
Table of Contents

CASE 10 — The Embassy Leak | Episode 37: Silent Courier

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CASE 10 — The Embassy Leak

Episode 37: Silent Courier

[image: ]


Jack Colder’s office kept dawn like a grudge. Frost salted the window corners. The radiator clicked as if heat were a rumor. Outside, the city was a ledger not yet opened. He poured coffee the color of a long night and sat where he could see the hall through the rip in the frosted glass. A client with rings and opinions had made that rip. Jack had left it to remember that everyone leaves a line.

She came in without knocking. Slate coat that had learned rain. Hair tucked. Cheeks pinked by a cold that edits a face to its truths. Passport in one hand. No bag. No smile. She closed the door with care and set the lock the way chased people set a bolt.

“Kira Ortega,” she said. Accent low and warm. Vowels tuned by Buenos Aires and boarding gates. “I was going to say Voss. That was yesterday. Today I am tired of being a lie.”

Jack looked at the passport without touching. Lamination clean enough. Photo right. Microprint that would make a machine nod. Heat line at the edge where a press had been a degree shy of honest. He looked at her eyes and saw the same woman and the other one and the one before both.

“Coffee,” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “Black. Worse than I deserve if you have it.”

“It can manage that,” he said, poured, slid it across.

She drank and did not pretend it was good. She set the passport on the desk, face up, and placed both hands on the wood like a blessing or a pin.

“I am a courier for the Argentine embassy,” she said. “This morning I am a problem they do not want to admit exists. Yesterday at eighteen hundred I received a diplomatic pouch. I signed for a pouch that should have been heavy with paper. It was heavy with something else.”

“What else,” Jack said.

“A drive,” she said. “Solid state. Military case. Not new. Not clean. Warm in my hand and not from me.”

“Where did you open it,” he said.

“In a bathroom stall at a hotel bar where the bartender knows not to look at women who count,” she said. “I should not have opened it. I know that. My hands know when they are being asked to lie. I looked. I did not plug it in. I am not a fool. I resealed the pouch. I delivered it to the ambassador’s office at nineteen twenty. He did not open it in front of me. He signed. He touched my arm and said gracias as if the word were his.”

“Name,” Jack said.

“Ambassador Sebastian Ferrer,” she said. “He orders fish when he wants to pretend he is a monk. He is not a monk.”

“You walk out,” Jack said.

“I walk out,” she said. “I take my bus. I get off two stops early. I circle twice. I go to my little room above a bakery that bakes at three. I try to sleep while the city learns its lines. At four my phone, the one I do not tell the embassy about, shows me a link. No sender. I follow it because I am tired of not knowing how deep the well is. Faces. Children. Small. The same tired mouth. Some with a bruise they do not understand. Some with numbers on tape. A wall I have seen in a basement two blocks from the consulate. We do not talk about that basement. It is for visa overflow if you ask men who can afford suits. The note under the folder says proof in Spanish and auction in English.”

Jack’s hand did not move. He watched her eyes. They were steady. They were angry the way anger gets when crying would be a luxury.

“I came here,” she said. “Not to police who go to embassies for parties. Not to a newspaper that would love a dead courier more than a live one. To a door that closes. To a name that is a rumor.”

“You want out,” Jack said.

“I want out of being a rope men pull from both ends,” she said. “Before they clip me to make the knot pretty. Your price will be what it is. I brought enough to pay you and to hurt them.”

“What sits in the pouch now,” he said.

“Something that looks like what it should have been,” she said. “Plus a plan to make the drive not exist.”

“Where is the drive you saw,” he said.

“In a room that does not appear on blueprints,” she said. “Under the chancellery stairs. A safe that opens with two hands and a prayer. I can open it because I clean the room for the man who prays.”

“You clean,” Jack said.

“I am a courier,” she said. “Everyone with my job also cleans. Rooms and lists and sometimes people. I am very good at two of those.”

“You think Ferrer is selling faces,” Jack said.

“He is selling access,” she said. “Faces are inventory and leverage. He does not sell alone. He has a buyer who wants proof before money moves. The drive is proof. I do not know the buyer. I know his driver. Men remember drivers with better precision than wives. The driver is Carlos Miño. His belt cost more than the car he used to own.”

The radiator knocked once and went quiet. Jack turned his head so his ear could watch the hall. There is silence you believe and silence made by velvet feet. The draft under the door stopped being honest.

“You are already out,” he said, eyes on the seam.

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I am in your bed if you help.”

“That is not on my rate sheet,” Jack said.

“That is not what I meant,” she said. “I meant you are in this now because I said your name to a camera that does not belong to you. You cannot sit at your desk after this and pretend you collect retainers and drink coffee.”

A step paused at the poor patch in the linoleum three feet left of his door, then adjusted. Too trained for a neighbor. Too careful for a cop. The breath was a metronome with a minor key. A silencer teaches a hand how to move. It also teaches a floor.

Jack glanced at the cut in the frosted glass. A shadow leaned there half a second too long. He slid the bottom drawer open with his knee and found the old torque wrench that had belonged to a line of cars. He set it on the blotter beside the passport and turned the head toward the door.

“Do you carry,” he said.

