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"There are men who build houses to keep the weather out. And there are men who build them to keep you in. The difference is in the lock — whether the key stays on his side of the door, or whether he presses it into your palm and watches you decide which room to enter next."

— Inés Calderón, The Anatomy of Staying

For every woman who walked into a locked room and found out the most dangerous thing inside it was how much she wanted to stay.
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The Door Said Don't

FLORENCE

The sign was handwritten. Black marker on a strip of medical tape, stuck to the door at eye level, letters cramped and slanting like they'd been scrawled in a hurry or in the dark.

DON'T WAKE THE NIGHT MORTICIAN.

I peeled the tape with my thumbnail, held it under the emergency exit light, and read it again. Same words. Same warning. I stuck it back on the door and turned the handle.

The lock gave without resistance. That should have stopped me. Locked buildings don't open for strangers at two in the morning unless someone left them unlocked on purpose, and purpose in a place like this, at an hour like this, was worth fearing more than the dark. But my sister was in a drawer on the other side of the building, and fear had stopped being useful to me about six months ago, somewhere between the police report and the funeral I refused to attend for a body I never saw.

Harrowgate Mortuary smelled like the underside of a clean lie. Formaldehyde layered over pine disinfectant layered over something deeper and less chemical, something the ventilation couldn't scrub out. The particular sweetness of tissue that has crossed the line between preservation and entropy. I knew the smell. I'd spent four years photographing it.

The corridor was narrow, lit by a single fluorescent tube that buzzed at a frequency designed to make you reconsider every decision you'd ever made. Linoleum the color of weak tea. Walls the color of a headache. Three doors on the left, two on the right. Cold storage was at the end, through a pair of swinging doors with circular windows that looked like the portholes of a ship built for a destination no one wanted to reach.

I moved past the first door. Administration. Dark.

Past the second. Viewing Room A. Dark.

The third door was the one with the sign. A line of light bled under it, thin as a scalpel. I pushed it open.

The room was small. Not a lab, not an office. Something between a break room and a monk's cell. A leather couch that had been expensive once, now creased and softened by years of a body's weight in the same position. A steel side table with a lamp, a half-empty glass of water, and a book lying spine-up. A coat hook on the wall with a single black jacket. A pair of shoes arranged neatly beside the couch, toes pointing toward the door. A man.

He was asleep. Or appeared to be. Long body stretched full across the leather, one arm folded over his chest, the other hanging down, fingers just off the floor. An autopsy report rested on his sternum, the pages rising and falling with each breath. His face was turned toward the ceiling. Dark hair, cut short, silvered at the temples in a way that looked premature. A face that didn't soften in sleep. Strong bones, deep-set hollows where his eyes would be, a mouth closed in a line that suggested he kept things behind it that had weight.

Malvern Pike. The night mortician. Licensed, county-contracted, sole operator of Harrowgate's after-hours intake and preparation. I'd done my research before I'd done my breaking and entering. Twenty minutes on the county records database. Another thirty on the professional licensing portal. His name came up clean, which in Saint Mercy usually meant the real file was somewhere you couldn't access from a laptop in a parking lot.

I studied him for four seconds. Occupational reflex. My eye catalogued him the way it catalogued any body in any room: position, condition, context, what was present, what was absent, what didn't belong. He belonged. That was the unsettling part. He looked like the room had grown around him, or he'd grown into the room, the way a root grows into a crack in a foundation. The couch, the lamp, the shoes, the coat. A man who slept in a mortuary because it was where he lived, not because he'd forgotten to go home.

I left him. I moved down the corridor. The swinging doors to cold storage pushed open with a sound like a held breath released. The room was exactly what I expected and nothing I was prepared for. Steel drawers lining two walls, floor to ceiling, each one labeled with a small white card in a metal holder. Temperature readout on the wall: thirty-six degrees Fahrenheit. A stainless-steel table in the center, empty, scrubbed to the kind of clean that exists only in places where what was recently on the surface would concern you.

