
Table of Contents

CASE 8: The Interpreter | Episode 29: Silent Auction

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CASE 8: The Interpreter
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The dive bar had a neon sign that lied about oysters and a floor that remembered better shoes. Jack Colder sat under a dead television and translated an Arabic chalkboard for a man who had traded dignity for tequila two hours ago. The bartender kept polishing the same glass because some nights rhythm is therapy. Rain stitched thin lines down the front window and made the street blink like it had a secret.

She arrived in the mirror first.

Black hair pinned careless. Mouth that knew punctuation. Eyes that read rooms for a living. She moved the way stage directions pretend people move. The door gave up one inch before it opened, as if it had already decided to like her. She crossed the room without learning any names.

“Colder,” she said, sliding his water aside with two fingers. “I need a bodyguard who speaks five languages and breaks rules like he is paid by the hour. The rest you can infer.”

“Lina Moreau,” he said. “United Nations. French cadence. Beirut vowels. Trouble in velvet.”

“Correct,” she said, and let him see she enjoyed being recognized. “My client would like me silenced. He is not patient enough to wait for diplomacy to finish the job.”

“Which client,” Jack said.

“The kind who buys invitations to charities to launder friends,” she said. “Tonight at the Hawthorn. Gala. Auction. Music that makes money feel good about itself. I wear a dress. You wear a suit. We dance. Someone looks through glass and does arithmetic with bullets. You do the subtraction.”

She set a napkin between them and drew a small rectangle with her nail, then a dot in the top right. A window and a rifle in shorthand. The napkin smelled like lime and ordinary lies.

Jack glanced at the chalkboard again to pretend the choice took a breath. “Five languages,” he said. “Which five.”

“Whatever keeps me from dying,” she said, predatory bright. “French, English, Arabic, Farsi, Russian. Also the useful dialect called Men With Expensive Problems. Do you speak it.”

“Fluently,” he said.

She tilted her head as if that were an appetizer. “I hear you also speak No,” she said. “I am not here for No.”

He left money under the glass and stood. “You will need shoes that can run,” he said.

“I brought a man who can carry me,” she said, and smiled with teeth. “Come on, Colder. I picked you because you have a reputation for doing the wrong thing beautifully.”

They stepped into the rain. Her car was black, efficient, and owned by a shell company that believed in tinted windows. She drove with one hand and one knee the way people do when they prefer the road to blink first. He watched the mirror while she talked to the windshield.

“My client is named Harkan,” she said. “On paper he sells turbines. In rooms with low flowers he sells assurances. Tonight he brings end use certificates printed on antique paper. He needs buyers to pretend they can read. I translated his rehearsal this afternoon and he forgot I own ears.”

“What did you hear,” Jack said.

“A series of numbers that do not belong in a speech about humanitarian aid,” she said. “Then a promise in Farsi to correct a problem. Me. When I closed the door he called a cousin who likes rooftops. That is your piece. I am the bait.”

“You enjoy bait,” Jack said.

“I enjoy physics,” she said. “Gravity always works. Men always fall. I prefer to choose the landing.”

They cut east where the city keeps its old hotels. The Hawthorn put on charity the way some churches put on incense. Front steps wide enough for four photographers. Marble that forgave heels. A coat check that smelled faintly of clean fur. The quartet in the ballroom had learned to smile without teeth. Waiters moved like chess pieces. Money liked itself in here.

Lina in black velvet, slit high enough to suggest. The dress drank light. A slim cape pinned at the shoulder turned her into a photograph that would make a donor reach for a wallet. She shifted one hip and the slit made a sentence. She read his face the way she would read a communiqué.

“You approve,” she said.

“I approve of disguises that tell the truth,” he said.

She adjusted the cape so the pin line crossed the clavicle and threaded neatly under the strap. Small gear work. Honest mechanics. He noted the route the laser would travel if men made the night lazy.

They made the slow circuit. Paper paddles with numbers. A bronze horse that pretended to be history. A photograph of a coastline that had never hosted storms. The auctioneer practiced sincerity into a handheld. Lina’s client stood near the head table with the kind of posture that bills itself. He did not look at her. He never had to. Two men near him had learned to be shoulders with eyes.

On the floor she found his hand and set two fingers under his cuff like a test. He did not flinch. She smiled like a pickpocket who prefers consent.

“Language rules,” she said softly. “We speak English in the room. We switch on the balcony. When I squeeze twice you tell a joke in Russian. When I laugh we are under glass.”

They danced.

He kept the frame formal and gave the mirror a version of attraction that would not scare donors. She brushed his holster with her thigh once, deliberate, and let the room decide whether to be scandalized. The quartet eased into something people call romantic when they are forgetting each other’s names.

“Your client,” Jack said without moving his lips. “How does he pronounce his guilt.”