“Always,” she said. “Not today.”

“Good,” he said.

“Good,” she said, hearing the word mean do not reach.

He lifted his jacket and draped it over the chair so the weight looked like a man sitting. He set the coffee near the edge, ring already printed in the wood. He flipped the deadbolt to locked and back. A patient man leans at the sound. He stepped left, out of sightline, and pointed to the corner by the file cabinet. Kira moved there without asking why.

The knock was polite. Two knuckles. The kind of knock meant for a voice to carry through wood.

“Señor Colder,” a smooth voice said. “Forgive the early hour. A note downstairs about a lost envelope. We think it may be yours.”

Jack did not answer. He turned the knob until the latch floated but the bolt held. Movement draws breath. He leaned close so the wood could tell him a secret. A second man stood right of the first. Farther back. Heels he did not know how to hide.

“Go away,” Jack said, loud enough for the building but not the block. “I am writing my congressman.”

“Excellent,” the first voice said. “We will deliver it.”

Jack took the wrench in his right hand and pressed the flat two inches below the knob. His left thumb found the light switch.

“Now,” he said.

Kira slid along the cabinet, lifted the radiator lid with two fingers, set it on the carpet. The radiator hissed its relief. Steam rose, honest and hot. She shook three drops of glycerin into the cloud. The air looked like a memory.

Jack killed the light. The office went to ash. Street gray stitched the blind. The shadow at the glass leaned to see. Cloth touched the frame. Jack yanked the door hard against the bolt. The man on the other side swore. The second man shifted to cover and learned the frame with a shoulder.

He hit the knob, cracked the door a palm’s width, and came high with the wrench. The first man had his head in the wrong place. The crown met steel. He dropped to a knee and stayed. The second stepped into the gap with the discipline of someone trained to inherit mistakes. The can at the muzzle came up level.

Kira threw the radiator lid. Not at a face. At the hand. The lid did not break fingers. It moved them enough. The first shot took the top corner of the door and made the wood sneeze. The second cut a calendar. The third did not happen. Jack raked the wrench across the wrist and turned the elbow where arms hate to go. The pistol clattered and lodged under the coat rack as if it had always lived there.

Kira was already on the man’s back. She looped her coat through his arm and around his throat and pulled until he learned the floor. The first man tried to rise and discovered that knees and pride do not coordinate. Jack pressed the wrench flat against his cheek. Hands went where hands go when asked to be reasonable.

“Faces,” Kira said. Breath steady, faster. “Children. Now you see why I came.”

“I see enough,” Jack said.

He kicked the pistol into the cabinet toe space and stepped back. He peeled the first man’s lapel and found the cut channel where a wire had been sewn. He tore it so the mic would doubt its life choices. Another shadow slid at the glass and withdrew. More men in the hall. Patient. On radios that had already said we lost the easy version.

Jack slammed the bolt and wedged the wrench under the knob and floor for a second of grace. He turned to Kira.

“The pouch safe,” he said. “Under the stairs.”

“Yes,” she said. “Keyed to a hand that sweats too much. Code that is his daughter’s birthday.”

“You remember the date,” he said.

“I remember every date men think women will not,” she said.

“Driver,” Jack said. “Carlos. Where does he eat when he is not working.”

“Anywhere with a television and football,” she said. “Any bar with a table you cannot see from the door. He wants his back against a wall that already lies.”

Jack opened the middle drawer and took out a brass key that had no business in an office. He handed it to her.

“Back stair,” he said. “End of this hall. Smells like paint that did not fix anything. Dumps to the alley where the bakery throws flour. The blue door sticks. This key tells it to grow up. Walk two blocks without turning your head. Turn on the third and walk three more. Diner with bad eggs. Sit, order toast, ask for Ruth. She will not be Ruth. She will be a woman who hates her boss. Tell her I said the coffee needs a new filter. She will make you invisible to men who wear cologne at dawn.”

“You,” she said.

“I will visit a consulate bathroom,” he said. “A room under stairs. A safe that thinks it knows me. A driver who loves football and daughters. Then I will decide which door to open second.”

“You do not have a badge,” she said.

“I have a magnet,” he said. “And a reason.”

The hall reorganized. Quiet tactical feet became slow city shoes. A throat cleared like a man with a cold and a clipboard. The show would restart as building services. Lost mail and helpful smiles. They had learned something and would try another story.

Kira tucked the passport away and a strand of hair behind one ear. She looked at the radiator, the wrench, the door, then at him.

“You will be followed,” she said.

“I know,” he said.

“You will not be paid enough,” she said.

“No one is,” he said.

She smiled without humor. She set the thing between them that had not been there when she arrived.

“If I do not make it to Ruth,” she said, “you go to the island. Stand on the dock and count the planks. At the end look down. There is a second rope in the water. I tied it when I thought I might have to drown. It is fixed to a case that likes the dark. For the day the door will not open.”

“You have been busy,” Jack said.

“Women are,” she said. “Men notice late.”

She opened the back door. Cold found the room. Flour found the air. She went.

Jack lifted the fallen pistol with a handkerchief and wiped the oil off the mouth where the can met the slide. He set it next to the
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