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The city looked like a damp matchbook—small lights, thin rain, and a wind that kept licking the corners. I went out anyway. Orders were signed, flight set, bag packed tight as a clenched jaw. California at dawn, Malum by noon, judgement by night. A sure death sentence, they said without saying. I could feel it in the way people stepped aside when I walked in the hall. They did not hate me. They feared my luck. It offends the living when a woman keeps living.

So I chose one thing for myself. One last night. A bar down the road with a brass rail worn thin and the mirror fogged from other people’s breath. No names, no history. Just now.

The door moaned as I entered. Floorboards groaned, aye, like old men trading aches. A low song drifted from a radio—strings that did not dare to weep. I took the corner seat where I could see the door and the alley and the bartender’s hands at once. Habit. Or curse. Who can say.

“Evening,” the barman said. He had the look of a man who believed in last rounds and neat lines.

“Tea,” I said, because I had learned to lie in small ways.

He raised a brow. “And?”

“And a whisky,” I said. “Small. Plain.”

“Two minds,” he laughed, pouring both.

I drank the whisky first. It was a mean thing and I loved it for that. It cleared the throat like a stern aunt. Then I cupped the tea and let the heat bite my fingers till the sting settled me into my bones.

He came in close on the hour. No swagger. No noise. Just a shape of quiet that told the room to mind itself. Tall, shoulders settled, coat dark as a dock at night. He did not scan the place like a hunter. He saw it once and had it. I felt my back straighten before the thought arrived.

He chose the stool a pace away. Not too near, not too far. The code of strangers who understand teeth.

The barman came. “What’ll it be?”

“Water,” the man said. “And something that burns.”

“Sir has a balanced soul,” I murmured, mostly to the cup.

His mouth twitched. Not a smile; more like a man forgetting the weather for half a second. “Do you prefer one or the other?”

“Both,” I said. “Depends which of me is driving.”

“Ah,” he said softly, as if we had begun a very old dance.

I kept my eyes on the mirror. His reflection was a smudge of ink with a sharp edge. He had that not-quite-handsome face soldiers get when patience has sanded it down. A harsh grace. If he were a line, no pen would dare cross it.

He lifted the water first, as if we were in church. Then he sipped the burn and let it live in his mouth a moment before he swallowed. Not a flinch. Not a show. The neat trick of a man who has met pain and bid it sit.

“Long day?” he asked.

“Tomorrow will be longer,” I said. “The sort of long that eats the words in your head.”

“A test,” he said.

“A sentence,” I said, and watched the mirror fog where my breath hit it. “But if I am lucky, a test.”

“And if you are not?”

“Then I am a story told in a room where I do not belong.”

He took that in, slow. “You speak like a clock. Each word measures its own steps.”

“I’ve been timed before,” I said. “You?”

“Aye,” he said, and the word came out old, as if he had carried it from another century. “Timed. Tested. Tallied.”

“Found wanting?”

“Often,” he said. “And yet the hand keeps striking.”

We let the quiet return. The bar held three other souls. A couple in a corner held their silence like jewels. A lad at the far end tried to teach himself courage one gulp at a time. The barman polished a glass that did not need it. Rain found the eaves and tapped a thin drum.

“May I ask a thing?” the man said at last.

“You may ask,” I said.

“Are you running from something or to it?”

“To it,” I said. “Running to the thing that would run to me if I let it.”

“Honest,” he said. “Brave.”

“No,” I said. “Only tired of bend.”

He turned the glass once upon the wood, just enough to make a ring. “And tonight?”

“Tonight I do not bend for anyone,” I said. “I take a square inch of life and stand in it. Then I hand it back at dawn.”

He nodded like a judge who liked the law but not its uses. “And would you share that inch,” he said, “with a stranger who knows how to be quiet?”

I looked at his hands. They told me more than his voice. Scar near the thumb, pale line like chalk. Knuckles not ruined—that meant control. Nails clean. The left hand eased when the right tightened. A man who knew where his weight sat at all times. My breath did a small, treacherous thing.

“Aye,” I said. “On one condition.”

“Say it.”

“No names,” I said. “No history. Just now.”

Something settled in him. Not relief. Not lust. More like—recognition. “Agreed,” he said. “No names. No past. Only the measure between this breath and the next.”

We drank to the pact. The tea was near cold, but I lifted it anyway. The whisky kept its small fire. He finished both as if to meet me halfway.

We did not speak for a spell. I watched the door, and he watched me not watching him. Silence, mind, is not always empty. Sometimes it is the richest language. It carries the weight that words cannot bear without creaking.

He broke it with a question that had the care of a surgeon. “Do you prefer windows or walls?”

I laughed, and the sound startled me. “Walls,” I said. “They have the decency to say what they are.”

“Windows lie,” he said.

“Aye.”

“They promise a way out,” he said. “Then hold the glass to your throat.”

“You’ve stood too close to one,” I said.

“I have been thrown through one,” he said mildly. “I would not recommend it.”

I turned on the stool so the mirror gave me his eyes. They were clear in that unkind way truth can be, and very steady. Storm-light, not blue. The sort of eyes that do not move much around a room, for the room is already mapped.

“If you tell me you fell,” I said, “I shall walk away.”

“I will not insult you so,” he said. “I was pushed.”

“Did you get back up?”

“I am here,” he said. “And not by chance.”

We talked like that, two fencing masters who had misplaced their swords and found they liked hands better. The barman refilled us without being asked, then drifted off as if the lighting itself had taught him to fade. The couple laughed once without joy. The lad wept and hid it in his sleeve. The rain grew bored and went to bother someone else.

At some point he said, very evenly, “I would like to walk out of here with you.”

My heart, traitor that it is, made a leap like a salmon and smacked back down. I set my cup just so. “There is a room,” I said. “Up the road. It has a key that sticks and a bed that will not mind us. There’s a blind that does not meet the sill. We can share the inch we spoke of there.”

