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Cartagena woke early and never slept right. The bay lifted a slow bruise of light. The air carried sugar, diesel, and the old salt of cannons aimed at ghosts. Jack Colder stepped from the charter office into heat that stuck to suits and made lies shine. Kira Ortega walked beside him in a dress that understood curves and threats. Black silk. High slit. Heels that did more than posture. Her hair was pinned in a way that said do not touch unless invited. No invitation came.

A man with a clipboard and a watch that wanted you to know its price led them past small jets stacked like promises. The jet they were given wore a registry that had moved countries three times in twelve months. The livery had the color of compromise. The tail number would not survive the season. The crew waited with faces trained to be friendly to anyone who could climb stairs without help.

Inside smelled of leather, citrus, and money trying to remember manners. Kira took a forward seat and buckled without looking like she needed to. Jack took the aisle across and let the cabin watch him not relax. The door thudded shut with a seal you could trust only if you had to. Engines wound up from purr to hymn. The jet rolled.

“Villa above the bay,” Kira said, voice low. “Hosted by a man who never wears the same shoes twice. Invite only. Bidders by sea and air. The children came last night in trucks under fruit decals. Counted in a warehouse with one camera aimed at the wrong wall.”

“Seller,” Jack said.

“Ferrer will not appear,” she said. “The house uses a broker who likes cigars and Latin phrases. A committee fixer brings a doctor’s smile. The banker arrives with a face like a vault and a heart to match.”

“Security,” Jack said.

“Three rings,” she said. “Perimeter at the gate and wall. Floor men inside so guests never feel alone. A private team on the lower lawn where the children will be staged like a new model. Colombian, underpaid.”

“Underpaid men make choices,” Jack said.

“They do,” she said. “Tonight they get a better one.”

The jet banked over water that looked clean from this height. The old city threw yellow walls at the morning. The fort kept its teeth. The bay turned the color of coins found after a storm.

Kira tapped a message under the tray. It went to three numbers that did not like each other. The umbrella woman. A newsroom that still paid a night editor in cash. A priest who hated committees and loved locks. All three wrote back with small confirmations. The plan had legs.

“You look like the kind of woman men write scenes for,” the flight attendant said with a practiced smile. She did not ask questions. She placed two waters and a small dish of limes and went away.

“I write my own,” Kira said when the door clicked.

Jack watched the coast unwind. He counted boats that were not fishing. He traced wake lines. He thought about the bell, the vans, the way the schedule stumbled when Kira told it to. He thought about Carlos under a photograph of a boxer who lost his eyes to lights. He hoped Carlos had left before men who like neat endings arrived.

They came in over an island and set down on a private strip cut into green like a confident scar. Heat stepped back into the cabin when the door opened. A man in a white suit and a hat the size of a plate smiled too hard and said names you would not say in a church. Jack smiled just enough and said none.

Two black SUVs waited with windows that made the world look like a cheap secret. Jack took the second. Kira took the first. The front driver had the posture of a man who knows every exit without looking. The convoy rolled along palms, walls, and people paid to be scenery. A police truck idled a block away with no one inside and the engine running. That told Jack more than a salute would have.

The villa sat on a cliff that thought it was a throne. White stone. Long pool. A balcony that believed it could command tides. Staff moved through the light like pages in a book. Guests drifted with glasses that sweated and laughs two notes too loud. Cigar smoke wrote a line across the sky. A long table on the lower lawn held silver domes covering nothing anyone should eat with an appetite.

Children waited near the seawall inside a rectangle of velvet rope and men who had forgotten their first oath. Clean, combed, arranged by height. Some looked at the water. Some at the sky. Two looked at Jack as if their eyes had been sent on an errand.

Kira glided where the first ring pretended the second ring did not exist. The dress did the work silk enjoys. Heads turned. The broker in a cigar suit turned slower because he thought that meant control. The fixer in a blue tie nodded at the banker with the vault face. The banker nodded back to his own reflection and adjusted nothing. The auctioneer cleared his throat in a way he believed was subtle.

Jack did not take a glass. He found a point where balcony met pillar and wind that remembered the sea. From there he watched pool, lawn, children, and the door leading down two flights to a shore where a boat waited that did not look like a boat you call the police about. He felt steel cufflinks sit cold and heavy at his wrists. He tightened one by reflex and felt the tiny catch inside slide from safe to ready.

Kira let the broker find her. He said the things men say when they think you are a piece for a collection. She set a fingertip on the rim of his glass and traced it once. The sound was almost a tone. The broker paused to hear it again. She smiled with no teeth and moved half a step. He followed because men like him always do.

The auction began without the word auction. Catalog numbers stood in for names. Lots entered as donations to causes that do not exist. The fixer blessed nothing. He checked his watch. The banker watched a phone and pretended to enjoy the view.

Jack checked his own watch to tell no one anything. At that second the first ring turned their heads in almost the same direction at almost the same time. New gravity had arrived. Weight shifted. The children did not move.

