
Table of Contents

CASE 4: The Frame | Episode 14: Safe House

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CASE 4: The Frame
Episode 14: Safe House
[image: ]


The house she picked was not on any city map he had ever seen, and Jack Colder had looked at a lot of maps.

It sat where old mills went to rot, out past the container yards, past the stormwater ponds, into that stretch where the street names were numbers for a while and then stopped being anything at all. Two turns onto gravel, one more down a lane of black trees, and then a clearing with a boxy two-story that might have been a farm house before the river business swallowed everything. Wood siding gone gray. Porch light dead. No cars out front.

Sabine killed the engine and let the rain finish tapping on the roof.

“You said no stations,” Jack said. “No motels. No precincts. No coffee shops. You said, somewhere that never makes it into a report.”

“This is that,” she said. “Hector used it for sits. You know how many times I came here with dinner and he said give me ten and I sat in the car for an hour. I kept the keys.”

She got out, barefooted it across the wet boards like she had done it a hundred times. The key was under the third plank in the spot every cop uses. She lifted it, unlocked, pushed in.

Inside was clean but not lived in. Wood floors. Old couch. Kitchen along the back wall. Narrow window over the sink with a view of nothing but trees. It did not smell like anyone. It smelled like dry wood, a coil heater, the faintest trace of garlic from some meal months ago.

She flicked a switch. Nothing.

“Storm hit the line,” she said. “We will run without.”

“I like without,” Jack said. “Less to find.”

She moved through the space like it belonged to her. Jacket off. Gun on the counter. Hair up. Feet bare. She opened a cabinet, pulled a pot, set it on the stove, turned the gas. Blue flame. At least that worked.

“You are cooking,” he said.

“Men talk when they eat,” she said. “Or they think I am being domestic and they underestimate me. Either works.”

“You think I am going to talk,” he said.

“I think you have questions you are pretending not to have,” she said, filling the pot. “Like how my husband’s badge was warm after three weeks. Like why three women in three months all handed your name to people who should not have known it. Like why the guy in the SUV said the frame upstairs like it was something we were both born already knowing.”

She poured in pasta from a bag with the corner cut off. Unhurried. Wired-woman calm. She added salt with her fingers. She moved like a cop’s wife who had fed men coming in off shift at two in the morning.

Jack set Delgado’s badge on the table and leaned on the chair.

“All right,” he said. “Let us talk about how much you just happen to know.”

“I paid attention,” she said without looking at him. “You marry into cops, you either live in the dark or you live in the files. I chose files.”

She did not mean the kind of files detectives signed out. She meant the copies wives were not supposed to make. The printouts left in the passenger seat. The draft reports email-forwarded home and never deleted. The screenshots of whiteboards Hector took on his phone when he thought no one was watching. 

She said she only checked them when he worked late, but the way she talked about case numbers told Jack she had built her own shadow index. Three different squads, three different supervisors, three different years, and yet the same block handwriting kept bleeding through, telling people to route sensitive witnesses to a private number and to use Jack Colder if they wanted it buried. That was not police work. 

That was someone outside the building using the building’s paper. Hector had circled it twice in red and written in the margin, this is not him. Sabine had underlined that note. She was not stupid enough to blame Jack for a frame he had not laid, but she was smart enough to go straight to the person whose name was being used. That was why they were in a dead man’s sit house instead of at a station with cameras. 

“You said Organized,” he said. “Your husband’s last year.”

“Yeah,” she said, stirring. “He liked the chess of it. He liked building a case slow. He did not like what he found.”

“What he found,” Jack said, “was somebody running the same play in three places.”

“Four,” she said. “If you count me.”

He let that sit.

“He told me six months ago there was a name that kept popping up in places it did not belong,” she said. “One case in Harbor, one with Vice, one with the port, and your name was scribbled in the margin. Same block letters. Same angle. Like someone was saying, give it to him, he will swallow it.”

“And he never called me,” Jack said.

“He said he would when he had it all,” she said. “Then he stopped sleeping. Then he stopped telling me shifts. Then he started making notes that were not for me. Two days before he disappeared, I saw him write two words, tear them off, fold them, put them in his pocket.”

