
        
            
                
            
        

    
	LITERAL TRANSLATION

	A Psychological Thriller About Language, Power, and Truth

	 


Copyright

	 

	 

	 

	© 2025 A B Tewary

	All rights reserved.

	No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	For information, contact:
A B Tewary Mystery Press

	 

	 


About the author

	 

	 

	A. B. Tewary brings a teacher's eye for detail and a storyteller's instinct for suspense to his thriller writing. His two decades in education provided intimate familiarity with human psychology—the contradictions, the secrets, the unexpected depths. Influenced by a lifetime of reading across genres, his work explores the moral complexities that emerge when ordinary people face extraordinary choices. He writes to unsettle, to provoke, and above all, to entertain. 

	[image: Image]



	



	Dedication

	 

	For those who were told
they were too literal,
too slow,
too difficult.

	For those who kept reading anyway

	 


Epigraph

	 

	“Ambiguity is not always a flaw.
Sometimes it is a design.”

	— from an unpublished lecture on legal language and intent
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CHAPTER 1 — The Interpreter They Request

	Simone arrived early because the room was quiet before people filled it with breath and friction. The chairs were aligned. The microphones slept. Even the water glasses behaved, untouched, their rims catching the pale Paris morning without distortion. She chose the seat with the cleanest sightline to the speakers and adjusted the headset until the pressure sat evenly against her ears. Not too tight. Not loose enough to slide when she turned her head.

	She checked the pens in her bag—two blue, one black, one mechanical pencil she wouldn’t use unless something went wrong. Her notebook lay open to a blank page. Blank meant ready.

	The Americans came in first, loud without trying to be. Suits that assumed space. Smiles that arrived before meaning. One of them joked about jet lag. Another apologized to no one in particular for being late though they were not. Simone noted their names as they were spoken, mapping voices to faces. The French delegation followed, quieter, more contained. A woman with a silver pin shaped like a leaf sat closest to the screen and stacked her papers twice, aligning corners.

	“Good morning,” said the American lead negotiator, leaning toward his microphone. “We appreciate everyone making the time.”

	Simone waited half a beat after he finished. She always did. People thought silence meant hesitation. It didn’t. It meant accuracy.

	« Bonjour. Nous vous remercions à tous d’avoir pris le temps d’être présents. »

	No smoothing. No tonal upgrade. Just the words, intact.

	She felt the subtle shift beside her before she saw it. Marc, the other interpreter, glanced sideways. He had arrived five minutes later than she had, breath faintly sweet with mint gum. He preferred to interpret for sense. He said so often enough that it sounded like a philosophy rather than a preference.

	The meeting moved forward in predictable arcs. Introductions. Gratitude. A statement of mutual respect. Simone followed each sentence as if it were a physical object passing through her hands. She did not improve them. She did not correct awkward phrasing. When the American negotiator said, “We’re very excited to explore synergies,” she rendered it exactly. When the French executive replied with a phrase that, translated directly, sounded stiff and faintly archaic, Simone let it be stiff and archaic.

	Marc did not.

	When it was his turn, his voice warmed the language. He softened edges, inserted intent where none had been stated. Simone heard it clearly through her headset: the added reassurance, the implied flexibility. She kept her eyes on the table.

	The first frown arrived twenty minutes in. It belonged to the woman with the leaf pin. She listened to Marc, then spoke again in French, carefully this time, as if laying glass on a table.

	Simone took over.

	« Nous n’avons pas évoqué de flexibilité. Nous avons parlé de conformité aux termes existants. »

	The American negotiator blinked. “Wait,” he said. “I thought you just said—”

	“I translated what was said,” Simone said, into English, because that was the channel she occupied. She didn’t look at Marc. She didn’t need to. “No additional flexibility was mentioned.”

	The room went still in that way that wasn’t silence so much as suspension. Someone coughed. Marc shifted in his chair.

	“That’s… fine,” the American said, after a moment. His smile tightened. “Of course. We just want to make sure we’re aligned.”

	Simone translated that too. Word for word. Aligned meant aligned. Not reassured. Not placated.

	By the time they reached the preliminary agenda, the resentment had texture. She could feel it the way some people felt humidity. Marc’s knee bounced under the table. The junior associate on the American side stopped making eye contact with her and started addressing Marc directly, even when Simone was the one speaking.

	It didn’t matter. The work didn’t change because someone was irritated.

	Halfway through, the French CEO leaned toward the microphone again. “Before we continue,” he said in French, “I want to confirm something.”

	Simone translated.

	He looked directly at her this time, not at Marc. “We requested Dr. Vauclain.”

