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Harkan’s pistol rose until it found the piece of air where Lina’s heart had been a second before. Jack stepped into the lane that connected muzzle to velvet and made that lane crooked. The tall escort shifted to clear his boss’s angle. The short one blinked twice and tried to be useful.

“Hands,” Harkan said, calm as glass.

Lina smiled as if the word were a compliment. “You brought three,” she said. “You think I am three people?”

“You rent a crowd,” Harkan said.

“You buy one,” she said.

Jack let the room keep talking. He watched feet, not faces. The tall escort’s toe pointed left. The short one’s heel floated. Harkan’s stance was good, not perfect. Men who practice on ranges forget that concrete is not foam.

“Interpreter,” Lina said, so soft it could have been breath.

“Here,” Jack said.

He moved a half inch to his right. It was nothing. It was also everything. The tall escort recovered his lane by reflex and stepped over a bolt that had rolled loose from a pallet. His weight went where the bolt wanted it. The foot slid and found nothing. His muzzle dipped for one beat, a small bow to gravity.

Jack took the gift.

He swept the tall man’s arm with the back of his forearm and drove the muzzle to the floor. The shot went into wood. Splinters hopped like minnows. He turned, caught the wrist, turned again, and let the joint explain itself. The pistol fell with the sound good rooms remember. He kicked it under the rack.

Harkan shifted to keep Lina in sight. The short man panicked in silence and brought his weapon high. Lina turned her head, not her body, and gave him her eyes. She did not blink. He blinked. It was enough. Jack slid in, cut the angle, and smacked the slide against the crate corner. Metal choked. The gun jammed. The short man looked at it as if it had betrayed a promise. Jack drove a knee to his thigh. The man folded and stayed there, lips moving, no sound.

Harkan kept the muzzle steady on Lina, then on Jack, then back to Lina because men like him always return to the person who can ruin them with a sentence.

“Ledger,” Harkan said. “Now.”

Lina tilted her head toward the mezzanine as if she were bored. “Which one?” she said. “The gray book with the numbers that pretend to be clean. Or the black one with the numbers that know what they are.”

Harkan’s gaze cut up for a heartbeat. Jack took one step toward him, slow, open hands, the posture of a man deciding to be reasonable. Harkan snapped back and showed teeth.

“Stop,” Harkan said.

Jack stopped. He let his right hand hang an inch lower. Harkan’s eyes tracked it, then came back up. The silence in the warehouse thickened. The fan on the far wall hiccuped and quit. Rain hushed the dock door. The city inhaled.

“Children,” Lina said, still smiling. “Listen.”

Every small face behind the mesh had a hand on another shoulder. Every small mouth had learned not to cry out. The oldest girl stood at the front with her chin high. The boy with the plastic car had it in his pocket and his hand over the pocket to make the world keep its rules.

“You will not shoot,” Lina told Harkan. “You like invoices. Bullets make bad invoices.”

“You talk too much,” Harkan said.

“That is my job,” she said.

Jack looked at the short escort’s jammed pistol. The extractor had skipped. The slide was three millimeters shy of home. The man’s thumb worked at it and failed. Sweat jumped off his forehead and went nowhere.

“You can walk,” Jack said to Harkan. “Let the kids go. Leave the book. We can pretend you learned a lesson.”

Harkan’s mouth found a line that could pass for a smile if you were far away. “You are the lesson,” he said. “You and the woman who sells sentences.”

Lina took a step as if she were joining him for a drink. Harkan’s muzzle tracked, not quite smooth. She stopped with her mouth a breath from the barrel and looked down at it like a jeweler looks at a stone.

“Interpreter,” she said.

Jack saw it then. The tiny gap at the slide. The way the chamber sat proud. Harkan’s nephew had set the lock on the safe. Harkan’s nephew had probably cleaned the pistol, too. The slide was a hair out. The man had holstered it hot. The spring had sulked.

Jack let his shoulders drop as if he had accepted it. He lifted his hands an inch higher, palms out.

“All right,” he said. “Take me. Let her go.”

Harkan’s eyes lit with a small, mean joy. He shifted his weight to gloat. The muzzle dipped to Jack’s sternum.

“Now,” Lina said.

Jack stepped through the muzzle instead of away from it. His left hand cut across the slide and clamped. His right hand snapped Harkan’s wrist hard toward the floor. The gun tried to fire and did not. The dead trigger clicked against nothing. Harkan’s eyes went wide in a very private way. Jack tore the pistol free and slung it skittering across concrete to sing itself empty under the pallet rack.

One twist. Gun on floor.

The tall escort had found his breath and made the mistake of lunging. Jack took the lunge, turned it, and fed the man his own momentum. He hit the post and slumped. The short escort pulled a knife because men always believe in knives when machines betray them. Lina stepped inside the arc, pinched the nerve at his elbow with two fingers, and took the knife as if she were taking a pen. She slid it under the rack with the rest of the bad decisions.

Harkan reached for a second weapon that did not exist. He found nothing. He found air. He found his jacket, his scarf, his pulse. He looked smaller. He looked like a man who had let other men stand between him and consequence his whole life and had just run out of them.

“Keys,” Lina called without looking. The oldest girl tossed the ring she had been guarding. Lina caught it, crossed to the cages, and handed the ring to the girl again. “You do it,” she said. “Left to right. Slow. Hands on shoulders. Remember the truck.”

