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Midnight put a lid on the river and left its breath on the corrugated walls. Pier 9’s warehouse held one light in a high window for show. Everything else was shadow and the slow metallic tick of a cooling day. Jack Colder eased a blade through a rusted padlock and caught it in his palm so it would not sing. He pushed the service door an inch at a time until the dark inside agreed to let them in.

Lina Moreau slipped past him, one hand on his shoulder for balance, the other already pointing through the gloom. She did not crouch. She flowed. Her whisper came close to his ear without touching it.

“Left. Plywood rooms. Cages behind.”

He tasted salt and old oil. Racks on the right stacked with boxes that said medical and meant nothing. A forklift asleep like a horse. In the back, partitions of cheap two by four and sheet that wanted paint and got denial. Somewhere beyond, a generator coughed and found a rhythm. Somewhere closer, a fan stitched air thin.

Jack listened hard. One man on a mezzanine above the office, a chair creaking under him each eighth breath. One outside, heel squeaking when he shifted to check his phone. One more in the aisle near the dock, asleep with his chin on his chest. He filed them by sound and distance. He heard the absence that follows children when adults have failed them. He put that feeling where it belongs, behind the work, ready.

They moved at an angle that stayed out of the camera cones. Lina stopped at a steel gate sunk into the plywood wall. She crouched and peered through mesh. Jack saw small faces turn toward the sound of her voice and then away again because hope is a muscle and it cramps.

“It is all right,” she said in Arabic, soft and sure. “We are going to open the door. Hands on the one in front of you. No noise. No running. We go together.”

A boy near the bars nodded once like a man signing a contract. A girl with a braid too tight put her fingers on the shoulder in front of her and stared at Lina’s mouth as if the words themselves were food.

“Forty seconds,” Lina said, standing. “Ledger first. Keys after.”

The mezzanine stairs were sheeted steel that liked to tell stories. Jack took his shoes off and climbed on the edge. The man at the top had leaned back, phone facedown, arms folded, breathing like a clock that owed no one money. Jack set the phone farther from his hand, slid the pistol out from under his jacket, and put the muzzle to the desk wood near the man’s ear. He tapped twice with the barrel. The man flinched, blinked, found no script he liked, and accepted the nap he had been taking.

The office cube smelled like toner and rain. A midrange safe sat under the counter, proud of its paint. Lina rolled the chair with her knee and opened a slim laptop that could pass for a book in daylight. She traced the safe’s “service” port with one nail like a woman learning a pulse. She took a thin cable from her coat lining and clicked it home. A splash screen came up. Code scrolled in tidy lines. Her eyes tracked the flood like a reader skipping a dull paragraph.

“Client’s ledger,” she said. “AES with bad key hygiene. He paid for a box and let his nephew set the lock.”

“How long?” Jack said, sighting through the catwalk grating toward the floor.

“Forty,” she said, almost amused. “Thirty now.”

He watched the smoker outside through the high window. The phone lit his face, then his palm. The man typed with two thumbs and no thought. The sleeping guard below turned his head and found more sleep. The fan kept insisting on air.

“Done,” she said.

The safe clicked. She swung the door. Inside sat a hardbound ledger in gray buckram, a small black drive in a microfiber wrap, and two stacks of currency bands around thicker lies. She took the ledger and the drive. She flipped the book open to the middle and let the columns cut light into numbers. Names clean as invoices. Dates that matched dock calendars. Ports that had never seen charity. She did not speak. She photographed with her eyes.

Jack glanced down. The boy at the gate held a plastic car in one fist, white knuckled. He met Jack’s look head on. Jack nodded once. The boy nodded back and raised the car a half inch like a flag that did not need audience.

Boot scrape near the dock. The outside guard stubbed his cigarette, came in early, and forgot to learn to be bored first. Jack touched Lina’s elbow. She snapped the ledger shut and slid it into the cavity between the counter and the wall panel where dust has tenure. She palmed the drive and tucked it high on her thigh under the hem of her stocking, quick, neat, unapologetic. The move put heat in the room that had nothing to do with weather. She stepped close, heat slamming between them, and crushed her mouth to his. No cover. Pure claim. Tongue invaded, teeth scraped, breath stolen in a savage kiss that tasted of salt and rescue.

"Interpreter," he growled against her lips.

She snarled, shoving him back against the desk, legs parting his thighs. "Fuck me like freedom, Colder, make it burn." Fingers ripped his shirt, nails raking fire down his chest; she ground hard against the drive tucked high on her thigh.

He flipped her onto the desk, papers scattering. "Soaked for justice already, Lina, good girl, scream the truth." Belt snapped; he thrust deep in one brutal stroke, office rattling with relentless pounding, her back arching as waves demolished control.

