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Lina asked for his hand without asking and pulled him toward the floor as if she had just forgiven him for an imagined slight. He let the room misread. He let his hand learn the weight of hers as if it had been practicing while it waited for a better song. They danced to a tune that had been written for a different night.

“Tell me about the fifth language again,” he said.

“The tobacco stand,” she said. “The old woman noticed when men bought matches and did not light them. She said fire is an accent. You can fake the words. Not the heat.”

“And me,” he said.

“You burn clean,” she said.

They turned so the mirror could enjoy itself. Lina lifted her chin and laughed at something he did not say. The shoulders watched without moving. A small camera eye near the bar tried to remember focus and failed. Harkan smiled at the donor on his left and put a thumb to the rim of his glass as if to check his reflection.

Lina’s mouth found his ear without touching. “He will take the river stairs at two,” she said. “The card I told you about will tell us which step. The ferry camera is blind. The dock camera is bribed. The only honest lens is the moon.”

“I will bring an older lens,” he said.

“You always do,” she said.

She stepped close enough that the velvet made a soft sound where it met his lapel. The slit climbed and then settled. Her thigh brushed his holster again and stayed a second longer than good manners. She let the room write what it wanted and asked him for nothing but calculation.

“Smile,” she said in Russian. “As if I promised you something.”

“You did,” he said.

The novelist raised a glass to no one and sat down. The cufflinks introduced himself to the wife and forgot his name. The patient guard gave a small nod to a door and then pretended he had not. The quartet found the part of the song that made people remember their first good day. A breeze ran across Basil Street and asked the bad curtain to show its heart.

Lina felt the air change at the same moment Jack did. Her palm slid to his shoulder and pressed twice, signal and appetite blended into a single word. He turned with her so the cape would take a straight line from the clavicle down to the strap. He heard the microdecision that lives inside a trigger, the breath a shooter holds to feel alive, the blink of a lens that wants to help.

They kept moving. The floor forgot where they had been a moment ago. The mirror found them where it wanted them. The velvet went dark as night. The rail outside cooled in the wind.

She tipped her face up with predator patience and set her gaze like a dare.

“Not yet,” she said in French, mouth barely moving. “Let him think he has a life.”

They rotated one more degree. The orchestra laid a ribbon across the air. The room clapped in the wrong place and pretended it had meant to.

Two men at the bar turned their heads too late.

A waitress blinked and set a tray down without spilling.

The curtain across Basil Street stopped pretending to be a habit and became a hand.

Now.

They were already there.

The night chose the waltz again. He chose not to argue. Her thigh brushed his gun and lingered one beat longer than courtesy. The mirror on the far wall performed for them, then for the crowd, then for itself. The quartet leaned into a phrase that sounded like the city had decided not to die.

That was when the red returned.

Small. Hungry. Solved. It stepped from the top of her breastbone to the cord at her throat and rested there like a decision.

She did not flinch.

The dot trembled like laughter.

Lina did not look down. She let her chin lift one degree, granted the room a profile, and smiled in a way that wrote checks on other people’s hearts.

“Old lens,” she said in English, almost nothing, the smallest shape of a word.

Jack breathed once and followed the math. He slid his palm to the back of her neck as if the step required it. The cape line held. The slit wrote its sentence. He rotated them through the crowd’s blind spot and eased her a half step so the dot had to pass across a chandelier crystal. The crystal bit the beam and sent crumbs of red into the air like a magician with no budget.

Two beats. Three.

The dot steadied again on the line of her throat.

Not a rifle. Too playful. Too proud of the tremor.

“Phone gimbal,” he said in Russian, soundless, inside the shape of a smile.

“Spotter,” she said in French. “Feeding applause.”

They let the music pull them toward the silent auction tables where glass framed glass and reflections learned to multiply. Jack lifted one of the flutes he had not drunk and tipped it by a finger’s width. The red dot slipped into the curve of champagne, scattered, and died. The room cheered a speech on stage that had nothing to do with them and covered the second the light needed to remember shame.

