’m not sure I would even know how to explain how I feel right now. Like I swallowed a hive of bees? Is that an emotion?


But Boyboy knows better than to ask me dumb questions.


When we’re two houses away, Ketchup turns the lights off and rolls to a stop.


“We’re here, Mr. Omoko,” Bug Eye says into his phone.


The mansion takes up twice the space of any other home on the street. Over the high wall, only the red tile roof is visible. What we can’t see are half a dozen dudes with AK-47s and two German shepherds prowling the grounds. But we know they’re there.


Everyone looks up at the house, dead silent. Even Ketchup.


Bug Eye rubs his hands together. “You ready, Tiny Girl?”


I touch the earpiece. It’s secure. I pop my shoulders and twist my back. It takes everything not to shout, I’m here. I’m doing this. This is my house.


“I’m ready,” I say, and slip out of the van.





FOUR



Rule 5: You have to have a plan.


Have a damn good plan. It should be simple. Detail it out. Commit it to memory. You need to know it backward and forward so you don’t freeze up when you’re standing there with Goondas breathing down your neck, looking up at that house you’re about to rob.


My plan has three parts: Dirt. Money. Blood.


It’s a good plan.


Tonight we start with dirt.


I have thought long and hard about this plan, looked at all the angles. I’ve been careful. I’ve tried to think of everything.


But here’s the thing you have to remember about plans: Three-quarters of the way in, it all just may blow up in your face. Equipment breaks. Maids wake up. Dogs bark. The true mark of a good thief is having the stones to keep your cool and jua kali that thing back together.


That’s right. You’ve gotta be ready to improvise.


Boyboy kicks things off. As I’m slinking toward the mansion with Ketchup at my heels, he hacks into the security system. He turns off the electric perimeter fence and disables the security booth’s camera feeds. Then he reroutes the feeds to his computer so he has eyes all over the Greyhills’ lawn. Next he kills the first-floor window alarms. He figures that he can keep everything offline for about three minutes before security fixes things. By that time I’ll be inside, and he’ll have the interior cameras on a loop, so anyone who’s looking will just see a nice empty house. Power outages are common enough in the rainy season. Security will probably chalk this one up to good old nature. The only thing I have to do is hurry.


Ketchup and I pull a wooden ladder out of the bushes, where a gardener on payroll who works down the street stashed it this afternoon. Then I climb right up the wall, under the shadows of the jacaranda trees that line the street. Easy peasy. At the top I listen for the hum of electricity coming through the razor wire. It’s quiet, but I still touch it first with my pinky finger just in case.


“Don’t you trust me?” Boyboy chides through the earpiece.


I stay quiet and concentrate on lifting myself over.


When I was a kid, I took gymnastics lessons for a couple of years until Mama said we weren’t going to take charity anymore. I’m not sure if that’s what did it, or if it’s because I’m small or what, but doing something like climbing over razor wire on top of a fifteen-foot-high wall is just easy for me. Some people are good at computer stuff. Some are good singers. I’m good at being a thief.


I lower myself down the wall and let go, landing with a small thump in the bushes. Crouched behind dripping palm branches, I wait until I hear the van start and drive off. Bug Eye, Ketchup, and Boyboy will stay far enough away that they won’t attract attention.


Boyboy’s voice whispers, “Okay, the dogs are on the other side, but you got some dudes heading your way.”


I hear footsteps swishing in the wet grass, and soon two guards amble by on their rounds. I sink into the dark. I level my breath, tensing to slide back into the foliage if they come near, but they walk on, oblivious. Once they’ve rounded the corner, I scan the yard and dart to the house. I have two minutes left for the next part.


The window over the generator is open a crack, as expected, but covered with iron bars. It’s going to be tight, for sure. Good thing I had only a sweet bun for dinner.


I climb up on the generator and put my head to the bars, measuring. Ear to ear, my head just barely goes through. But it’s enough. If I can get my head in, the rest of me will fit.


I don’t mess around; I probably only have about ninety seconds left. I push the window the rest of the way open, get a leg in and then my hips. I breathe out and slide my chest through the cold metal bars, feel a moment of claustrophobia like always, then my head is through and I’m in.


