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The hotel kept its promises in polished brass and quiet ice. Corridors at half light, a hush that made conversations guess at their own names. The carpet taught footsteps to forget themselves. Thirty-first floor, river view, a suite that made strangers feel like memory. Jack checked the peephole and saw only hall. He checked the chain and set it for the half inch that buys you a question before trouble answers. The room smelled like lemon and expensive laundry that does not tell secrets.

Lina stood by the window in a black blouse that could pass for polite if you did not know better. Hair down now, heels off, city light finding the glass and returning it in small steady pieces. She faced the dark pane and the river’s soft arithmetic. When the deadbolt settled she turned, and the smile she gave him found the softest place in his ribs and pressed there without asking.

“Interpreter,” she said, testing the shape of the word as if it might break.

“You rang,” he said.

She crossed the room without theater. The blouse buttons met her fingers and learned humility. She stopped at his collar. One button, then the next, then the next, careful, deliberate, the way a locksmith treats a door he plans to open again. She leaned in and drew her tongue across the pale scar that rides his collarbone. The scar did what scars do. It remembered.

“Safe word,” she said against his skin.

“Interpreter,” he said.

She laughed low, pleased that he had not picked something romantic and unhelpful. She took his earlobe between her teeth and bit, no blood, only heat and a promise the room could keep if it behaved. He caught her wrists and held them still, not refusal, a marked line that says two people can step forward without falling. She did not pull back. She watched his eyes and waited for the answer that mattered.

“Not yet,” he said.

“Good,” she said. “I hate easy.”

She took her phone from the table and set it to record with one clean flick. She did not point the camera at her face. She pointed it at the river lights and spoke to their reflections. French first, precise. English next for the parts a prosecutor will need. A client named Harkan. Shell charities that pretend to be good and are only polite. End use certificates for machines that do not end anything at all. Names. Times. A warehouse number that could be mistaken for a hymn. An account string with a check digit only a translator would trust. She kept her tone at courtroom temperature and did not let fury snatch a word from her mouth. Jack watched the green bar creep. He watched her hands stay steady. He watched her mouth take the path that kept people alive.

She finished on a clause that would make a judge sit up. She saved the file. She lifted the icon that wants to tell everyone about your battery and told it no. She looked at him like a teacher who has earned recess.

“You keep that,” she said.

He turned the phone in his hand. One press would put it to sleep. One call would buy an early sense of safety he did not believe. He slipped it into his inner pocket and left it awake.

“Good,” she said. “You like risk. I respect men who admit it.”

She picked up a small leather folder and slid it into the seam under the window seat cushion. The cream grid card he had seen at the museum lived there now, a quiet square behind stitched fabric that looked like luxury and worked like a safe. She pressed the cushion flush. The room blinked and pretended nothing had moved.

“Two at the river,” she said. “Ferry stairs. He will bring one shadow who prefers to be a reflection.”

“Your client did not call off his cousin,” Jack said.

“No,” she said. “The cousin thinks tonight is rehearsal and dawn is the show.”

She stepped in close and set her mouth near his ear the way she had done at the balcony. Russian first. Later. French next. Promise. Arabic last. Survive. He kissed her once at the corner of her mouth, slow, not a beginning, a signature on a contract the night might let them sign if it was kind.

“Interpreter,” she said again, softer now.

“Interpreter,” he said, and the room put the word away like a tool.

She hung the Do Not Disturb on the inside handle because humor sometimes persuades fate to make a better choice. He took the chair under the lamp, the one that lets you study a door without offering your chest to it. She sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs. The slit in the skirt told a patient story and refused to rush. Neither of them reached for the other. Both measured distance the way thieves measure locks.

“Tell me a truth,” she said.

“Everything on that phone will make three men rich and one man disappear,” he said. “I can keep you off the short list of disappear.”

“Your truths are heavy,” she said. “Carry another.”

“You enjoy bait because you get to choose weight and hook.”

“Correct.”

“You also enjoy being held still by someone who knows why.”

She smiled like a woman who has been read correctly and is a little annoyed to like it. “Correct. You are a fast study.”

“Only when the exam is real,” he said.

She tilted her head. “Where do you put the fear,” she asked.

“Where it can see me,” he said. “Fear behaves better when it knows you are watching.”

He pointed at the dresser, a piece that wanted to be antique. “In four minutes you will be behind that.”

“You know the future,” she said.

“I know doors,” he said.