“Now you walk,” he said.

“Now I eat the lion,” she said, amused, and let him lead.

They moved through donors who believed their smiles were currency and into the corridor of names. The service door showed a lock that remembered him. He showed it the same memory. It yielded. The cooler breathed metal at them and then forgave.

In the annex, frames slept like well paid men. The guard with the long face looked up, decided this was above his pay grade, and looked back down because survival has a rhythm too.

“Two,” she said, tapping his wrist twice as if testing a vein. “River stairs.”

They went by kitchens and past trays of sweets that would be photographed before being chewed. Lina stopped at a tray and took a sugar ribbon without asking. She coiled it around her finger and let it melt. “Sugar makes truth honest,” she said to the pastry that did not care.

The Hawthorn’s river door had been designed by a man who loved brass and believed in impressions. It opened to a stone stair cut long ago when the city still asked the river for permission. The rain had made the steps slick and the railing cold. Below, a dock made a crease in the water where taxis liked to pretend they were boats.

Two figures waited halfway down.

No tux. No sashes. Coats that wore weather. Harkan’s left shoulder in a shape that had learned its self-regard. The other shoulder was the younger cousin who had tried Basil Street and chosen life.

Lina paused one step above Jack, as if she wanted the river to see her first.

“Madame,” Harkan said, pleasant, the sound of a man who has never paid for a mistake. “You were bolder than I hoped.”

“And you were simpler,” she said.

He smiled like a brochure. “I brought you a choice,” he said in English, then in Farsi for the cousin. “Talk to me or fall in. Both are quiet.”

“Neither is art,” she said. “And both smell like old money.”

The cousin’s hand stayed in the coat pocket where a small poor decision lived. The laser bounce from the ballroom had been theatre. This coat held the actual verbs.

Jack stepped forward one pace and let his shoes speak to stone. “You sub-contract everything,” he said to Harkan. “Even courage.”

“Courage is a hobby for men without invoices,” Harkan said. “You are not paid to teach me philosophy.”

“Tonight I am paid to subtract,” Jack said.

Water against pilings. A ferry horn far off that could not be blamed. The rain had softened to a careful fall that made the river look thoughtful.

Lina put her hands at her sides where the dress allowed motion. “You will tell me the names of the people you sell to when they want their bad acts to speak French,” she said. “You will tell me who wants to take my verbs away. You will answer now, in Farsi, for the benefit of the boy who thinks he knows which noun he is.”

The cousin’s eyes flicked, a tell small as the click under a trigger. Harkan did not look at him. He looked at Lina, then at the water, then at Jack.

“You are very beautiful,” Harkan said, like a man leaving a tip in the wrong currency. “But you mistake beauty for leverage.”

“I mistake nothing,” Lina said. “I translate.”

Harkan nodded to the cousin without moving his chin.

The cousin’s hand came out of the coat with the wrong shape of confidence.

Jack’s left hand closed over the boy’s wrist before the barrel could learn the weather. The pressure he used was mathematics and memory. The boy’s fingers lost their nouns. The pistol became a machine made of metal and regret. It fell, bounced once, and stopped two steps down on the wet stone as if considering a career change.

Lina stepped into Harkan’s space with a grace that made old shrapnel blush. She placed her palm on his lapel and pressed as if she were smoothing a crease for a portrait. Her other hand stayed visible and empty. Her mouth found a smile about the size of mercy. She spoke in Farsi that carried Beirut and Paris and a childhood spent learning how men lie to maps.

“You asked a cousin to kill me,” she said. “You will tell him now he is finished with that job forever. Then you will say the names of the men who are not in this city who paid for my translation yesterday. Speak in full sentences. Verbs first.”

The cousin looked at Harkan as if the floor might answer. Harkan answered the way men answer when they practice power in rooms with candles. He tried to look past Lina to Jack and found only a hallway that was not going to help him.

He said nothing.

Lina’s smile did not move. She tightened her fingertips once on the lapel, a small, exact pressure that made
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