Drawer seven.

The card read: WREN, ROSALIND A. DOB 04/12/2002. DOD 01/15/2026. INTAKE 01/16/2026. SCHEDULED CREMATION: 01/19/2026.

Three days. Seventy-two hours. After that, whatever was inside would be ash, and ash doesn't testify.

I reached for the handle. My thumb ran across the scar on my right palm, the one from the broken lens during my first crime scene. A nervous habit I'd never trained out of myself. I pulled.

The drawer slid open on oiled tracks. Cold air rose and settled against my collarbone like a hand placed there by someone who didn't intend comfort. The body was covered by a white sheet. Standard. I peeled it back to the shoulders.

The face was wrong.

Not dramatically wrong. Not a stranger. But wrong the way a forged signature is wrong. Close enough to pass a casual glance, different enough to alarm anyone who knew what they were looking at. The jawline was narrower than Rosalind's. The hairline sat a quarter-inch higher. And the mole. Rosalind had a mole on her left collarbone, a dark spot the size of a peppercorn that she used to press with her fingertip when she was thinking, the same way I ran my thumb along my scar. The collarbone in drawer seven was bare. Smooth. Unmarked.

This was not my sister.

"Drawer seven." His voice came from behind me, unhurried, unsurprised. Like he'd been waiting for someone to open it and find what I'd found. "But she's not who you think she is."

I turned. Malvern Pike stood in the doorway, filling it the way tall men fill narrow spaces, not with aggression but with the simple arithmetic of bone and frame. He'd put his shoes on. He hadn't put on the jacket. His shirt was wrinkled from the couch, sleeves rolled to the elbows. His hands hung at his sides, long-fingered, still. The hands of a man who handled the dead for a living and had taught himself not to flinch at any of it.

His eyes were open. Grey, steady, assessing. Looking at me the way I'd looked at the body. Position, condition, context. What was present, what was absent.

"I know she's not," I said. "So who is she?"

A sound behind him. A deep, mechanical click, followed by a series of smaller ones, moving through the building like a pulse. The corridor lights flickered, steadied. Somewhere above us, a ventilation system shifted pitch.

The locks. Every door in Harrowgate, engaging at once. A system I hadn't known existed until the sound told me it did.

Malvern Pike didn't look away from me. He didn't explain the locks. He didn't apologize.

"The cremation is in seventy-two hours," he said. "After that, the answer to your question is irrelevant. So I suggest you come upstairs, and I'll explain what you've walked into."

He turned and walked toward the corridor. His footsteps were measured, precise. A man who moved through narrow spaces between tables without disturbing what was on them. I looked at the body in drawer seven. At the bare collarbone. At the face that wasn't Rosalind's.

I followed him.

Behind me, the cold storage doors swung shut. The circular windows caught the fluorescent light and held it, two pale circles in the dark, watching nothing.

The sign on his door had said don't.

I hadn't listened.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


Seventy-Two Hours

FLORENCE

The apartment was on the second floor. A narrow staircase behind a fire door, carpeted in industrial grey, lit by a single bulb that Malvern didn't reach for. He climbed in the dark. I followed the sound of his footsteps and the faint smell of cedar that trailed him like a second shadow.

The door at the top was unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped aside. Not a gesture of courtesy. A gesture of exhibition. Here. Look. See what I've built for this moment.

The room was clean. Not clean the way vacant apartments are clean, with their residue of previous tenants and lingering questions. Clean the way a prepared space is clean. A bed against the far wall, queen-sized, made with white sheets and a grey wool blanket folded at the foot. A nightstand with a reading lamp. A bookshelf, half-full. A small kitchen along the left wall: stove, sink, refrigerator, a counter with a coffee maker and a ceramic mug beside it. A bathroom through a door on the right, visible enough to see white tile and a glass shower enclosure. Curtains on the two windows, drawn. A closet, closed.

No dust.

That was the first thing I registered. Not the furniture, not the layout, not the strange intimacy of a bedroom above a morgue. The absence of dust. This apartment had been cleaned recently. Maintained. Waiting.