After landing softly on the floor, I take a second to look around. I’m at the corner of the hall. Ahead I see the sitting room, and catch a hint of turquoise light from the pool outside. It’s like a dream, being back here after all this time. I take a steadying breath and creep forward. No one should be here. Mr. and Mrs. Greyhill are in Dubai. The kids are away at boarding school in a cold, neutral country. The servants are asleep in their cottages at the end of the yard.


It’s just me and the ghosts.


Boyboy’s voice crackles through the earpiece. “Hurry, T; you’ve only got forty-five seconds. And that guard almost caught you with your butt hanging out the window.”


I want to tell him to shut up, but resist the urge and keep moving. At the end of the hall, I glance around the corner. The sitting room is empty and still. The security control panel I’m aiming for is attached to the wall ahead. When I reach it, the panel’s screen shows I have thirty-two seconds before the next round of laser scanners sweep the house. If they hit me, a silent alarm will go off immediately. It goes to the guards, who will notify an expensive but highly effective security company staffed with ex–covert ops guys from South Africa. They’ll arrive within minutes. They don’t turn people over to the police, who will let you go for the right price. They take you in a helicopter out over the ocean. What do they do with you? Let’s just say it’s a long swim back.


Thirty seconds.


I look at the screen, hoping the camera is feeding properly. “Well? Can you see it?”


“Yeah. Tilt your head up. Okay.” There’s a pause while I presume Boyboy is doing something productive, and it’s all I can do to not shout at him to hurry. He has to disable the lasers, but he can’t hack into this system; it’s on a closed circuit. Instead he’s going to walk me through shutting it down.


In twenty-five seconds.


“It’s a TX-400. New model,” Boyboy says, after what feels like an eternity. He starts rattling instructions. “Press Alarm on the screen. Now Code. Four, eight, four. Copy. Program . . .”


Boyboy leads me though the sequence, strings of numbers and buttons to push that he whispers in my ear. They sound almost like the prayers I used to fall asleep to when Mama would drag me to church. It’s soothing, in a way. Still, my fingers are shaky, willing the process to go faster. Four seconds. He gives me a last series of numbers, and I punch them in. The timer stops. One second to go.


I let out my breath.


“All clear,” he says.


I’m already moving. This way. Grand staircase. Up and then down the hall and to the left. I don’t even have to try to be quiet. The plush carpet muffles my feet. I slink down the halls, listening hard. For a second I think there’s a noise and I freeze. Through the earpiece I hear the clicking of Boyboy’s fingers on his keypad. I pull it away from my ear and continue listening. After a few seconds of stillness, I put the earpiece back in and creep on.


The hallway walls are covered in photographs of the Greyhills. You can’t help but notice, first of all, that he’s white, she’s Kenyan, and the kids between them are a perfect mix. A boy my age and a girl about Kiki’s. The second thing you notice is the wealth that practically drips off them. Mrs. Greyhill comes from a family of real estate moguls, and Mr. Greyhill’s mining wealth doesn’t hurt. They are posed on boats in pressed coral button-downs. Smiling from Land Cruisers on luxury safaris in the Serengeti. Gold watches, pearls, diamonds on wrists and ears. They are a poster family for what the coastal city is—a mix of colors and nationalities—and what it wants to be: rich.


But I’ve seen it all before. I have no time for them.


I am hunting.


I turn a corner and the dark is absolute. The air is cool and dry, processed. I’m getting closer. There are no more pictures on these walls, just dark wood panels. The farther I go, the more static I can hear through the earpiece. I hope the van isn’t too far away. One more turn, spiraling into the dead heart of the mansion.


And I’m there.


I stare at the heavy ebony door, my chest rising and falling. I try to slow my breath. My palms itch with sweat. I’m so close. I’ve been waiting for this moment practically my entire life. It feels like a thousand ants are crawling up and down my skin.