He heard it then. The shift from hallway quiet to hotel wrong. A breath under the peephole, the patience of men who have learned to enter rooms without letting the air complain. He was already moving.

“Down,” he said.

She slid off the bed, velvet to carpet, silent. He left the chain where it was because a half second is still time. He pulled the dresser two inches outward to make a seam that could hold two lives. He moved her into the angle with him, not tender, efficient, exactly the place for people who do this work and pretend not to.

The first hit on the door was a test. The chain gave a little and held. The second found screws. The third splintered the jamb. A silencer kissed air, then another, a polite cough that carries answers in tight rooms.

He pressed his palm to Lina’s belly to keep her still against wood. He felt breath leave and return. He set his knee between hers to anchor her without asking the room to help. She closed her eyes, then opened them, and the sound that rose in her throat was half fear and half want because physics does not take nights off and honesty sometimes wins.

“Good,” she whispered, almost a moan, the word a ribbon of heat that did not ask permission. “Hold me, Colder.”

He did, not gently. His forearm banded her ribs. He brought his mouth near her ear without touching. He counted, slow and steady. She matched. The door managed another inch of progress, then another.

Rounds thudded into the frame. One skated the dresser foot and kicked up dust. Another buried itself in the mattress and made the bed remember it was only fabric. Jack’s hand slid to the back of her neck and pressed her lower, chin to sternum. She made a sound that could have been pain or approval and did not need either word.

The chain failed. The security hinge lasted a breath and then forgave the door. Three men came in wearing suits that should have stayed in taxis, pistols that pretend they dislike noise, patience that belongs to men who read instructions.

The painting of ships died without ceremony. Jack took the fire extinguisher that had been hiding behind it and stayed low along the baseboards. He blasted the powder at knee height. The room flattened into instant weather. Men cough when they cannot predict air. A blind shot killed the lamp. The suite went to half dark. Powder drifted in lazy swirls. The air tasted like chalk and bad promises.

He came up in that gray and hit the first man in the throat with the bottom of the canister. The man’s lungs remembered childhood. The second lifted his pistol and found Jack’s forearm to be the whole field of view, then carpet, then the lesson that follows. The third shot where the noise had been and carved splinters off the dresser that skittered across tile.

Lina laughed once, breathless and sane in the way people get when the room tries to write them and fails. “Interpreter,” she said. “Do not stop.”

A pistol skittered under the bed. The throated man produced a knife that belonged in fruit. Jack stripped it with the edge of his palm and sent it under the radiator to learn patience. He tossed the canister into the hall and let the hiss and cloud become an invitation and a curtain. He took Lina into the bathroom in one motion, pinned her behind tub and vanity, put the door against their bodies so the room had to ask permission.

“Do you trust me,” he said.

“I will after this,” she said, and there was lightning under the words.

He popped the phone free and sent a one word text to the umbrella woman’s private line. A name and a floor. He killed the screen and slid the phone under the bath mat because small lies keep miracles alive. He lifted the lid off the toilet tank and set it on the tile without a sound. He lifted the tank ball and let the water drain. The next flush would be a dry clatter that some ears mistake for feet. He turned the bath tap one quarter, enough for a drip that counts seconds and confuses hunters.

A shoe found the gouge it had made and tried to read it. A cough answered from the hall, then a swear in a river dialect. A cuff mic tried to be important and earned no respect.

He slipped back out and let the bathroom keep Lina. The first man had retreated to the doorframe and had his knife back, a poor decision. The second had decided to own the bed and kicked the dresser like a man who has never learned from furniture. The third watched the hall with both hands on his grip. Jack moved through the seam his own shadow had made and removed options.

He took the second man’s wrist, then his balance, then his gun, and put the weapon under the mattress because nothing honest lives under hotel mattresses. An elbow corrected the man’s face. A knee corrected his will. He sagged to one side and began to speak a language that sounded like regret.

Two rounds tore the headboard and stitched the dead ship painting for spite. Jack rolled, came up by the window seat, and slid a hand under the cushion. The grid card looked back at him, cream and patient. He left it for a heartbeat and found the forgotten hotel flashlight that lives in those cavities when a junior manager is proud of a checklist. He clicked it once into the third man’s eyes and threw it. The shot that followed turned it into parts and left the shooter blinking.

Sirens below learned a new corner. An elevator chimed where it did not belong. Boots argued with a stairwell door. Help was coming or more of the same. The city never promises which.

Jack slipped back
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