“Aye,” he said. No flourish. No claim. “Walk with me.”

We left by the side door, the one that squealed like gossip. The alley smelled of rain and the sweet rot of leaves. He matched his step to mine without comment. The streetlights made coins upon the puddles; we trod through other people’s money and did not look down.

“Cold?” he asked.

“I have been colder,” I said, and immediately wished it unsaid.

He did not press. He did not put an arm about me. He set his body half a pace to the road, the old way—so that whatever came would go through him first. I noted it and put it away, like a jewel for later.

At the hotel door I had to lift the handle twice before it would turn. “Stubborn thing,” I muttered.

“Like its owner,” he said, very low.

We moved up the narrow stairs with the carpet that tried to be red. The bulb at the bend flickered like a man deciding whether to live. The hall smelled of soap and quiet despair. I let us in.

It was a small room. A clean room, because I had made it so. I cannot bear to sleep where chaos looks at me. I had set my bag at the foot of the bed earlier, neat as a folded flag. The window was open a crack to let the city hiss. The blind gaped. A small mercy, aye, to prove a man tells truth.

He stepped inside, then stopped. He did not touch me. He did not even unbutton his coat. He looked at me as if we had come to a cliff and must both decide, at the same time, whether to step into air.

“Say stop,” he said, “and I stop. Say stay, and I do not leave.”

“Say nothing,” I said, “and come here.”

He came.

We did not rush. That is for youth, and for those who have not had the world fall on them. We took the long road, the good road. Hands spoke first. My fingers found the chalk-scar on his thumb and learned it; his found the thin line on my wrist and did not ask. He unhooked me from my shell like a man who has opened too many crates to need a pry bar. I unfastened the years from his shoulders until they lay on the chair, coat to coat with my own.

We laughed once, and the room took it gently.

“Tell me not to look,” he said.

“Look,” I said. “But not like a thief. Look like a witness.”

“Aye,” he said, and he did.

If there were words, they were small. “Here.” “Yes.” “Slow.” “I am with you.” We found a pace that made time behave. Outside a siren told a tired story; on the floor, the streetlight drew a crooked road to the bed and we walked it without our feet. I held the back of his neck with my palm and kept him human. He put his forehead to mine for a breath, and I felt that this was the only place where the world has ever been quiet.

“Are you here?” he asked once.

“I am,” I said. “For this inch, I am.”

When it was done, we did not roll apart like thieves. We lay still and let our heat blend in the narrow cold. The blind clicked against the sill as if counting us. I closed my eyes. He did not speak. For a long while I simply listened to the proof that he lived: the patient tide of his breath. If a woman has ever prayed, she knows it sounds like that.

“Tell me a lie,” I said at last, like a child asking for a trick.

“I will come back,” he said.

“A pretty one,” I murmured.

“Tell me a truth,” he said.

“I will not ask you to,” I said.

“Ah,” he breathed, and I could not tell if it pained or pleased him.

We slept in the way soldiers sleep—lightly, ready, but grateful for the dark. I woke once with my hand still on his heart, as if some prudent part of me feared he would vanish and wanted proof he had ever been. Dawn had not yet come; the city had taken a deep breath and was deciding what to be today.

In the grey before morning, I slipped free. I have done this before, aye, and each time costs something. I rose with the quiet skill of a thief who steals only from herself. I pulled my clothes back into the shape of a person and found my hair with my fingers. The small mirror above the table offered a woman who could pass for calm if she did not blink too fast.

He shifted, not fully waking. “Stay,” he said, or perhaps he said my name, the one I had not given, and my heart lurched like a skiff in a wake.

I bent and kissed the place where his jaw met his cheek. “No,” I whispered. “We agreed. No names. No history. Just now. Now is done.”

His eyes opened then—steady, very clear, like a man opening a door onto weather he had expected. He did not reach for me. He did not beg. He only looked, and in that look was a faultless courtesy that near undid me.

“Walk safe,” he said.

“And you,” I said.

I took up my bag. The zip made the small sound that always grieves me. I slid the key under the door for the maid and felt wicked, which is to say alive. At the threshold I looked back once. He lay on his side, arm flung across the empty, a man who might be king in another room. The blind rattled in the soft wind, and I thought, traitor heart again, if I ask, he will come. So I did not ask.

The corridor met me with its old bleach and its new hush. My boots made hardly any sound. Down the stairs, across the small lobby, out into the lane where last night’s rain had left the ground smelling clean, as if it had washed the city’s sin into the drains and they had carried it, humming, to the river.

I walked as if my skull were a cup brimful of light that I dared not spill. The world does not often give such inches. One must carry them like relics.

The sky began to pale over the eastern roofs. People woke and did their foolish mortal tasks—coffee, keys, collars, the whole grand march. It comforted me, how stupid and brave we all are, to rise and do it again.

At the corner I stopped. The bar’s sign hung dead. The door would be locked for hours yet. The lane smelled less of rot now, more of bread. A cat eyed me as if I had secrets. I nodded to it. “I do,” I told the cat. “And I will keep them.”

My phone—what was left of it, the clean one—buzzed in my pocket. A single line from the air wing, bland as milk: Wheels up 05:40. Of course. The world returns to its bone-coloured schedule. I put the thing away and kept walking.

On the main road, a bus hissed like a dragon in a story told to children who would not sleep. A man in a vest swept the path with the seriousness of a priest. Two girls ran past with their mouths full of laughter; I tried not to envy them their softness and failed. I am not made of iron; I just wear it well.

At the corner past the bridge, a beggar put out a hand. I gave him my last coins and he blessed me with such conviction that I almost believed it might stick. “Go with God,” he said.

“I go where I am sent,” I said. “But thank you.”

The airport glass rose by and by, a blue tooth in the throat of the city. Security eyes met mine and slid away; I have that face, the one that says do not ask. I moved through the clean maze with ease. I have done harder things in dirtier rooms. A coffee vendor offered me something sweet; I shook my head and smiled, which is to say I showed my teeth.