"This was storage," Malvern said from the doorway. He didn't enter. "I converted it."

"When."

"Three months ago."

I touched the kitchen counter. Ran my finger along the edge. Smooth, cool, spotless. "For whom?"

He didn't answer immediately. He leaned against the door frame with the stillness of a man who had practiced leaning against things without appearing casual. A performance of nonchalance so deliberate it circled back to tension.

"For a situation like this one," he said.

"A situation."

"Someone who needed to stay. Out of sight. Close to the evidence."

I opened the refrigerator. My stomach contracted before my brain could process the reason. Greek yogurt. The brand I bought. Two containers. A carton of oat milk. A block of cheddar. Apples. Real food, not placeholder provisions. Food chosen with specificity.

I closed the refrigerator. Leaned against the counter. Crossed my arms.

"The body in drawer seven is not my sister," I said. "Someone put a different woman's body in your facility under Rosalind's name. That body is scheduled for cremation in seventy-two hours. You locked every door in this building the moment I identified the discrepancy. And now you're offering me a furnished apartment that you prepared three months in advance." I paused. "Explain."

He straightened from the doorway. Took one step into the room. Stopped.

"Six months ago, your sister Rosalind was declared dead from injuries sustained in a single-vehicle accident on Route 9 outside Saint Mercy. The body was transported to Saint Mercy General, where death was certified by Dr. Lucien Voss, attending physician. From there, the body was transferred to Harrowgate for preparation and cremation, per the instructions filed by your sister's emergency contact. You."

"I never filed cremation instructions."

"No. Someone filed them for you. A forged authorization with a passable copy of your signature, submitted to the county registrar's office on the same day the body arrived."

Something cold that wasn't the refrigerator settled behind my ribs. "Who."

"I don't know yet. But the body in drawer seven arrived at Harrowgate at 3:47 AM. Your sister's death certificate lists time of death at 11:12 PM the previous night. That's a four-hour gap in the chain of custody. During that gap, the body was swapped."

"You're telling me the woman in drawer seven died somewhere else, was brought here under Rosalind's name, and is scheduled to be cremated as Rosalind to destroy the evidence."

"Yes."

"And my sister?"

"Alive. Probably. Somewhere in the system that brought the replacement body here. The swap only works if both women exist. The dead one takes the living one's name. The living one disappears into whoever needs her to disappear."

The sentence hit like a flash exposure. White, total, then the afterimage burned behind my eyelids in shapes I couldn't yet resolve. Alive. Probably. Somewhere.

"I need to see the body again," I said.

"You saw it."

"I saw a face. I need to examine it. Photographs, measurements, identifying marks. I need to document everything before that cremation erases it."

He studied me. Not the way people study strangers, measuring threat or interest. The way I studied a scene before I raised my camera. Reading what was present. What was absent. What the composition told him that the individual elements did not.

"Tomorrow," he said. "You'll have full access to the cold storage, and I'll assist. Tonight, you stay here. The people who arranged the swap know the cremation is scheduled. If they learn someone came to Harrowgate asking about the Wren body, they'll accelerate the timeline. Or they'll come for you. Either outcome ends your investigation."

"And if I don't stay?"

"The front door is locked. I can override it manually. You leave, you're visible, you're vulnerable, and the seventy-two-hour clock is still running. Stay, and you have time, access, and someone who's been tracking this pattern for two years."

"Two years."

Something shifted in his expression. Not much. A tightening around the eyes, a degree of stillness added to an already still face. He'd said more than he intended.

"Your sister's case isn't the first," he said. "It's the most recent."

The room felt smaller than its dimensions. The ceiling lower. The curtains heavier. I looked at the bed, the blanket, the bookshelf, the coffee maker with its single mug. The yogurt in the fridge. The apartment built three months ago for someone who needed to stay.

He'd been expecting me. Not me specifically, perhaps. But someone. Someone exactly like me.