My hands tremble as I try the doorknob, which I know will be locked. No matter. I pull two bobby pins out of my hair and twist them into shape. Once I’m working, my hands stop shaking. I bite the plastic end off one pin so it makes a nice pick and bend the other into a hook. Then I slide in the hooked end and feel for tension. When it feels right, I insert my pick. I take the earpiece out again and hold it in my teeth so I can listen for the delicate sound of tumblers catching without being distracted. As expected, it takes less than a minute for the lock to yield.


I put the earpiece back on and glance down the hallway again. For a second I think I see the darkness waver and I squint.


“Get moving, Tiny,” Bug Eye says, his voice slightly startling in my ear. He must be looking over Boyboy’s shoulder at his computer.


I blink, but the darkness stays still. No one is there, I tell myself. Go in. You’re stalling.


Once inside, I lock the door behind me. If it was dark in the hall, it’s an ink pot in here. It could be high noon outside, but you’d never know. It feels like cheating, but I’m going to have to turn on a light. I double-check the door lock and flip the light switch, blinking into the sudden brightness.


The room is smaller than I remember it. A leather couch and two chairs sit in front of a fireplace. The couch is new, green instead of tan. I guess they couldn’t get the bloodstains out of the old one. A buffalo head and trio of tribal masks hang over the mantel. They seem to watch me as I move. On the far side of the room a desk the size of a small rhinoceros sprawls in front of flanking bookshelves. Between them, a golden-hilted sword hangs from the wall, mounted on red silk. It looks like it came from the hip of a sheikh, and it’s placed just above where Mr. G’s head would be if he were sitting at the desk. As I pad forward, I realize the placement is not accidental. Cross me at your own risk, the sword says to whoever is sitting in the chair opposite.


“In the desk,” Ketchup says. I can hear him, but his words cut in and out.


“I know,” I say.


“In the drawer.”


“Shut up,” Bug Eye tells Ketchup.


The Goonda brothers and Boyboy go quiet, but I can feel their energy. I slide behind the desk and sink into the chair. It smells of leather and tobacco. Like money. For a moment, I feel the power that Mr. G must feel every day. I stare at the sofa, and for a moment, I almost see her there, watching me.


“Tiny, stop messin’ around,” Bug Eye growls.


I don’t answer.


“What’s she doing?” Ketchup asks.


I take a deep breath. Focus, Tiny Girl. Dirt, money, blood.


I slide open the top desk drawer and lift out a slim laptop. Then I reach farther and close my hand around a metal box the size of a deck of cards and pull it out.


“That’s it,” Boyboy says breathlessly. “That’s got to be his hard drive.”


Ketchup shouts, “Yeah, boy!” in my ear, and Bug Eye again tells him to shut up.


“Now what?” I ask Boyboy.


“The hard drive is probably wireless. Put it next to the computer, then plug the USB adapter I gave you into the laptop.” Then he quickly adds, “But don’t turn anything on yet.”


I press the earpiece, trying to make sure I’m getting all of his instructions. Once I’ve done as he says, I hear the faint clicking of computer keys. It would be so much easier just to steal Mr. G’s external hard drive, get in and get out. That was the plan I proposed to Bwana Omoko originally. But the Goonda boss didn’t want to leave traces. He wanted me in and out. He thinks it’s better if Mr. G doesn’t know he’s been robbed until we’ve moved on to part two of the plan, money, and it’s too late.


“Is it working?” I ask, after a long pause. The USB is supposed to relay data from the computer and hard drive to my phone, and from there back to Boyboy.


“The signal is terrible,” Boyboy grumbles. “I told you those thick walls were going to be a problem. Put your phone closer to the adapter.”


I reluctantly pull it from my bra and set it on the desk next to the computer. “Better?”


“I think so. I’ve got a foot in the door, but there’s a crazy mzingo-crypto I need to break before we’re good.”


We all wait in tense silence, seconds ticking by like little lifetimes until Boyboy finally says, “All right . . .” with a lot less confidence than I’d like.


“Did you get through?” I whisper.


“Only one way to find out. Turn it on.”


If this thing works like it’s supposed to, we should already be into the computer and the hard drive. If not, Boyboy will have to walk me through hacking them. It will take forever, and any mistake could trip an auto-delete switch. In Boyboy’s worst-case scenario, the whole hard drive gets wiped, and a signal goes out to the black-ops guys to come and get me.