Eyes locked, defiance electric, gasping coordinates between moans, "Forty... fuck... seconds..." She convulsed around him, shattering in explosive release, crying his name like liberation.

He roared, spilling hot as generator coughed indifferent.

They clung, panting, sweat-slick amid ledgers. No soft after. Just rescuers who fucked the cage raw.

She broke off first, mouth lingering on his jaw, breath warm. Thumb smeared no mark.

"For luck," she whispered.

He caught her wrist one beat longer than needed. She did not mind. He let go. She slid the laptop into her bag, shouldered it, and headed for the stairs.

They went down together, his weight half a step above to cover, her pace exact to keep the camera angles guessing. At the gate she set down the bag and lifted a bolt cutter from under a tarp. The cutter’s jaws met the padlock and argued. She shifted her stance, jaw set, and squeezed. The lock gave with a spasm. She caught it before it hit concrete.

“Hands on shoulders,” she said in Arabic again. “Quiet. You are doing well.”

Jack swept the aisle with the guard’s pistol and kept the muzzle low because fear spreads by tone. The man from the dock rounded the end of the plywood corridor. He saw open gate where closed had been. He lifted his hand toward his belt. Jack moved into him, turned his wrist, and put him face to the panel with one clean leverage that would read as trip to any camera with a lazy guard behind it. The man sagged and stayed. Jack dragged him two feet and left him under a hazard sign that had never warned anyone in time.

The kids came out in a small river, each hand on cloth and bone. The smallest girl stumbled at the threshold and lost a shoe. Lina crouched, slid it back on, and lifted her in one motion that kept the rest of the line moving. The boy with the plastic car held it out like an offering. She tapped it with two fingers.

“It brings us home,” she said.

At the dock a rented panel truck idled, lights off, whistle of belt. The volunteer driver wore a cap with no logo and a face that would not stick in memory. He opened the doors and caught the first child with both hands. Blankets became shawls. Knit caps appeared from a bag like a parlor trick. Bodies climbed. Bodies disappeared into wool.

“Two minutes,” Lina told Jack, low. “Then we salt the earth.”

He nodded and went to do what rooms expect of men like him. He slid a camera’s tilt an inch so it would record the wrong lane. He kicked a spent casing under a shelf. He nudged a broom to point at a door the crew had never used. He checked the mezzanine. The ledger sat in its slot like a heart behind ribs. He shut the safe and wiped the keypad with his cuff. He took the sleeping guard’s gun, dropped the magazine, worked the slide, tossed both pieces in different bins, and left the man his life.

When he came back to the dock Lina had the last two kids up and turning. Rain hit the sill in lines. She stood under it and did not flinch. She had damp hair and bright eyes and a look that said the math had balanced for once. She stepped toward him, put a hand on his jaw, and pulled him down into a second kiss that had no work in it at all. It was quick. It was clean. It was hers.

“For luck,” she said again, softer.

He could have said something that would play in a mirror. He did not. He checked the lane, listened to the river, and lifted his chin to the driver. The truck rolled. Tail-lights took the corner like two small oaths kept.

The truck’s tail-lights bled out at the corner and were gone. Rain took back the dock. For a count of five the warehouse remembered how to be only a box.

“Salt it,” Lina said.

Jack nodded and moved. He pulled a breaker on the wall panel and let the generator stumble, not die, just cough the way machines do when they want sympathy. Cameras blinked. Clocks on the monitors forgot what minute they loved. He took a roll of packing tape from a bench and fixed the mezzanine door so it would close and not latch, a small lie that would matter when men were sure of themselves.

“Keys,” she said.

He tossed her the ring from the sleeping guard’s belt. She caught it without looking and fed it to the remaining locks. Steel tried to remember how to resist and failed. The last cage stood open. The oldest girl counted heads again and did not miss. Lina gave her the job with a nod. Leaders sprout where rooms need them.

Jack climbed to the office one more time. He thumbed the safe to be certain and felt the bolt seat. He lifted the corner of carpet near the file cabinet and found the sealed envelope every bad office keeps, the one with cash for mistakes. He slit it, took nothing, and slid the blank ledger paper inside. If someone opened the safe fast later, they would think the money had been the prize all along.

From the catwalk he watched Lina kneel beside a boy who would not let go of a plastic car. She spoke to him in Arabic until his shoulders dropped half an inch. She did not touch him. She spoke to his hands. The boy nodded once and put the car in his pocket like a passport.

Jack checked the side door cam. A van idled in the street two blocks away with lights off, rain feathering its hood. Wrong plate. Wrong patience. He filed it under incoming.

“Company in two,” he said, dropping to the floor.

“Then we buy one,” she said. “Cache this.”

She pressed a thin card into his palm

































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
L CASE 8:
THE INTERPRETER

EPISODE 31: THE TRADE

K.G. GROVES

£





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