The gate area had too much light, too many reflections. I chose a chair with its back to a wall and set my bag under my knees where my foot could speak to it. I watched the screens say all their bland lies. On time. Final call. Thank you for your patience. People do love a script.

A man two chairs over coughed the cough of a smoker who quit last week and is sorry. A woman held a child to her chest as if she might tuck him back inside and keep him safe. A soldier in new boots tried his best to look old. I looked past them, through them, the way one looks through light that dazzles—the old trick of seeing without letting a thing lay claim to you.

And then—because the world is a wicked playwright who loves a neat end to Act One—I saw him.

Across the bright aisle. Standing as if someone had drawn him where he should be and he obeyed out of habit. Dark coat. Shoulders I knew now by measure, aye, by weight. Face turned a little as if to test the air. He did not seek me. He did not need to. His head came round slow and easy, and there we were, two lamp wicks catching from the same match.

I did not flinch. I did not smile. I let my mouth show what peace I had taken, and nothing more.

He looked at my hand where it lay on my knee. His eyes flicked once to the bag. Then to the gate. Then back to me. In that small journey was a whole sermon: I see you. I see the road you must walk. I will not stand in it. But if the lane darkens, call.

Only we had no names. That was the mercy and the wound.

They called boarding with that singsong cheer the false use to hurry the true. People rose and shuffled, a dull ballet. I stood with them.

As I passed him I let the corner of my sleeve brush the knuckles of his hand. A touch so light it would not wake a fly. He did not catch me—oh, I think he wanted to—but he did not. He kept the pact better than I did.

At the mouth of the jetway I turned my head a fraction. He had not moved. A statue that had learned to breathe.

“I will not look back,” I told myself, the way a saint might chant to hold the fire off her skin.

Of course I looked back.

He was there still. He lifted two fingers from his side, the smallest of salutes, the sort you give to a ghost you are not sure you believe in. Then he turned away, and the crowd swallowed him as the sea will have a stone.

I went down the tunnel into the cold breath of the plane. A stewardess smiled at me as if the world were kind. I smiled back as if I believed her.

Seat belt. Bag down. Hands quiet. The body knows how to fly; it is the mind that claws.

The wing sheened with dew as if the sky had cried but not told anyone. The engine woke, a sleeping dog that had dreamt of running. We slid back. The ground crew made their small signs, men conducting a symphony for one iron bird.

As we turned for the runway, the sun pushed its face over the far roofs and made a blade of light across the tarmac. I pressed my palm to the window. It was cold. It reminded me of him. It reminded me of who I am when no one is looking.

“Not a death sentence,” I whispered to the glass. “A test.”

The engine roared, as if it took the dare. The city fell away with almost indecent ease. Clouds received us like old aunties—soft, damp, smelling of rain and warnings. I closed my eyes and saw, for a breath, a room with a blind that did not meet the sill. The shape of a man lying where I had left him. A pact kept. An inch taken and then returned.

I did not cry. I am not a stone; I am only trained. The heart may do its wild goat-dance, aye, but the hands stay steady. Old British manner, they used to call it in mess halls and mud camps when I could still pretend such words meant anything: Keep your kit clean. Keep your word. Walk out standing.

So I walked into the sky, standing. California waited. Malum waited. A folder waited with old lies and new ink. A warehouse lamp would hum, and a cold voice would say my name as if it were a test he meant me to fail.

I leaned my head to the window and let the cold teach me how to be awake. “No names,” I said, so soft even I barely heard it. “No history. Just now.”

The plane climbed, and the little city fell into its place, and my last night went with it, folded sharp as a letter I would never send. But the inch I had taken did not leave me. It burned there, small and fierce, beneath the sternum, where a woman keeps the matches for when the dark is loud.

I opened my eyes in the bright. “Right then,” I said to the sky. “Let us see.”
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Grey light sat upon the city like old dust. The air bit like a penny held on the tongue. I walked from the aircraft stairs to the waiting van with my bag on my back and my face set plain. No song. No speech. Only the step, and the next, like a drum with no parade.

The van door slid with the sound of a knife on bone. Inside: metal benches, a rank of straps, a heater that coughed and gave up. The driver did not look at me. He did not need to. He had been told what I was and had made peace with it. People often do, if the road is short.

We crossed from airport glass to a low quarter by the water where warehouses crouched like sleeping dogs. The fog kept house there. It folded round the buildings and made them look like mountains from a child’s book—flat blue at the base, pale at the top, unreal and sullen. A gull cried once and then thought better of it.

The van rattled through a gate that wore no sign. A guard hut lifted its little arm. The driver parked, killed the engine, and let the silence find its place.

“Gallows,” he said, as if calling a number. “Inside.”

I went.

The bay door was up half a man’s height. I ducked and stepped over the lip. The first thing I saw was the light—cold, high, mean as a nun. It made everything honest that ought rather to be shy. Concrete floor, old oil like bruises, pallets stacked as if fear itself did the stacking. The smell was metal and damp rope and the dry ghost of smoke. A forklift slept in the corner, tusks down.

A woman stood with a clipboard as if it were a sword. She wore a wool coat and a mouth that did not take nonsense. “Name,” she said.

“Gallows,” I said.

“Phone.”

I handed it over. She turned it this way and that, as if a small imp might pop out and confess wickedness, then slid it into a tray that had other little deaths in it. “Knife,” she said.

I handed that over too. The tray did not blink.

“Anything else you’d like to declare?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Bad news and good sense.”

“Keep both,” she said, and nodded to the interior. “He’s waiting. Straight ahead, then your right.”

“Who?” I asked, though I knew.

She set one finger to the paper and read like a toll-keeper. “Officer in command. Call sign Bones.”

The sound my blood made at that was small and private. I did not let it speak for me.

I walked as told. My boots made that clean scrape I like, the one that says you have weight and mean to use it. A bulb hung on a long cord like a tired moon. It lit a table with a manila folder open like a small wound. Beside it stood a figure with his back to me, tall, coat dark, shoulders set in the exact place where force becomes law.