"Seventy-two hours," I said.

"Starting now."

"And if I need more time?"

"Then we discuss it in seventy-two hours."

I nodded. Not agreement. Acknowledgment. There's a difference, and I'd spent years learning it in rooms full of people who wanted me to say yes when all I was doing was confirming that I'd heard them.

"I'll stay tonight," I said. "We examine the body tomorrow. And you tell me everything you know about this pattern you've been tracking. All of it."

"Agreed."

He turned to leave. Stopped in the doorway. Without looking back: "The coffee maker works. The mugs are in the cabinet above the sink. There's a lock on this door. Use it."

He descended the stairs. I heard each step, measured and deliberate, until the fire door closed behind him with a sound like a period at the end of a sentence that hadn't asked a question.

I locked the apartment door. Stood in the center of the room. Listened. Below me, the building breathed its mechanical breath: the hum of the refrigeration units in cold storage, the tick of pipes in walls, the whisper of air cycling through a system designed to keep the dead at thirty-six degrees. Above me, nothing. The ceiling was the roof. The sky beyond it was the particular dark of Saint Mercy at 3 AM, when the casino lights two miles west turned the horizon the color of a fading bruise.

I opened the closet.

Inside, on a hanger: a woman's coat. Black, wool, tailored. My size. The tags were still on. The brand was one I wore. Not the same coat. The same taste. The same measurements. The same eye.

My stomach dropped past the floor, past the lab, past the cold storage, and kept falling.

I closed the closet. Sat on the edge of the bed. Pressed my thumb against my scar.

Three months ago, Malvern Pike had built this room. He'd chosen the coat, the coffee, the yogurt, the books. He'd prepared a life inside his mortuary for someone who hadn't arrived yet. And when I'd walked through the door at 2:14 AM, past the sign that said don't, past the man asleep on the couch who wasn't as asleep as he appeared, past the locked system that engaged the moment I did what he knew I would do, he had the apartment ready.

Not for someone like me.

For me.

I didn't sleep. I sat on the edge of the bed and listened to the building hold its dead and wondered what kind of man prepares a home for a woman he hasn't met inside a house built for people who have stopped breathing.

The seventy-two hours had started. Below me, the drawer held a stranger wearing my sister's name. Somewhere beyond the walls, my sister wore nothing at all.
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The Shape of His Silence

MALVERN

The monitor showed her sitting on the edge of the bed.

I should have turned it off. The camera in the apartment was a security measure, installed when the space was storage, maintained when it became something else. Its original purpose was inventory protection. Its current purpose was surveillance of a woman who had walked into my building four hours ago and rearranged the architecture of my nervous system by opening a drawer and saying the words I'd been waiting eight months to hear.

So who is she?

She sat the way she worked. I'd watched her at intake sessions seven times over the past eight months, always from a distance calculated to appear accidental. Twelve feet. Fifteen. Once, four. She sat with her spine straight and her hands in her lap, thumbs touching, the scar on her right palm catching the lamplight. She was not crying. She was not sleeping. She was processing. I recognized the posture. I adopted the same one when a body arrived and the paperwork didn't match the evidence. The stillness of someone who has received information that restructures the floor beneath them and needs a moment to find the new load-bearing walls.

I watched for eleven seconds. Then I closed the monitor application and stood.

The lab was mine at this hour. After midnight, Harrowgate belonged to me entirely. The day shift left at six. The cleaning service came twice a week, mornings only, and never entered the cold storage or the preparation rooms. Between 10 PM and 6 AM, the building contained exactly two categories of occupant: the dead and me.

Tonight, it contained a third. A category I had no clinical term for.

I put on my lab coat. Latex gloves, size large. The intake from County General had arrived at eleven, before Florence. A man, sixty-seven, cardiac arrest at a rehabilitation facility. Natural causes, no autopsy required, standard preparation for a closed-casket service on Thursday. The paperwork was clean. For once, the paperwork was clean.