The girl nodded and went to work. Steel learned manners. Hinges learned to breathe. The line of children began to move, one by one, quiet, steady, eyes forward. The boy with the car did not look at Harkan. Harkan looked at the boy and saw himself for a heartbeat and hated it.

Sirens now, faint, not far. A cop on nights two miles away had decided this was the time to turn toward the water. Someone at a desk had taken the umbrella woman’s call and chosen to believe.

Lina walked back to Jack and stopped close. Rain had put a shine on her hair. Powder hung in the air like a taste. She lifted her hand to his face. Her fingers were steady. She kissed him slow and deliberate, heat under control, mouth open just enough to let him taste gunpowder and fog. It was thanks. It was also a claim the night would remember.

“For luck,” she said, a little smile at the corner of her mouth.

He felt it in his ribs, not his spine. “Work first,” he said.

She turned and looked up at the mezzanine. The gray ledger sat where she had left it, hidden in the counter’s ribs. The black book waited deeper. She climbed the stairs with the same calm she brought to a microphone and pulled both from their holes. She slid the gray one flat into her poncho and the black one into the hidden pocket stitched inside the velvet where only a tailor and a thief would look.

“Insurance,” she said. “Stories do not pay rent. Interpol does.”

Jack’s eyes shifted. “You called them?” he said.

“They called me,” she said. “They like clean sentences. They pay for them. Your people pay in thanks and coffee.”

“You used me to steal it,” he said.

“I hired you to keep me alive while I stole it,” she said. “You were excellent.”

He almost smiled. “Bill me,” he said.

“I did,” she said. “In my head.”

The last lock turned. The last child stepped free. The oldest girl looked back once, then forward again. The driver at the dock tapped twice on the wall. Two raps. Ready. The line of kids moved into rain and climbed like ghosts into a house that would turn back into a truck when it needed to.

Harkan watched them pass with something like curiosity dead behind his eyes. He lifted his hands as if to show he understood surrender. He had never practiced it. He did not do it well.

“You think cuffs make a hero,” he said to Lina.

“I think stories make a witness,” she said.

She flipped the cuff case open and took out a pair that looked like steel and felt like a decision. She walked him to a column in the center bay and closed one cuff around his wrist with a click. She threaded the chain behind the beam and closed the other cuff around the steel. She tugged once to test it. It held.

“For the story,” she said.

“You will not like the ending,” Harkan said.

“I am writing it,” she said.

He tried a laugh. It went nowhere. He tried a bargain. It never started. He tried her name. She let him use it as if he had borrowed sugar.

“Lina,” he said. “You are not clean either.”

“I am clean enough to live with myself,” she said. “I am clean enough to get them out.”

He shifted his weight and found the limits of steel. The cuff bit. He hissed and tried to hide it. The short escort on the floor made a sound that could have been a prayer or a cough. The tall one dreamed of knees.

“Time,” Jack said.

Sirens now, close, the kind that bounce off water and come back larger. Tires at the mouth of the pier. Two doors. Three. Voices that belong to men who will write reports in bad light.

Lina took a step back from Harkan and looked him over as if she were finishing a catalogue entry. She tucked a stray hair behind her ear, then thought better of it and let it fall. She adjusted the poncho hood so it would look like nothing on a camera. She looked at Jack.

“You have what matters,” she said.

He touched his jacket where the confession phone sat warm against his chest. “So do you,” he said.

“We will argue later,” she said.

“You will try,” he said.

She smiled. “I will win,” she said. “I have footnotes.”

Blue washed the far wall. Red followed it. The door at the end of the aisle kicked and buckled and gave. A voice shouted police. Another voice shouted hands. The room that had been a crime decided to try being a scene.

Lina glanced once toward the office, then toward the dock. Fog had thickened over the river and begun to crawl through the door like a polite thief. She blended with it in a way that would make a painter swear. She stepped sideways into the seam between pallet racks and wall, slipped through a narrow service corridor the crew had left half built, and vanished into white that took compliments and returned silence.

“Moreau,” Harkan called, sudden, sharp. “We are not finished.”

“We never are,” she said from the fog, voice light, already farther than it sounded. “Learn to conjugate.”

The first two uniforms entered with pistols low and eyes honest. They took in cages open. They took in men on the floor. They took in Harkan cuffed to steel with a scarf that still thought it was silk. One of them looked at Jack and blinked like a man who has seen a name in a file and then on a face.

“Jack Colder,” he said.

“Present,” Jack said.

“Hands,” the other said.

Jack put them out, calm, fingers spread, palms up. “I am the one who dialed your boss,” he said. “Check your call log.”

The umbrella woman’s voice came from behind them, cool, exact. “He did,” she said. “Stand by.” She stepped in under the sirens with a clipboard she did not need and eyes that missed nothing. She clocked the cages, the kids gone, the cuffs, the ledger line bulging the poncho that was not on the man she was looking at. She filed it and moved on.

“Harkan,” she said. “You look uncomfortable.”

“You will lose this,” he said. “You always do.”

“Not tonight,” she said.

She turned to Jack. “Where is she?” she asked.

“Working,” he said.

“That is not an answer,” she said.

“It is the right one,” he said.

She almost smiled. “Do not move,” she said, and meant it for the room. Men in nylon moved anyway. They always do. Paramedics stepped around legs. A tech unplugged a dead camera and made a note to pretend it had been alive
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