My heart is pounding as I open the screen. I press the power button. For an awful second, nothing happens and I think it hasn’t worked, that I’m too far away for the transmission to come through, that silent alarms are already ringing, that guards are descending on me, but then I see a cursor blink and hear a luxurious chime.


My ears fill with excited whispers. The hard drive blinks to life.


Boyboy lets out a big breath of relief. “We’re in.”


Greyhill’s computer has nothing on it. Boyboy already tried hacking it from afar, but it was basically empty. He was the one who bet that Mr. Greyhill kept all his business transaction data separate, offline, probably in an external hard drive like this. I have to smile at the tiny box. It doesn’t seem possible it can hold so many dirty secrets.


I sit back. Now all I have to do is wait. I can hear Boyboy clicking away. I watch as the computer screen shuffles from one window to the next all by itself.


“How long’s it going to take?” Bug Eye asks.


“A few minutes,” Boyboy says.


I let myself enjoy a smug thrill. I did it. I got us in. Soon all of Mr. G’s data will be floating out to Boyboy. Boyboy figures it will still take maybe a week for him to decrypt it all, but that’s nothing. I’ve waited five years already; I can wait another week.


I open Mr. G’s desk drawers, prowling out of habit. The first is pretty empty. I flick past a couple of pens, a paper clip, and one of those balls you squeeze for stress. I pull the next drawer open and freeze.


A handgun lies on the mahogany like a coiled snake. It is sleek and gleaming, with the words PIETRO BERETTA MADE IN ITALY NO. II on the side of the barrel. Is it the same one? I almost pick it up, but then close the drawer so quickly that I hear the gun thud against the wood. I take a deep breath so my voice won’t shake. “How much longer?”


“Hold your horses,” Boyboy says. “The signal still sucks.”


The screen continues to fill with code that I don’t understand, white chicken scratch on black. I have no idea what he’s doing, but windows keep popping up, full of files.


I’m about to stand, feeling the need to get up and move, when one of the files catches my eye, and I have to blink to make sure I’m seeing it right. ANJU YVETTE, it’s labeled. My heart starts to pound. I hesitate. I know I shouldn’t mess with the computer while Boyboy’s doing his thing, but my hand is moving before I can tell it not to.


When I click on her name, a photo opens.


“Hey! What are you doing?” Boyboy’s typing trails into silence. “Oh my God, is that . . . ?”


I can’t answer. I can’t move. I recognize her face immediately, even though the photo must be twenty years old. My vision blurs.


Under normal circumstances, I like to think I would have noticed the change in the room’s air pressure. I would have felt the draft, or smelled the faint odor of dirt and damp. I would have heard the door open behind me where there was no door. But instead, it takes the metallic churning of small, precise gears to get me to finally look up from the glowing screen.


I don’t turn around. I know that noise.


The cold muzzle of the gun gives me goose bumps where it presses against my neck.





FIVE



I swallow, careful to not make any sudden moves.


“Get your hands up.”


Everything speeds up as I take stock. It’s a boy’s voice, unfamiliar. Not Ketchup or Bug Eye. No one is double-crossing me. Security? The voice sounds shaky, like telling me to put my hands up is something he’s only ever seen people do in movies. And young. Not security. If he were, I’d be on my way to a helicopter already. I glance at the drawer with Greyhill’s gun in it, but I’ll never be able to pull it open and turn on him in time. I raise my hands.


“I’m turning around,” I say, trying for my best calm, in-charge voice.


The gun comes away from my head and I slowly swivel in the chair. He’s breathing hard and his bright green eyes are wide. Still, he’s aiming with a military stance. Even if he’s never shot a living, breathing human, he’s practiced. He knows how to hold the gun, how to aim it, how to keep his body loose to absorb the kickback.


He’s standing before the bookcase, which has opened on hinges. It’s a door that would never show up on a city council house plan. An escape route. I should have known. All snakes have one.


I turn my attention back to the boy.