Three floor men peeled off toward the pool and then the lawn corner above the stairs to the shore. They carried nothing a guest would call a weapon. They carried the kind of certainty guests mistake for decor. Jack moved one step deeper into wind and let the pillar hide what he did next.

The cufflinks were small and unkind. They had belonged to a different shirt and learned new tricks. Jack turned his left wrist. The link clicked into his palm. He set it between thumb and forefinger and felt the spring wait. He pictured the angle. He let one heartbeat pass.

The first floor man hit the edge of the flagstone walk. Jack dropped the link and pressed. It leapt, a dot of metal with intent. It struck under the ear where nerves have no patience. The man folded. The second looked left because men do. Jack pressed again. The second link took him at the soft triangle under the collarbone. He sat down without believing it. The third reached sideways for help that did not come. Jack touched a control under his right cuff. A filament hidden in the liner spat out and kissed the third man’s ankle with a borrowed voltage. The third learned to nap with his eyes open.

No one on the balcony saw it. A gull hung like a coin in the air. A waiter lifted a tray. A guest told a story with both hands. The broker laughed. Kira laughed better.

She walked the broker past the fixer. The fixer looked offended by the quality of air. Kira’s heel tapped a metronome that made a promise. She brushed the fixer’s sleeve as if by accident. He reacted like a man who has never been touched without permission. He frowned and turned. Kira turned with him and let her hip brush the broker. The broker stepped back. They made a triangle that wanted to be a circle and could not. Kira smiled with the kind of kindness that costs.

The children stood. A girl with a scar on her knee watched a cloud cover the sun and move on. A boy in a shirt too big counted breaths in fours. A small one in the back put his hand in his pocket, out, and back in. A guard told him not to move. He did not. You learn fast.

The auctioneer raised a hand. The banker lifted two fingers, not three. Another man lifted three. The broker watched both and said a number that only exists in rooms like this. The fixer’s mouth made a line. He did not like lines he did not draw.

At the bottom of the stairs a man reached for his radio. He did not get the chance to use it. Someone at the shore shouted in a language the balcony did not speak. A small boat moved wrong. Jack retracted the filament so a guest would not catch the glint.

Kira paused at the end of the glass rail as if admiring the view. The broker leaned in because the world had taught him leaning in is rewarded. She let a heel slip a fraction on polished stone. He reached to steady her. She let him, then did not need it. The fixer watched now because he needed to control something. He took a breath that assumed ownership.

“Doctor,” she said, soft. “Your tie is wrong for the climate.”

He smiled like a man used to compliments and reached to adjust it. Kira moved as if to help, then did not help at all. Her right foot came up and then down with the speed and precision of a tired surgeon. The stiletto found the notch where the carotid hides. She did not stomp. She pressed and twisted. His mouth opened to say a word for God. No sound came. He went to his knees, then further. Kira caught an elbow so he dropped quietly. She set her heel and looked at the broker in a way that made enamel itch.

Panic never arrives first. It circles, listens, decides it is expected. A guest laughed again. The auctioneer said a number that did not land. The banker’s eyes shifted a shade you only see if you buy watches. A guard by the rope saw the fixer kneel and did not process it. Then a child flinched, the rope trembled, and the guests changed weight again. The room understood.

Jack stepped off the pillar line and let the moment claim him. He moved through guests with shoulders that did not touch velvet. He took a guard by the wrist and taught the wrist a rule. The guard’s own elbow sent his face to the floor. Jack removed a baton from a belt and placed it in the hand of a man who would later swear he had found it himself.

Kira moved like smoke. She lifted a linen and draped it over the fixer’s face with the neatness of a nurse. The broker exhaled in a way that looked like a laugh and was not. He tried to remember what plan B had been. He set a hand on the rail. He looked at sea, then Kira, then his courage, and found it underpaid.

On the lower lawn the three men Jack had put to sleep did not wake. Two more arrived and looked confused that their friends were sitting. Confusion is a luxury. Jack took it. He slid a hand under one man’s belt, found the blade, and used it to cut the nearest stanchion rope. The rectangle broke at the corner. The children did not run. They froze. The girl with the scar looked at Jack, then the sea.

“Pool house,” Jack said in Spanish, calm as lunch. “Door with the blue knob. Go through. Do not turn. A woman with a braid will shout. Ignore her. Keep going. Second door. Kitchen. Cooks. Fire. Noise. Always choose noise.”

She moved first. The others followed because someone had moved. The guard reached and decided not to touch a child in front of witnesses who were no longer blind. The banker’s voice rose one degree and fell. Bankers do not yell. The auctioneer held a handkerchief to his mouth because he did not know where else to put it.

Two shots cracked from the shore. Not aimed here. Warning at a boat that wanted to leave before paying. Screams finally reached the balcony, late and overdressed. People stepped back from the glass and then forward again because you cannot look away right after a line is crossed.

The broker tried to steer Kira toward a door with a lock that felt like a friend. She let him take two steps
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