	The American legal counsel glanced at his notes. “Yes. That’s correct.”

	Marc opened his mouth, perhaps to explain, perhaps to smooth the moment. The CEO raised a hand, not unkindly, but decisively.

	“Dr. Vauclain,” he said, switching to English with effort. “We would prefer that you continue interpreting.”

	Simone nodded once. No smile. Smiling would suggest gratitude. This was not a favor. It was a requirement.

	Marc leaned back, his chair making a small, sharp sound against the floor. The meeting coordinator murmured something about rotation, about fairness. The American counsel shook his head.

	“No,” he said. “We’re good. We want her.”

	The word sat there. Want. Not like. Not appreciate. Want.

	As the meeting resumed, Simone noticed her hands had gone still. That usually meant she was focused. She followed the next exchange without missing a syllable, even when the French speaker doubled back mid-sentence, even when the American interrupted himself to clarify a metaphor that didn’t need clarifying.

	At one point, the American negotiator said, “Let’s not get lost in semantics.”

	Simone translated that too.

	The French CEO’s mouth curved, just slightly. He responded with a sentence that hinged on a preposition, the kind that could not be carried across languages without care.

	Simone carried it carefully.

	By the end, the Americans looked tired. The French looked satisfied. Marc gathered his papers too quickly, edges misaligned. He did not look at Simone when he left.

	In the corridor outside the conference room, the American legal counsel caught up to her. He was younger than the others, tie loosened, eyes alert in a way that suggested curiosity rather than authority.

	“Hey,” he said. “Dr. Vauclain?”

	“Yes.”

	“That was… impressive. You didn’t, uh. You didn’t adjust anything.”

	“I translated,” she said.

	He laughed, a short sound. “Right. Exactly. That’s what I mean.”

	He hesitated, then lowered his voice. “We have a longer document review this afternoon. The full contract. Three hundred pages.”

	She waited.

	“We’d like you to handle it,” he said. “All of it.”

	Simone nodded again. Inside, something settled into place—not relief, not pride, but the quiet recognition of a task shaped to fit her exactly.

	 


CHAPTER 2 — Precision Is Not Politeness

	The agency office smelled faintly of burnt coffee and citrus cleaner, a combination that suggested both effort and neglect. Simone registered it immediately, then pushed it aside. Sensory data was useful only until it wasn’t. She stopped at the reception desk long enough to sign in, her handwriting compact and legible, then followed the glass corridor toward the supervisors’ offices. The carpet dampened sound, which helped.

	Claire’s door was half open. It always was. Claire believed closed doors discouraged collaboration. Simone believed they discouraged interruptions. Neither of them said this aloud.

	“Simone,” Claire said, smiling before Simone had fully crossed the threshold. “Come in. Sit.”

	Simone chose the chair closest to the wall. It faced the desk at a slight angle, which reduced glare from the window. She placed her bag at her feet and folded her hands in her lap, fingers touching lightly. Stillness made listening easier.

	Claire tapped a pen against a legal pad. She was careful not to do it rhythmically; Simone had once asked her to stop. That request had been labeled direct in Simone’s performance review.

	“I got feedback from the Lyndon Pharma team,” Claire began. “Overall, very positive.”

	Simone waited. Praise at the beginning usually meant correction was coming.

	“They did mention,” Claire continued, “that your interpretations were… very exact.”

	“Yes.”

	Claire smiled again, this time tighter. “That’s not a criticism. Not exactly. But in negotiations like these, tone matters. Intent matters. Sometimes what people mean is more important than the literal phrasing.”

	Simone watched the pen instead of Claire’s face. The pen was easier. “My role is to interpret what is said.”

	“Of course,” Claire said quickly. “No one’s disputing that. But interpretation isn’t transcription. We hire interpreters, not dictionaries.”

	Simone’s fingers pressed together, then separated. She spoke carefully, because care reduced misunderstanding. “A dictionary does not assess syntax, register, or domain-specific usage. I do.”

	Claire waved a hand, as if brushing away a technicality. “You know what I mean.”

	Simone did. She also knew what Claire hadn’t said. Make people comfortable. Make things easier. Don’t be the reason a deal feels tense.

	“I can’t ethically change meaning,” Simone said. “If a speaker wants to express flexibility, they can do so explicitly.”

	Claire leaned back in her chair. The pen stopped moving. “Ethics is a strong word.”

	“It is the correct one.”

	There it was—the pause where Simone was supposed to soften, to reassure, to demonstrate awareness of feelings. She didn’t. Silence was also accurate.