I processed him. Photographs first, per protocol. Full body, anterior and posterior. Close-ups of the face, hands, any identifying marks. I used the same Nikon Florence used at her scenes, though she didn't know that. I'd noted the model during her third visit to Harrowgate. It took me two days to acquire the same body. An absurd purchase for a man who already owned a perfectly adequate camera. I bought it because her images were technically superior to mine, and I wanted to understand whether the quality came from the equipment or the operator.

It came from the operator. My images improved marginally. Her technique remained unreachable.

I completed the photographs. Moved to the physical preparation. Washed the body with the same unhurried thoroughness I applied to every intake, regardless of circumstances. There is a specific way to handle the dead that most morticians learn and few master. It requires the abandonment of squeamishness without the adoption of indifference. The body on my table had been a man who ate scrambled eggs for breakfast and called his daughter every Sunday. I didn't know these things about him. I treated him as though I did.

My hands were steady. They were always steady. This was not a boast. It was a clinical observation, the same kind I made about the dead. My hands did not shake during intake, during preparation, during the careful reconstruction of a face damaged by impact or time. They did not shake when I lifted organs for weighing, or when I sutured, or when I locked the cold storage at the end of a shift with twelve bodies behind me and the silence ahead like a corridor with no end.

They had shaken once. October fourteenth. Florence had arrived at Harrowgate to photograph an intake. A woman, forty-one, drowning. The body was in preparation room B. Florence set up her equipment with the efficiency of someone who had done this hundreds of times and the attentiveness of someone who treated each time as the first. She crouched beside the body. Her hair, auburn, darker than it appeared in the county ID photos I had accessed two weeks earlier, fell across her face. She tucked it behind her ear with one hand and adjusted her lens with the other. She spoke to the body. Not words I could hear. A murmur. A habit, perhaps, or a ritual. A way of saying: I see you. I am paying attention.

I stood in the doorway, twelve feet away, holding a clipboard I did not need, and my hands shook.

That was four months after I first noticed her. Three months after I began adjusting my schedule to overlap with her intake visits. Two months after I started a file.

I placed the clipboard on my desk and pressed both hands flat against the steel surface until the tremor stopped. It took seven seconds. I counted.

Now I finished the intake. Closed the bag. Filed the paperwork. Washed my hands. Removed my gloves. Hung my lab coat.

The counter beside drawer seven held a small object I had not placed there. A hair pin. Black, unremarkable, the kind sold in packs of fifty at any drugstore. She had leaned over the body when she pulled back the sheet, and the pin had slipped from her hair and landed on the stainless steel without a sound.

I picked it up between my thumb and forefinger. It weighed almost nothing. It smelled, faintly, of bergamot and a chemical I identified as the residue of photographic developing solution. Her scent. I had isolated its components over multiple exposures the way a chemist isolates a compound: bergamot hand cream, applied frequently, and the darkroom chemicals that clung to her clothes and hair despite the digital equipment she used for professional work. She maintained a darkroom. She still developed film. This told me something about her relationship to permanence, to the analog, to the belief that some records should exist in a form that cannot be deleted by pressing a key.

I put the hair pin in my pocket. I did this carefully, precisely, with the attention I gave to tissue samples and evidence slides. I hated the care with which I did it. I hated how natural the motion felt. As though my pocket had been waiting for exactly this, a small warm artifact from a living woman to rest against the fabric beside my thigh.

I went to the security room. Three monitors, each divided into four feeds. Loading dock. Front entrance. Corridor. Cold storage. Viewing rooms. The apartment.

I did not open the apartment feed.

Instead, I opened my phone. One new message, received at 2:41 AM, seventeen minutes after the locks engaged.

Unknown number. No caller ID. The area code was Saint Mercy.

She came. Proceed as discussed.

I read it twice. I deleted it. I opened the encrypted backup I maintained on a separate device and logged the message: sender unknown, content noted, timestamp preserved. This was the fourteenth message I'd received from this number over the past five months. Each one arrived after a development in the pattern I'd been tracking. Each one confirmed that someone outside Harrowgate was watching the same threads I was watching, and wanted me to know it.