“He knows,” Jack said.

She nodded. “Yeah. He knows. I think that was for whoever took him. Not for me.”

The boil climbed the pot. She dropped the heat, pulled two plates, set them down. No lights, only gray storm light through the trees. The house was quiet enough to hear the sauce bubble.

“That SUV tonight,” Jack said. “They said frame upstairs. They said your wife was not supposed to see. That sounds like they expected him to keep you out.”

“He always told me to stay out,” she said. “I always did not. Now maybe they know that.”

“Maybe they are counting on it,” Jack said. “Maybe they think you will do exactly what you did. Hunt me.”

“You saying I should not have?” she asked.

“I am saying somebody is building a list of people who talk to me,” he said. “Elena. Sloane. Natalia. Now you. Could be to hurt you. Could be to watch me.”

She brought over the plates, steam curling, the whole house filling up with tomatoes and garlic. She put one in front of him, sat on the couch with her own, tucking her feet under her. His shirt, when had she put his shirt on, hung off one shoulder.

He looked down.

Yeah. That was his shirt. His black button-up from the car. She had taken it off the back seat when they came in and put it on over nothing but her skin. Sleeves rolled. Tails just long enough.

He sat at the other end of the couch. The storm thickened. Trees lashed.

“You always dress like that when you interview,” he said.

“Only when I want the man I am interviewing to forget which questions he came with,” she said.

He ate. It was good. Too good for a place no one used. She had cooked here before. Maybe she and Hector had come here on good nights, not just bad ones.

“Hector ever bring anyone else here?” Jack asked.

“Sources,” she said. “Once a Fed. Once his cousin. Never a woman.”

“So I am the first,” he said.

“Not the way I planned it,” she said, eyes on him. “But yeah.”

Lightning cracked so close it flashed through the front windows. The house hummed. Then everything went dark for two seconds. The fridge clicked off. The little light over the stove went out.

“Transformer,” Sabine said. “They always knock out this line first.”

She did not panic. She reached under the sink, came up with a box of candles, set three on the table, lit them off the stove before the spark died. Warm light filled the room, turned the boards gold, put her in a softer color.

Storm on the roof.

Candlelight on her face.

Red hair loose.

His shirt.

She ate the last of her pasta, set the plate down, and did not move away from him.

“You know what he said right before he started acting weird?” she asked.

“What.”

“He said, if something happens, do not tell the department. Tell him.”

“Him who.”

She pointed at Jack. “You.”

“He never met me.”

“He did not have to,” she said. “He had done enough work to see a pattern. Whoever was running the plates, collecting the women, forging the notes, you were always at the hinge. He said, if it is him, he will either clear you or kill you. Either way, it is done.”

“Nice to be trusted,” Jack said.

“I trust you,” she said.

“You do not know me,” he said.

“I watched you walk at the dock,” she said. “You did not twitch when he said frame. You did not overplay it. You showed him the badge once and made him work. That is how Hector did it. If you were dirty you would have grabbed him right then to control the story. You did not. You let him go. That is someone trying to see the whole ladder.”

The storm rolled. The candles flickered. She shifted closer, set her plate aside.

“Okay,” she said. “Now we talk about him.”

“Hector.”

“Yes.”

“You are married,” Jack said, “to a man who worked Organized, who was looking at the same fingerprints I was, who vanished without a body, and who left me a note in my own hand.”

“Right.”

“You sure you want to find him.”

Her eyes flared. “I did not bring you to the house my husband hid from his own detectives so you could ask if I am serious.”

He put the plate down.

She swung one knee over his lap.

Not fast. Not hungry. Slow and sure, like she was testing weight. The couch creaked. Candle shadows climbed her thigh. His shirt slid with her. Her bare feet were cold on his leg. The rest of her was warm.

She settled there, straddling him, hips low, hands on his shoulders. Her thumbs brushed his jaw, up over the stubble, to the mark on his neck from Natalia.

“She bit you,” she said.

“She handcuffed me, too.”

“She is sloppy,” Sabine said. “She
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