	Claire sighed. “Look, I’m not asking you to fabricate anything. Just to smooth rough edges. Some phrasing doesn’t travel well across languages.”

	“That is precisely why smoothing is dangerous,” Simone said. Her voice stayed even, but she felt the familiar tightening at the base of her throat—the sensation of a system encountering conflicting inputs. “In legal contexts, phrasing is the content.”

	Claire studied her for a moment, then glanced down at the folder on her desk. Simone recognized the color-coded tabs. Contracts. Arbitration notes. A few pages stuck out at uneven lengths, which suggested they’d been referenced often.

	“You have a reputation,” Claire said, not unkindly. “Clients request you. But colleagues find you… difficult.”

	Simone nodded once. This was not new information.

	“They say you correct them publicly. That you don’t read the room.”

	“I read language,” Simone said. “Rooms do not have grammar.”

	Claire almost laughed. She caught herself. “That’s clever, Simone, but you know that’s not what I meant.”

	Simone shifted her gaze to the window. Outside, the street was busy with late-morning traffic. A delivery truck idled too long at the curb, engine vibrating in a way that would become noticeable if she focused on it. She didn’t.

	“When I was training,” Simone said, “we were taught that interpreters should be invisible. That our presence should not alter the message.”

	“Yes,” Claire said. “And—”

	“And that invisibility requires discipline,” Simone continued. “Not intuition. Not empathy. Discipline.”

	Claire’s expression changed, something tightening around the eyes. “Empathy isn’t a flaw.”

	“I did not say it was,” Simone replied. “I said it is not a translation tool.”

	The pen resumed its tapping, slower now. Claire stopped it again.

	“Simone,” she said, choosing her words, “this afternoon’s document review is sensitive. Three hundred pages. High-level legal language. The team will expect guidance.”

	“I can provide clarification on syntax, structure, and domain-specific terminology,” Simone said. “I cannot provide inferred intent.”

	Claire exhaled through her nose. “You really won’t budge on this.”

	“No.”

	The answer landed between them, solid and unadorned. Simone felt the familiar mix of relief and risk that followed such moments. Systems worked best when boundaries were clear. People did not.

	Claire closed the folder. “All right,” she said. “We’ll proceed as is. But be aware—if this causes friction, it will be noted.”

	Simone stood. The chair legs made a soft sound against the carpet. “Friction indicates contact,” she said. “That is not always negative.”

	Claire looked up, surprised. For a moment, something like curiosity replaced the managerial caution.

	As Simone left the office, she passed the agency’s resource library. The door was open, shelves visible inside. Legal dictionaries. Trade glossaries. Logistics manuals stacked in careful order. She paused, just long enough to register the familiar satisfaction of aligned spines and consistent labeling.

	The afternoon would be long. The language would be dense. And somewhere, buried in clauses and subsections, meaning would either hold—or it would fracture.

	Simone adjusted the strap of her bag and kept walking.

	 


CHAPTER 3 — The Merger Contract

	The contract arrived as a stack, not a file. That was the first thing Simone noticed. Three hundred pages printed single-sided, clipped in uneven sections, the paper slightly warmer than the air as if it had been rushed from a machine that hadn’t been given time to cool. Someone slid it across the table toward her with both hands, like an offering meant to convey seriousness.

	“This is the full draft,” the American counsel said. “Nothing exotic. Mostly boilerplate.”

	Boilerplate was a comforting word for people who didn’t read closely. Simone placed her palm on the top page, flattening a curl near the corner. The cover sheet carried the names: Lyndon Pharma and DuMont Industries. The font was conservative. The margins generous. The kind of document designed to reassure before it informed.

	They were seated in a smaller room than the morning session, windowless, with a long table that bore faint scratches from years of similar meetings. The walls were lined with framed certificates—ISO standards, compliance awards—arranged with the casual precision of people who trusted symbols more than scrutiny.

	A junior associate clicked a remote, bringing up a slide titled Transaction Overview. Bullet points marched down the screen: Strategic alignment. Supply chain optimization. Regulatory compliance. The words floated past Simone without friction. She wasn’t listening for persuasion. She was listening for structure.

	“As you’ll see,” the associate continued, “this is a straightforward acquisition of manufacturing capacity. DuMont retains operational control during the transition period. Lyndon benefits from expanded European production.”

	Simone translated as the French representatives nodded, their expressions neutral in a way that suggested they’d heard all this before. When the associate finished, the French CFO responded with a brief statement of appreciation, careful and polite. Simone rendered it faithfully, resisting the urge—common among interpreters—to improve the cadence. The cadence belonged to the speaker.