Of course. Who else could it be?


“Hi, Michael,” I say. “Been a while.”


Rule 6 is, of course: Don’t get caught.


Once when I was about nine, my mother discovered me on the Greyhills’ firing range, learning from a security guard how to shoot a hole in the center of a paper man’s chest. I was using a gun just like the one in Mr. Greyhill’s drawer. Every time I squeezed the trigger I was in danger of being knocked onto my butt. I loved it. I felt like there was a tiny monster inside of me, and the explosions made it howl with glee.


Mama waited until I had handed the gun back to the security guard and then grabbed me by the shoulder. I could feel her hand trembling. She hauled me up to the servants’ cottages, instructing the guard through clenched teeth to never let me near a gun ever again, at pain of her getting him fired. Or worse. My mother was a small woman, but her temper was legendary, her memory long. She didn’t look at the boy beside me, who had, of course, instigated the shooting lesson. She may have been tough, but she was still his maid.


I waited a year until the boy was good enough to be allowed to shoot without the security guard hovering directly over him, and then had him teach me.


And he was good.


This boy who’s pointing a gun at my chest.


My greeting has its intended effect.


“Ti-Tina?” he stutters.


I nod slowly, force my mouth to curve upward in a small smile. Time has made him tall like his father, thick with muscle that didn’t show up in the hallway photos. I tell myself not to get distracted looking for my sister in his face, in his pale eyes or the set of his lips.


His brow furrows with confusion. The gun wavers as he unthinkingly moves it away from my chest, and at that instant I lunge. I go for the gun with one hand and jab his windpipe with my other fist. He gags but keeps his hold on the gun, so I settle for pushing his arms to the side and hooking his ankle with my foot to unbalance him. He tries to grab me, but I twist out of his reach and scramble backward over the desk, snatching my phone as I go.


It only takes him a second to recover from my hit; he’s quicker than I figured he would be, and I hear him coming over the desk. I’ve sprinted halfway across the room when his arms wrap around me and we slam face-first into the carpet. My phone falls from my hand.


I try to squirm free, kicking and elbowing, gnashing my teeth toward his bare hand. I manage to scrape the side of my foot down his shin and hear a satisfying yelp. But then he yanks my arms up and presses his knee into the small of my back. I start to fight, but the pressure sends a streak of pain up my shoulder.


“Ow! You’re hurting me!”


He hesitates but doesn’t loosen his hold. “Is that really you? What are you doing here?” he croaks, lapsing into coughs.


“Let me go!”


“Tina! Stop fighting!” He keeps coughing but still doesn’t release me.


“What are you doing here?” I shout.


“What?” He sounds genuinely confused. Of course he does. This is his house.


I stop thrashing but don’t answer. Half my face is up against the Persian rug, and all I can see are elegant patterns winding away from my line of sight. I can feel the earpiece pressed into my chest, which I managed to shove into my bra while I ran. I’m breathing hard, and my arm is on fire, but all I can think is, how much of the data did Boyboy get? Did it transmit? Was it enough?


“You’re not supposed to be here,” I say through my teeth, more to myself than him. He’s supposed to be tucked into bed in his Swiss boarding academy. I checked already to make sure there weren’t any school holidays.


“What are you talking about?” He tightens his hold on my arms. “What am I doing here?”


I wipe my running nose against the carpet. “Let me up.”


He doesn’t move.


“Let me up. I’ll explain.”


I feel him hesitate, but then his weight shifts and he lets my arms go. I slowly stand and turn around to find the gun leveled at my chest. I straighten my shirt, using the few seconds to debate whether to try and take him out again. I’m close enough that I could grab the gun’s muzzle, pull him off balance, and hit him again in the neck, where I’ve already hurt him. Probably. But he’s quick, and now he’s expecting it. So instead I raise an eyebrow at the gun, focusing all my energy on trying to look more in charge than I feel. “Can you put that thing down?”


He doesn’t lower it. “I won’t kill you,” he says, after a pause. “But I will shoot you in the leg.”