He turned as if the air had asked him to. The face was not a surprise; it was a sentence I had read last night and underlined in my head. The same line of mouth. The same storm-held eyes. But not the same man, for last night he had been no one by pact, and here he was the shape of my orders.

“Gallows,” he said. His voice kept winter in it even indoors. Not cruel. Not kind. Clean. “Riøt.”

“Former,” I said. “You may use the past tense.”

He did not look at my mouth when I spoke. He watched my eyes. He counted my pulse from the throat, the wrist, the small breath between words. He took the measure a carpenter takes before he sets a beam and walks under it.

“Your papers,” he said, and tapped the folder. “Your lines. Your weather. Sit.”

I did not. I put two fingers on the chair back and leaned, because I would not be lower than him—not yet. He did not press. He lifted the first page as if it were the first page of a life, which, in a way, it was.

“After-action,” he said, and his voice struck the words like flint. “Patagonia.”

He read. Not quick. Not slow. He gave each word its full ration of air as if it were a man in a trench with one cigarette left. “Audible detonation east ridge. Loss of comms. Whiteout conditions, high gust. One operator unaccounted for.”

I tasted the generator’s breath from two years ago and wanted to spit it out. I kept my teeth shut. My hand at my side had begun that old trick of tapping the ring finger twice before a bad choice. I held it still with the other hand and took a long, calm breath that hurt going in.

He went on. “Fallback attempt denied by secondary blast. Riøt team exfil in three elements. Gallows covers rear.” He laid the paper flat and put his palm on it as if to hold it from running away. “Malum had a man on that ridge,” he said.

“I am aware,” I said.

He lifted his eyes. They were not harder than last night. They were only aimed. “Are you aware that my people hold your team responsible?”

“Yes,” I said. “I am also aware that a sealed annex was edited after midnight.”

The line from his jaw to his throat tightened, then eased. He is a man who will not let a tell live on his face if he can help it. It made me like him, which made me cross.

The woman with the clipboard called from the bay’s mouth. “We are on a clock, sir.”

“Always,” he said, and turned one more page. “You were chosen for Malum because you have the idiotic habit of staying alive.” He looked up once at me, then back to the paper. “Also because you can tell the truth and make it stick.”

“Some truths,” I said. “Not the ones your annex tells.”

“I did not write it,” he said.

“You read it,” I said.

We stood in that. The light did its mean work. In the corner, a gull laughed at a private joke. A forklift coughed in another bay and went back to sleep.

“You will take point,” he said at last, voice even as a metronome. “A routine handoff at the port terminal, early shift. Crowd cover. Three contacts, one cutout, two shadows to keep honest.”

“Routine,” I said, and was careful not to make the word a sneer.

“Routine,” he said, and made it not a question. “You will receive and go. You will not linger. You will not improvise a heroics theatre. You will obey my voice on the net.”

“And if your voice says what the annex says?” I asked.

“Then you will obey it,” he said. “And later you may put your hand up and speak your piece.”

“Later,” I said. “When the minutes are bound and the ink is dry.”

He let that pass. “Questions, Gallows?”

“Only one,” I said. “When your people look at me, do they see the man we lost or the woman who did not?”

“They see a variable,” he said, and a winter bird hopped between the two words.

“And you?” I asked, before my better self could hold my tongue.

He did not blink. He is sparing with that. “I see a hand I may use,” he said. “Or not.”

I smiled with no teeth. “A tool.”

“A partner,” he said. “If you prove it.”

The word did a thing low in me I did not permit. I picked up the chair, set it down, and sat. My bag thunked like a heart. “Brief,” I said. “Then give me the walk.”

He set the folder a little to the left, so the bulb did not glare it white. He used a pencil. I liked that. It means a man is not in love with ink.

“Port terminal,” he said. “We join at the north gate with high-vis cover.” He put a small coin on the map to fix a corner. “Serrano will be to your left, four paces back, with a clipboard large enough to hide a city. He will speak when he ought not and act when he should. Let him natter; it keeps him from singing. Vik will be on overwatch with a small bird, callsign Kestrel, running a shy ECM umbrella. Minimal push unless I call rain.”

“Who else?” I asked.

“Myself,” he said, as if I had asked a foolish thing. “And the shadows we have not yet met.”

“And Hartmann?”

His mouth made a small flat line. “Liaison will command air and paper. You will not look for him. He will look for us.”

I laid my hand on the map where the docks made their teeth. “Exit?”

“Two,” he said. “Official—back to van, out the west gate, bless the guard, smile at the camera. Or second—east stair by the forklift coop, down the blue lane, over the puddles that no one mops because to mop them would be to admit the roof leaks. There is a door there that says No, and it means Aye.”

“You speak as if you have walked that way,” I said.

“I know doors,” he said.

“And windows?” I asked, because something in me likes to prod at a scar.

“Less,” he said. “They lie.”

A voice clicked from a box on the wall, smooth as a man who sells silk. “Status.”

“Brief complete,” he said. “Moving to phase one.”

The voice purred like a cat that eats birds. “Verification: Gallows compliant.”

I let my breath out slow, set my shoulders proper, and spoke into the room. “Compliant to clear orders. If they are clear, I am yours.”

The box hummed as if tasting the words. “Copy. See my text.”

The clipboard woman looked up with an eye-roll you could hear. “He does love his messages.”

Bones—ah, I still do not know what else to call him, for the name does not seem a call sign so much as a craft—put the folder to one side and shut it with care. That small act made my temper sit and be good. Men who shut papers as if they were doors they may need to open again are a breed I know.

“Gear,” he said.

“Bag,” I said. “I brought my own.”

“We will issue your net,” he said. “And a vest that is sized for a person, not a ghost.”

“Kind,” I said.

“Efficient,” he said.