	Someone poured water. Someone else checked a phone and flipped it face down. The meeting settled into the comfortable lull of assumed agreement.

	“We’re proposing a two-day document review,” the American counsel said. “Given the length, we’ll focus on key sections. Our teams have already flagged areas of interest.”

	He slid a thin packet toward Simone. “We’d like you to handle the initial pass. Identify any translation issues, ambiguities, things that might not travel cleanly between French and English.”

	Ambiguity was another comforting word. It suggested flexibility rather than error.

	Simone accepted the packet. It contained a table of contents with highlighted sections: governance, liability, termination clauses. Shipping and logistics appeared midway down the list, unmarked. She noted that.

	“Just to be clear,” the counsel added, “we’re not expecting surprises. This is standard language. DuMont uses it across multiple partnerships.”

	The French legal advisor smiled faintly, as if to confirm this. “Nos contrats sont éprouvés,” he said. Our contracts are tried and tested.

	Simone translated that too.

	The room seemed to relax. Pens clicked open. A chair creaked as someone leaned back. The assumption settled in: this was routine. The stakes were financial, yes, but contained. The risks known.

	Routine was a dangerous word. It encouraged speed.

	Simone opened the contract to the first substantive section. Article One. Definitions. She skimmed, not for meaning but for consistency. Defined terms should behave predictably. Capitalization should not wander. She marked nothing.

	The American counsel spoke again, explaining timelines, integration plans. Simone let his words pass through her, translated, and moved on. Her attention slid sideways, into the document’s margins. She noticed the way certain phrases repeated with minor variation, like a melody played in different keys. She noticed a footnote that referenced an annex not yet discussed.

	“This review will take place in stages,” the counsel said. “Simone, you’ll start today and continue tomorrow. Marc will support as needed.”

	Marc shifted in his seat. He had recovered some of his earlier composure, though his smile still carried a thinness Simone recognized as irritation. He nodded without looking at her.

	“That works,” Simone said.

	She did not add reassurance. She did not explain her process. The request had been made. She had accepted it. That was sufficient.

	The French CEO leaned forward slightly. “We appreciate your thoroughness,” he said, in English this time. His accent was precise, each consonant carefully placed. “We prefer clarity to speed.”

	Simone met his gaze briefly, then looked back down at the page. Clarity was not a preference. It was a property.

	As the meeting wrapped up, folders were gathered, chairs pushed back. The junior associate collected empty cups, stacking them haphazardly on a tray. Someone joked about dinner plans. The American counsel paused beside Simone as she organized her materials.

	“If you need anything,” he said, lowering his voice, “context, background—just ask.”

	Simone considered this. “Context is in the text,” she replied. “Background can distort it.”

	He blinked, then laughed, uncertain whether she was joking. “Right,” he said. “Of course.”

	When the room emptied, Simone remained seated. She preferred to begin when there was less movement, fewer variables. She spread the contract out in front of her, aligning the edges, creating a clean working space. The paper made a soft sound as it shifted, a whisper of friction that signaled readiness.

	Three hundred pages. Legal language. A system dense enough to hide almost anything—or nothing at all.

	She picked up her pen and turned to Article Two.

	 


CHAPTER 4 — Section 47

	By the time Simone reached Section Forty-Seven, the building had changed its voice.

	During the day, it hummed—elevators, footsteps, distant laughter leaking from offices that pretended to be quiet. At night, the sounds thinned out. The air-conditioning cycled more aggressively, as if compensating for the absence of people. Somewhere on a lower floor, a cleaning cart rattled, then receded. The city outside pressed against the windows in muted pulses of light.

	Simone adjusted the desk lamp, angling it so the page was evenly lit without glare. She had learned long ago that uneven light made errors harder to see. Patterns hid in shadows.

	Her notebook was half full now. Not with notes—she hadn’t needed many—but with small marks: checks for consistency, slashes where phrasing repeated too precisely to be accidental. The contract had behaved itself so far. Dense, yes. Conservative. Predictable in the way large legal documents often were, like architecture designed to discourage curiosity.

	Section Forty-Seven sat deep in the document, under a heading that suggested nothing remarkable: Logistics and Delivery Protocols. Simone turned the page and scanned the opening paragraph. Standard language. Definitions she had already seen elsewhere. Cross-references that pointed backward, not forward.

	She moved on.

	Halfway down Subsection D, her pen paused.

	It wasn’t a word that stopped her. It was the way the sentence leaned.

	She read it again, slower this time, tracing the syntax as if it were a diagram rather than prose. The clause order was unusual. Not
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