His face tells me he’s not lying. He’ll put a bullet in me. So I’m not the only one who’s changed in the five years since we’ve seen each other. I thought it was a softy Swiss boarding school, but maybe it’s a military academy his parents have got him in. That would explain the muscles. It would also make him ready for any dirty move I might throw at him. My fighting repertoire basically consists of unbalancing my opponent and going for an N spot: nose, neck, nuts, or knees. It’s not pretty, but it’s effective, and like Bug Eye said when he taught us, fighting pretty’s overrated.


As we stand there, I realize Michael’s looking me up and down the same way I’m checking him out. He’s taking in my face, my tattoos. I scowl and feel some of my confidence come back with his blush.


“I’m going to sit down,” I say.


Without waiting for an answer, I lower myself into one of the leather chairs. I watch him, but I don’t think he notices me kick my phone under the chair as I sit. I wonder if the Goondas can hear me through the earpiece. Is Boyboy still able to transfer data? How long before they have to move the van? The neighborhood security drive-by happens every hour. We must be getting close. They’ll have to leave me, circle around, and come back.


“How did you even get in here?” Michael steps behind his father’s desk, keeping the gun trained on my chest. He looks from the computer to me, then back, his eyes wide.


I hold my breath. Hopefully the screen doesn’t show what I’ve been up to.


“Are you crazy?” he asks. “You’ve been on Dad’s laptop? Do you know what he does to people who mess with his things?”


And in that wide-eyed moment, I see him, the friend I once knew. He is still the same little boy, terrified and in awe of his father, tiptoeing past his office door, watching him leave for work with a look like a dog pining after his master. That look makes me want to hit him again, and suddenly I can’t stop the wash of memories that rear up and crash over me: We are seven, and Michael and I are screaming with laughter as we cannonball into the neon-blue pool. We’re nine, making shadow puppets on the kitchen wall during a blackout. We are ten, making a fort in the mango tree in the backyard, discovering a nest of baby bulbuls in the process, getting chased by the mother, who flapped and pecked at our heads.


One memory after another, like they’ve been pent up in a cage in the back of my mind, and someone’s opened the door. I was the chosen one, Michael’s best friend. I knew all his secrets and fears. I was allowed free rein whenever I was with him, and shooed back to my mother’s quarters when I was not.


And then all the images grind to a stop.


I’m eleven, and Michael is nowhere around. It’s just me and my mother, her eyes open and staring past me, blood painted in a delicate line from the corner of her mouth to her chin. Her braids fall over the hole in her chest. By the time I saw her, her life had already poured out onto the expensive furniture in this very room.


All the anger and pain and hurt comes surging back, hot and red. For a moment it blinds me.


He must know why I’m here, why I don’t care how angry his dad would be, or whether I get hurt in the process. He must. I press my hands into trembling fists and stare at them.


Michael is waiting. “So? What were you doing on his laptop?”


“Nothing.”


He pulls the USB adapter out of the computer and shakes it at me. “What is this? Were you copying files?”


When I stay silent, he comes around from the desk, and then he’s right up on me, hauling me to my feet and pawing over my body, searching while he keeps the gun at my temple. He is rough, and I feel flimsy under his hands, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing my fear. Instead I clench my teeth and stare past him until he finds my knife and then the earpiece. He pockets them both.


“You enjoy that? Groping me?”


For a few long seconds we don’t move, just stand there, hackles up, ready to rip into each other, waiting for an opening.


“So now what?” I say finally. “Are you going to turn me in?”


The question jolts him. “Shonde,” he curses.


“What?” I ask.


He tears his gaze from me to glance at the office door. “Security will be here any second. I hit the alarm.”


I can’t help it; my knees go weak and my throat dries up. I have to swallow to speak. “They’ll kill me, you know.”


“I know.” He hurries to the office door. The gun stays pointed at me while he checks the peephole. I use the moment of distraction to crouch and retrieve my phone from under the chair. I slip it up my sleeve.


“Let’s go,” he says. When he turns, his expression has hardened into something unreadable. He grabs my arm and pushes me toward the still-open bookcase door. I resist, but then I hear something. A thumping. It’s growing louder and louder: boots. Not at the door yet, but coming at us fast. Lots of them.