He led me to a rack where vests hung like quiet men. He took one down and held it for me as if he had once had a sister and had not quite forgotten it. I slid into it. It sat right, which made me feel many things at once.

He handed me an earpiece. His fingers brushed the small scar at my wrist, and the skin there wrote a book in a language only I shall ever read. He did not mention last night. He did not let it show in his face. We were two people and also two others, and the trick was to keep the right set on the stage.

“Test,” he said.

“Receiving,” I said.

He adjusted a dial with a small frown that would have made a lesser woman pat his cheek. I did nothing of the sort. He turned, took up a thin radio, and clipped it to his shoulder with the care of a man who likes things to be where he left them.

“Serrano,” he said into his mic. “Report.”

“Present, sir,” came the happy sigh from somewhere down the bay. A shape detached itself from the shadow of a forklift, grin first. Serrano looked like a sin you cannot help but like—eyes that laughed, hands that knew where the vein ran. “Do I get a sticker for being early?”

“You get silence,” Bones said.

“Hah,” Serrano said. “One of my best features.”

“Vik,” Bones said.

“Here,” murmured a voice like tea steam. “Kestrel awake. Wind mild. Fog lazy. I have a good day for mischief.”

“Hold mischief,” Bones said. “Give me eyes only.”

“Cruel,” Vik said, not meaning it. “Copy.”

Bones faced me again. It is a gift, that turn. He does it like a compass finding north. “Any artefacts you wish to declare,” he said, “declare them now.”

“A coin,” I said. “In my mind. It has two faces, and both tell lies.”

He let the corner of his mouth do that near-smile I had met once before. “You may keep it. We will choose with other methods.”

I tucked my hair behind my ear. It is a small act, and soldiers will tell you it is a tell. Let them. A tell is like a saint’s relic—useless until the right hand touches it.

“How often do you read an after-action by voice?” I asked.

“When it must be owned,” he said.

“And this one must be,” I said.

“For both of us,” he said.

We regarded each other like two cliffs that have seen storms and know they will see more. It was not dislike. It was not like. It was something that does not need a soft word.

The clipboard woman clacked her pen and drew a bold line like a guillotine. “Enough courtship,” she said. “Go earn your pay.”

Bones did not glare at her. He does not waste glare. “Clock,” he said.

“Sixteen minutes to step,” she said, and blew on the ink.

He took the folder again, slid a thin photograph free, and turned it to me. “Cutout,” he said. The face was a man you would forget in a queue. That is the sort of man who does well in docks. “Blue windbreaker. Cap too new. Shoes bad for the floor. He will seek you.”

“He will,” I said.

“You will let him,” he said.

“And then we will leave,” I said.

“And then we will leave,” he echoed, as if speaking to the wall, or to the part of himself that loves to argue. “Serrano to left. I to right. Vik above you like a dull angel. Hartmann on our necks.”

“Poor necks,” I said.

“They have done this before,” he said.

The bay door rattled once with the ghost of a wind. The fog outside shifted as if it had a mind and we had offended it. The concrete had that dark wet that comes from rolled barrels and old stories.

He stepped past me to a locker the colour of dead fish. He swung the door and reached in for a high-vis vest, a hard hat, two ID badges that would not stand the light of the law but would do for the law that stands in docks. He slung one to me. “Put this on,” he said. “Practise your bored face.”

“I have a very fine bored face,” I said. “They award medals for it.”

“I prefer results,” he said.

We dressed the part. It is half the war, I swear it: choosing the right costume. My vest made me a worker no one would see. My hat made me a head no one would trouble. His coat vanished under his own vest and became the sort of coat men wear to tell other men where to put the boxes.

He paused once, as if he had lost a word and wanted it back. “Gallows,” he said, and the old winter in his voice took a step closer. “You will not grandstand. You will not relive Patagonia with your feet.”

“No,” I said.

“You will not save anyone who is already dead,” he said.

“No,” I said again, though a part of me rose up and said Yes until my teeth hurt.

“Good,” he said. “Then we may live.”

We crossed the bay to the door that had the clean scuff of a lot of boots. The clipboard woman took one look at us and shook her head with the fond hate of a nurse. “God keep you,” she said.

“He would be busy,” Serrano told her.

“He is,” she said. “With other men who think as you do.”

We stepped out. The fog made a small gasp as if shocked to see us. The van waited with its engine on like a patient dog. Bones took the front. I slid behind. Serrano sprawled with his big clipboard as if it were a shield from an old tale. Vik rode with us and also above us and also nowhere; he is that sort of lad.

“Port in five,” the driver said, and pulled away.

The city did its grey trick. Roads slid under us like river. The gulls wrote rude letters in the air. A woman in a yellow coat pushed a cart of oranges with a little flag that said FRESH and meant hope. A man in a black car watched us with a face like a drawn curtain. My vest itched. My hand settled on the place by my ribs where I keep a pack of good lies for hard days.

“Repeat the plan,” Bones said, not looking back.

“Enter north gate as common trade,” I said. “Observe windbreaker at lane three. Receive. Exit west or east, as fits. No linger. No speech. No hero plays. Obey your voice on net.”

“And if the voice is wrong?” Serrano chimed, because some devils cannot keep still.

“Then we live to tell him so later,” I said.

“Later,” Bones said. “My favourite time.”

“Sir,” Vik said softly, “the sky is quiet. Which means it is plotting.”

“Plot faster,” Bones told it.

We took the last turn and the port rose out of the breath like a steel forest. Stacks of boxes, each with a secret name. Cranes that walked like gods in old plays. Men in vests like ours moving as if an orchestra had them on strings. The smell was salt and diesel and the iron tale of ships.

The van slid into a bay marked with chalk that said NO and meant DO. We stepped out and the whole place looked at us and decided we belonged, which is what a disguise is for.

“On net, steady,” Bones said. “Kestrel, up.”

“Up,” Vik breathed.

“Cutout is light,” Bones said. “Gallows, eyes.”