“Quietly,” she said. “He believes in subcontracting. He will not order the shot himself. He will order dessert. The cousin has the rifle across Basil Street. Third floor. Shallow balcony. Curtain that looks like a bad habit.”

Jack saw it in the glass. The curtain fluttered on a breath the night did not provide. The red dot did not show yet. Either the man was cautious or he was hungry. Hunger always won.

“Walk me,” she said.

He took her to the balcony like men take women to harvest gossip. Cold air. River below admitting nothing. The red found the angle where her neck met shoulder and skated once like a tongue across glass. She leaned in until her mouth almost touched his ear, not a kiss, not not.

“Coordinates,” she whispered in Farsi, playful and sharp. “Forty seven, sixty three, twelve. Seven, four, twelve. Solve me.”

He solved without blinking and found a maintenance door three turns away and a set of stairs that would put him on the building across the alley. He did not move. He clipped the cape edge under the strap of her dress with one practiced finger. The dot walked the velvet and lost the body it wanted.

“You are useful,” she said. “Do you charge extra for that.”

“Always,” he said.

Inside, speeches. A video of children who had never met these people. Harkan raised a glass and the room pretended to understand. He looked at Lina and did not look. His eyes practiced absence. The wife practiced compassion. The shoulders practiced stillness.

Lina’s hand traveled his lapel and found the notch at his throat. She rested there a beat longer than polite. Predatory. Almost kind. “When this is over I will buy you a drink,” she said. “If we are bleeding we will call it medicine.”

“You plan for both,” he said.

“I am bilingual,” she said.

They cut through the service corridor to the staff elevators and took stairs when the elevator opened its mouth to yawn. A caterer with a tray of tiny cakes tried to decide whether to be furious or impressed and chose impressed. The back door had the wrong lock for a place that liked donors. The alley had the right shadows for a man who liked math.

He moved ahead and she did not argue. The building across Basil ran a ladder down the brick like guilt. He climbed three flights and listened before he looked. Wind, not much. A small scrape of rubber on metal as a bipod adjusted for pride. He rose and stepped left to make the barrel choose. It chose badly. He put a boot on the leg and pressed. The rifle kissed the ledge. The shooter hissed and checked the angle with his cheek like that might change physics.

“Hi,” Jack said.

The kid was too young to have tasted real fear or too well paid to admit it. He wore a watch that pretended to be useful. His hood had no logo. The scope was good enough to make a man arrogant.

“I am paid to stop her,” the kid said in English that tried on accents. “I do not want to die for it.”

“Hablas español,” Jack asked. Spanish made a young man commit to a kind of honesty.

“Un poco,” the kid said.

“Vete,” Jack said. “Ahora.” Then in Russian, the tone that does not ask. “Disappear.”

The kid decided not to ask which word he should obey. He let the rifle go like a lover he would forget and ran low along the parapet. Jack kicked the gun under a tarred vent and turned his phone to shoot the balcony window. Curtain. Angle. A shape moving wrong. He boxed the image in his head. He filed the pattern the way a carpenter files edges.

Back inside. Lina had not waited like a good plan. She had enjoyed the timeline. On the ballroom floor she stood at the corner of the head table with a glass she had not drunk and a smile that knew knives. Harkan spoke to a donor about outcomes. His shoulders stood behind him and stared at a thought.

“Coordinates,” she said without looking at Jack when he rejoined.

“Later,” he said. “Your cousin is on foot and angry.”

She turned that into a laugh a room would approve. “Do you enjoy disappointing men,” she asked.

“Daily,” he said.

The auction began. Bids rose with the same sound men make when they learn a secret and pretend it is theirs. A woman bought a landscape because the frame told her to. Harkan bought attention. Lina sold calm. Jack sold the idea that everything was under control.

“We will go now,” she said in Russian that slid like a satin knife. “Before the second paddle.”

They moved as if they had seen the list and did not like the third lot. Through the corridor, past the cooler with its metal breath, down the narrow stairs where old terrazzo makes heels loud. A security badge beeped twice and then remembered manners. They entered a gallery annex stacked in crates and quiet. A guard with a long face looked up and found a reason to approve them.

“Ten minutes,” Lina said, checking a silent watch. “Then we return as if we buried a fight and want dessert.”

He leaned against a crate and let the room slow his pulse. She stepped close and traced his tie knot with a nail that could have been filed with strategy. “You were going to say no at the bar,” she said. “Then I made you say yes. I like being right about people.”

“You enjoyed being watched,” he said.

“I enjoyed choosing the angle,” she said. “Try to keep up, Colder.”

She offered her cheek. He did not take it. She let the moment sit like a trick on a step and then laughed at herself and the city. “Not yet,” she said. “Good. I hate easy.”

She crossed to a door marked electrical and opened it with a key that looked borrowed and was not. Inside, a breaker wall. A small screen that liked to pretend the cameras were honest. She tapped one control and found Basil Street
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