He gestures at the tunnel with the gun. “It’s me or them; which do you want?”


I eye the dark opening in the wall, and for a second I feel like I’m looking into my grave. The footsteps halt outside the office. The doorknob rattles. This will not take long.


“I don’t know,” I say, but I plunge into the tunnel. Michael closes the bookcase behind us as I hear the first boot slam against the office door.





SIX



I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Michael says.


I don’t answer. I can’t believe I’m doing this either, following him into a dark wherever. I start to shuffle forward, but he grabs my arm. “Wait. There are stairs.”


There’s a click of a switch, and a fluorescent bulb above our heads stutters to life, like the start of a horror movie. It illuminates steps that recede steeply into the earth. The concrete walls of the tunnel are rough, with rusty water stains dripping from the ceiling like dried blood. I watch Michael press buttons on a small screen on the wall. When it turns on, we see a video feed of guards bursting through Mr. G’s office door, swarming until they fill the room, guns bristling.


My breath catches. Not because of the guards but because there is a camera in the office.


I am frozen to the spot, watching the screen.


A camera.


Recording everything. But it must not transmit like the other CCTVs to the guard station. It, like the tunnel, doesn’t show up on any of the plans or security documents Boyboy hacked. How long has it been there? Was it there five years ago? A camera. I’m practically paralyzed thinking about what it might have recorded.


Michael pushes another button on the screen and we have audio. I see a guard check behind the desk, coming in so close to the camera that his face fills the screen. I can hear him breathing. Is he going to open the door? The face recedes, blind to us. The men stand around for a little while looking confused, and then one of them says something into his radio about a false alarm and waves the crew back out.


“They won’t look here?” I ask.


“No.”


Michael scrolls back through the footage until he gets to the part where he first found me. He presses some buttons and I see the words ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT TO DELETE? His finger hovers for a second before he finally pushes yes, and then he quickly switches the screen off.


“Why wouldn’t they look here?”


“They don’t know about it.” He nods down the stairs. “Walk.”


With a growing feeling that the walls are pressing in on me, I start down. He hasn’t tied my hands or anything; he just has the gun. I’m not sure whether I should try making a run for it or risk waiting to see what happens next. Where is he taking me? A dungeon? Some sicko Big Man torture chamber? I wouldn’t put it past his dad to have one.


As my mind goes to dark places, Michael suddenly says, “Where have you been?” in such a raw voice that it startles me.


“I . . .” There’s no way I’m telling him I’ve been living rough on a rooftop for five years. “. . . Around.”


He is silent. We keep walking.


Finally he asks, “In Sangui?”


I shrug. “Where else?”


“It’s been five years, Tina. Nothing. Not a word. And then, out of nowhere, here you are.”


I don’t answer. His tone is bitter, but what am I supposed to tell him? Sorry I didn’t hang out after my mom got murdered? Also, dude has a gun stuck in my back. I don’t really feel the need to be polite. “Where are you taking me?” I ask instead, but he doesn’t answer either.


At the bottom of the stairs, the tunnel stretches out before us. I count four doors before we stop in front of one. It has a bolt that locks from the outside, a peephole, and a slot for passing things through. Standard torture chamber stuff. He opens it and nudges me inside with the gun barrel.


Inside the room it feels like the ceiling is pressing down on me, but I force myself to look around and take in as much as I can. It’s windowless and probably soundproof, but as far as torture chambers go, I guess it could be worse. There’s a cot and a table, a chair and a toilet and a sink. No tools to rip fingernails out that I can see.


Michael picks a chain up off the floor. It has handcuffs attached to the end and he ratchets me in.


“Is this really necessary?” I ask, trying to sound tough. I don’t want to think about who else has been in these handcuffs. The chain is fastened to a bolt in the wall. There’s a little drain in the center of the room, like you might need to hose the whole place down.


“I’m going up to talk to the guards. I’ll be back.”


I eye him warily. And then what? I want to ask. But Michael is already out the door. After it closes behind him, I hear the bolt sliding home, loud and final.
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