“I have him,” I said at once, though he was only a weight in the corner of my sight. Blue windbreaker. Cap too new. Shoes wrong for this floor. He walked like a man who wished to be a line in a ledger, not a note in a song.

“Hold,” Bones said.

“Sir,” purred the box in his ear, and I saw Hartmann’s soft mouth without wanting to. “This is routine. No complication desired.”

“No complication desired,” Bones repeated, like he was reading a prayer book and finding the words blasphemous. “Copy.”

I moved with the workers. My shoulders found the slope, my hands the hang. Serrano ambled to my left with his clipboard like a fool, which is to say like an artist. Bones took the long way and became a beam that just happens to hold the roof up. Vik’s small hum tickled my ear like a fly that knows better than to land.

Blue Windbreaker came down lane three with his head one inch too low. His eyes did that odd thing men’s eyes do when they want to spy and not be caught—they looked at everything that was not me and told me all about me for all that. He passed men, boxes, a forklift that coughed, and came to the old crack in the concrete where the water finds its path to the lower world.

He looked like he might laugh, and then did not. He let his hand fall to his side with a brush that could be mistake. It touched mine. Something small and heavy slid into my palm and stuck there as if it had always lived there.

“Receive,” Bones said, very mild.

“Received,” I said.

Blue kept on. He counted crates without moving his lips. “Thirty-one,” I heard, “thirty-two…”

Serrano yawned big enough to swallow a seagull. “Oh, to be young.”

Vik’s hum sharpened into a thin warning. “ECM taste,” he said. “Not our spice.”

“Gallows,” Bones said softly. “West exit.”

My hand closed round the thing in my palm. It was a token. Steel. Stamped. It burned cold. My mouth made a shape that might have been a prayer if I were built for prayer.

“West,” I said. “Copy.”

The forklift to our right jerked like a horse. It slewed. The pallet shifted and became a small tidal wave. Men shouted. The lane blocked. The world leaned.

“Now,” Bones said, and turned the whole page with his voice.

We moved. We threaded. We did not run. We did not look back, because to look back is to give the enemy a name. The token sang its cold song in my hand. The fog breathed. Somewhere a gull decided we were dull and took itself off.

At the gate I put my bored face on and made it sing. The guard looked at my vest and my hat and my clipboard and my tell and saw only a worker who must have left her lunch at home. He waved me through. Serrano slipped by with a wink one could hear. Bones walked as if the ground belonged to him and the guard nodded because of course it did.

At the van, I did not wait to be asked. I gave Bones the fast look. He met it. “Tell me,” he said.

“Not here,” I said, and slid into the seat. “In the drive. With the radio off.”

He stood one more breath like a man taking a last sight of a shore. Then he got in and shut the door.

“Report,” purred Hartmann. “Clean?”

“Clean,” Bones said, and it was true, if you only looked at our hands.

The van eased out. The port let us go. The city took us back like an old mistress who knows you will always return, no matter your pretty words.

Bones held his hand out. I did not put the token in it. I set it on the map between us, like a body. He looked once at me and then lowered his head.

“Seventeen,” he said. “Locker number.”

“Aye,” I said.

“Jetty,” he said. “Public. Old side.”

“Aye.”

“Riøt used it once,” I said. “We were told to forget it.”

He did not lift his eyes. He put a long finger on the small steel circle and turned it one degree. “We do not forget,” he said.

“No,” I said. “We do not.”

He breathed once through his nose, thin and slow. “We go validate,” he said.

“Routine?” I asked.

“Routine,” he said in that exact tone men use when they expect a storm and put on a light coat anyway. “You obey my voice.”

“If it is clear,” I said.

“It will be,” he said, and looked up. The winter in his face did not thaw, but it leaned toward me by a word.

The city slid by. The fog learned our names and forgot them. The van heater found its small courage. Serrano hummed a hymn and got the tune wrong on purpose. Vik’s drone made a tiny heart-beat in the roof that helped mine find its own.

Hartmann’s voice soothed the air as if it were a horse. “Update?”

“Proceeding,” Bones said.

“To where?” Hartmann asked.

“Routine check,” Bones said, and turned the radio off.

Silence sat with us like a third queen. I let it. I opened my hand and looked at the steel that had found me. Cold as first light. Stamped with a number that was also a door.

“Do we trust it?” he asked, which told me more than the words.

“We trust nothing,” I said. “We verify.”

He nodded as if I had said something worth a coin. “Right,” he said. “We verify.”

He glanced at the clock on the dash. “Twelve minutes to jetty,” he said.

I sat back and let the van carry us. I watched the water find its edge and hold there, patient as an old soldier. I thought of last night and the pact and the way a man’s hand can learn a scar in the dark and keep it. I pressed my ring finger to my thigh twice, the small silent vow I make when the road in front of me narrows and begins to rise.

“Malum will not love this,” I said at last, to the window.

“Malum need not love it,” he said. “It need only be true.”

“And if truth offends?” I asked.

“Then we stand,” he said.

A gull flew across the van’s path like a thrown handkerchief. The jetty showed its thin shoulder round the bend. The day lifted its pale face and tried to smile.

“Point,” Bones said, as if I had forgotten.

“I have it,” I said.

He did not tell me to be careful. He did not tell me to hurry. He let the orders we had already made do their work between us. That is a sort of kindness. Or a sort of respect. Or both.

The van rolled to a stop. The sea spoke in its old tongue and named us fools. We stepped down and the wind put its small teeth in our cheeks. I put the token in my palm and felt it choose its place.

“Simple,” he said. “Routine.”

“Aye,” I said, and tasted iron.

We went to see if the world still had a door for us.

— Hook: He puts me on point for the “simple” handoff, and the steel at my palm says nothing in a voice I can hear.
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Morning came noisy and blunt, like a dockhand’s laugh. The port breathed diesel and salt and the sharp bite of cold iron. Fog hunched low over the cranes, big metal birds with stiff necks, while gulls argued on the wind as if they owned the ledger. Men in vests moved with the easy swing of folk who carried weight before breakfast; forklifts chirped and snorted, and pallets slid like tired chess pieces over a board that had seen wars.

I pulled the hard hat down to my brow and let the brim make me small. The vest scratched. The air tasted like pennies sucked too long and spit out when no one was looking. Bones put us through the side gate with a nod that said he was expected everywhere, even where he was not. Serrano loomed at my left with that fat clipboard, whistling a hymn and getting it wrong on purpose.

“Blessed be the crates,” he said, deadly solemn. “For they shall inherit the forklifts.”

“Do not sing,” Bones said, without moving his mouth.

“I am not singing,” Serrano said. “I am praying.”

“Pray quieter,” Bones returned.

Vik’s voice tickled my ear like steam off a kettle. “Kestrel up. Feels like a good day for mischief. Sky is thick, but the fog is lazy. We can walk under it while it yawns.”

“I told you,” Serrano said. “Divine favour.”

“Eyes on lane three,” Bones said. “Gallows, point.”

“Aye,” I said, and left my smile behind.

I carry myself different in a place like this. Not the soldier stride, not the careful wolf. Dock-walk: chin down, shoulders loose, hands that know where to belong. If a thing looks hard, I look past it. If a man looks sharp, I look duller than his knife. I joined the flow—men calling numbers, women with their hair tied tight, the hum of work that can break a body and save a soul. The ground shivered now and then when a container met the earth wrong. The shiver came up through my boot and lived behind the knee.

“Wind out of south-east,” Vik said in my ear. “Salt on the teeth.”

“I feel it,” I said.

“Try not to grind them,” Serrano offered. “Dentist is dear.”

“Eyes,” Bones said.

I had him. Blue Windbreaker. Cap too new. Shoes wrong. He moved like a man who had learned to be forgettable and did it too hard—like a boy practising a limp. He drifted along the edge of lane three, counting crates without moving his lips. He looked at everyone but saw no one, and in that he saw me very clear.

“Target?” Bones breathed.

“Windbreaker,” I said. “On time, on place, too neat. He will reach me at the crack in the concrete. The one that points to the drain.”

“You know the one?” Serrano said.

“I always know the way water chooses,” I said.

Windbreaker came. He did not speak to me with his face. He passed a whisker from me at the broken line in the slab, and his hand brushed mine with a softness that would have made a nun sigh. Steel slid to my palm—small, cold, weighty like a truth you cannot swallow. He kept walking. A breath later, a whisper reached me, a thread under the noise, a code from a life that would not die: “Two taps, ring finger.”

My heart did the thing. Tap-tap. My treacherous ring finger obeyed before my head consented. Riøt-only. Old tongue. I did not look at him. I let the token burn into my skin till it thought it belonged.

“Receive,” Bones said, calm as a plumb-line.

“Received,” I said.

Serrano’s clipboard shifted, just enough to be a wall if walls were made of paper and sin. The forklift to my right coughed, lurched. Its tusks dipped; a pallet slid with a groan of wood and the slap of straps. Men shouted in three languages and a prayer. The forklift bucked sideways like a horse with a nettle up its sleeve; its tyres lost manners; it kissed a stack and the stack did not forgive.

“Malfunction,” Vik said. “Looks like a friend, tastes like a lie.”

Two suits in clean jackets stepped into view from the long shadow of a red container. Shoes thin and shiny. Shoes that slip on this floor. Their eyes did that sticky sweep—over me, under me, then away and back again. Fly eyes. I did not look. I breathed shallow and bored, the way a woman does on a bus.

“Exit west,” Bones said, voice quiet enough to warm a blade. “Now.”

Windbreaker half-turned. For the first time I saw his face. He wore the sort of smile men choose when they know the punch will land and there is no time to duck. He had a soft mouth and a scar on the ear, like a rat had taken payment. I almost spoke.

I did not. I moved.

“Left lane,” Serrano said cheerfully, as if recommending the fish. He bumped me with the clipboard in the sort of nudge that fools take for clumsy and the wise call salvation. I threaded through three men who wanted to shout and one who wanted to take a nap on his feet. The suits flowed along the far side like oil on water.

“Gallows,” Bones said. “Steady.”

“Steady,” I said, and set my face to bored again. The token burned. I kept my fist soft so it would not print through the vest.

Windbreaker kept walking, the way a saint keeps walking to the stake. He did not hurry. He did not look back. He turned down the short lane by the forklift coop, where the puddles keep house and live longer than most governments. I followed his line with the corner of my eye. The suits checked each other with a little head tip. One took the far angle.

“ECM taste is rising,” Vik said. “Someone else brought pepper.”

“Range?” Bones asked.

“Close enough to sneeze,” Vik said. “I can give you umbrella, but it will tattle. Do you want a hat or do you want to keep your hair pretty?”

“Hold,” Bones said.

The forklift went honest to chaos. It slewed left, knocked its pallet like a child with a tantrum; the stack wobbled, threw a box, bit the floor. The lane clogged at once—a clot in a vein. Men swore. A siren coughed and thought better of it. A gull laughed in wicked joy.

“Now,” Bones said, and the word made a path where there was none.

We cut west. Serrano became large and foolish in my periphery, shouldering the world with his clipboard like a shield from an old play. I slid light, a fish finding the river under the current. The suits paced us as if the air were a leash.

“Gallows,” Vik whispered. “Your left shadow has a line in his ear. His hair hides it but I can hear the whisper when he breathes. Not our net.”

“I felt that,” I murmured.

“Do not chatter,” Bones said, not unkind. “Walk.”

I walked. We hit the gate where the guard likes to wave. He waved. He didn’t even see me because his eyes were busy being bored at life. Bones went through as if the place had been built to recognise him; Serrano scratched his temple and held the board like Scripture, and the guard decided he was too much trouble to question.

Behind me, a sound like a bag of nails thrown down a stair. Windbreaker went to his knees in the small lane. He fell well, as if he had practised it. He turned his head at the last inch and let his cheek take the floor like a gentleman kisses a lady’s glove.

“Don’t,” Serrano said under his breath.

“I am not,” I said, and I was not lying, for my feet stayed true. But my eyes cut that way, sharp as a thrown coin. Windbreaker smiled—small, secret, satisfied. A gloved hand—clean leather, good thread—reached his throat and pressed. I saw it. I saw the press, the angle, the seconds count. A neat kill. A kind one, if you like that sort.

My jaw went ice. My fingers shut on the token so hard the skin bit. “Seventeen,” I said without speaking. My mouth made it for me anyway.

“Vehicle,” Bones said. “Go. Now.”

We went. The van sat where we left it, engine purring like a cat that has eaten a bishop. I climbed in and tucked myself behind the glass. Bones folded in beside the driver, a man who did not exist in any book I have ever signed. Serrano shut the door with a little pat like a mother tapping her child to sleep.

“Report,” Hartmann purred over net. “Clean exchange?”

Bones stared through the windscreen long enough to measure a man’s soul. “Clean,” he said. The word did not bleed, but it knew how.

The van slid out. The port swallowed the mess like a dog swallows shame. We changed lanes with the meek patience of good citizens.

“Token,” Bones said after ten heartbeats.

I did not bring my hand to him. I brought it to the map between us and set the steel down as if it were a relic. My palm kept the ghost of cold.

Bones looked at it with the eye of a priest and a hangman. He did not touch. He read the stamp. “Seventeen.”

“Aye,” I said.

“Jetty,” he said. “Public. Old. Row seventeen.”

“We were told to forget it,” I said. “We did not.”

He breathed through his nose. “Gallows,” he said very low, “if you run back—”

“I will not,” I said. The words were glass. “He is gone. He chose it.”

Serrano’s hands tightened on the board just enough to make the cardboard whisper. “He smiled,” he said softly. “I have seen that smile.”

“You have,” I said.

Vik hummed, then let the hum thin to a wire. “The whisperers are quiet now,” he said. “Their line is cut or they have cut it. Either way, we are not welcome where we just were.”

“We were not welcome before,” Bones said. “Driver, east cut, then south.”

Hartmann slid in like oil. “Status?”

“Proceeding,” Bones said, and flicked the dash switch that made the radio mute. He did not look at me, not quite. “We will speak in the clear,” he said, meaning not on net, meaning only here in the warm breath of the van where we had our own weather.

“I have a code,” I said. “From him to me. Old house tongue.”

“Say it,” Bones said.

I lifted the ring finger and tapped my thigh twice. Tap. Tap. The small vow. “He gave me that. Under all the noise.”

Bones’ eye did a narrow thing that was not quite pain. “All right,” he said. “We go see the locker.”

“You will not like it,” I said.

“I do not like most things,” he said.

Serrano coughed up a laugh without humour. “That is true,” he said. “He dislikes even lunch.”

“I dislike you,” Bones said.

“See?” Serrano beamed. “Pattern.”

Vik exhaled. “Traffic light is green,” he said, priestly. “Hurry, children.”

We crossed the road that runs by the shipyard where men with good hands build things that float. I watched three gulls murder a sandwich with the joy of kings. The van took a left that would make a map sulk and a right that would make a magistrate write a ticket in his head. The fog thinned and thickened and thinned again like breath on a window. A radio on a corner played a song that remembered how boys once danced until the street cured them of dancing.

“Tell me what you saw,” Bones said, as if a clock had struck and I owed him the hour.

“Clean kill,” I said. “Press to the vessel in the neck—two fingers, right angle. No splash. Body down soft. He fell as if he knew how.”

“Then he likely knew,” Bones said.

“He smiled,” I said. “It was not mockery. It was… conclusion.”

Serrano shifted. “Ah,” he said. “He finished the sum. Poor sod.”

“No poor,” I said.

“True,” Serrano said. “Lucky, then.”

“None of that either,” Bones said. “Luck is what we call weather when we do not care to learn the wind.”

“That is pretty,” Serrano said.

“Shut up,” Bones said.

We took the slope to the water. The jetty showed itself, a concrete finger poking the cold sea as if to scold it. The lockers lined the wall in two long rows, paint flaking like old sin. Someone had written a phone number on one with a felt pen that had since died; love had been carved on another with a key and then amended with a ruder noun. Seaweed smelled like old books left damp.

“Routine check,” Bones said, and the words were a coat he put on to keep the storm from nibbling. “Gallows, you lead.”

“I have the number,” I said, and set my boots to the slab.

We passed a fisherman oiling a reel who did not need our existence. We passed a boy licking a sweet who did not deserve ours. A dog barked at the gulls with the courage of drunks and the wisdom of saints.

Row seventeen sat under a broken bulb. The door to the locker bore a scar where someone had tried to force it and failed. My palm, still tender from the token, called to the slot.

I put the coin in.

It stuck, as if remembering something I had forgotten. I breathed once and pressed. The metal eased. The lock sighed like a woman relieved of bad news. The door opened with the obedient groan of a soldier when ordered to stand.

Inside: a Mylar blanket rolled like a silver tongue, a small burner drive wrapped in brown paper that once held sandwiches, and a ledger page with numbers cut by a hand I knew even if the grave had taken it. Columns, circles, crosses. Times like bones on a line. It was not a message so much as a ghost telling a fact.

I put a finger on the ink and felt the paper complain. A wave smacked the pilings and flung spray into the air with silly courage. Somewhere a bell made a sad sound.

“Do not touch more,” Bones said gently.

“I will not,” I said, though my fingers itched to pull the thread till words fell out.

Serrano whistled low. “You look like you have seen a bad saint.”

“It is a good one,” I said, and rolled the ledger half-closed to still my eyes. “But he wants a martyr.”

“Who?” Serrano asked.

“Whoever wrote it,” I said. “He is not here to answer our questions, because men who write this with that hand do not stay long in the world.”



































