The sender knew Florence was here. The sender expected her arrival. The sender's instruction, proceed as discussed, referenced a conversation that had not taken place between me and anyone. Which meant the sender was speaking to someone else and copying me. Or the sender was performing the illusion of a collaboration that didn't exist, to make me feel observed.

Both possibilities served the same function: pressure.

I put the phone away. Checked the time. 3:47 AM. In two hours and thirteen minutes, the day shift would begin arriving. Catharine Goss would be first. She was always first. She opened the office at six, brewed coffee in the break room at 6:05, and began the morning's paperwork at 6:15 with the precision of a woman who believed that routine was a form of control. She was correct. Routine was a form of control. I relied on the same principle.

The difference between Catharine's routine and mine was that hers existed to maintain a surface. Mine existed to document what was underneath it.

I sat at my desk. Opened the file I kept in the locked drawer, the one labeled INTAKE DISCREPANCIES — 24 MONTHS. Eighty-seven pages. Nine bodies confirmed. Rosalind Wren, the tenth.

Two years. Twenty-four months of noting the small wrong things. A body that arrived four hours late. A death certificate signed by a physician who wasn't on duty. An intake form on paper stock that didn't match the county's supplier. A cremation completed thirty-six hours ahead of schedule, the ashes released to a family member whose ID was never photocopied.

Nine women. Nine bodies that arrived at Harrowgate under names that didn't belong to them, were processed by Catharine's paperwork, prepared by the day-shift staff or by me, and cremated before anyone asked the question Florence had asked tonight.

So who is she?

I closed the file. Replaced it in the drawer. Locked it.

Upstairs, a woman I had watched for eight months sat on a bed I had bought for her in a room I had built for this exact night, holding a fact I had mailed to her in an unmarked envelope six weeks ago.

The photograph. The body in cold storage. The face that wasn't Rosalind's.

I had sent it because it was the only move left. Two years of documentation, and I couldn't take it to the authorities without implicating Harrowgate itself. The falsified intake logs bore Catharine's handwriting, but the building was mine. I was the owner. Every body processed under my roof was my legal responsibility. If I went to the DA, the first question would be: How did nine women get swapped through your mortuary without you noticing?

The answer, I noticed, was not an answer that ended with my freedom.

So I sent the photograph to the one person who would come. Who had the forensic training to document what I couldn't present. Who had the personal stake to push past every door I couldn't open.

I sent it to Florence Wren because I needed her expertise.

I sent it to Florence Wren because I had been circling her name in my files for four months the way a body orbits a gravity source, unable to stop, unwilling to name the force.

The building hummed. The refrigeration units held their temperature. Below me, the dead waited in their drawers with the patience of people who had given up on time. Above me, Florence Wren waited with the patience of a woman who hadn't.

I picked up the hair pin from my pocket. Turned it between my fingers.

Entry 247 of the observation log I kept on my personal drive, the one I would delete before anyone found it, the one I would not delete because I could not make myself press the key, read as follows:

Apartment prepared. Night shift secured. The anonymous photograph has been mailed. She will come. I will be asleep on the couch because that is what she will find least threatening. I will be asleep because I don't know how to be awake and look at her for the first time and not tell her everything.

I put the pin in the dish beside my bed.

I did not sleep.
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What the Fridge Knew

FLORENCE

Morning came in degrees, the way fever does. First the light through the drawn curtains, weak and grey, the color of a sky that had given up on committing to any particular weather. Then the sounds: pipes expanding in the walls, the far-off rumble of a truck on the service road behind the building, and beneath it all, constant, the low hum of refrigeration units keeping their occupants at temperature.

I hadn't slept. The bed was comfortable. The sheets were soft. The room was the right temperature, the kind of warmth that felt maintained rather than accidental, like someone had calibrated the thermostat with intention. Everything about the space was deliberately hospitable, and that deliberation was precisely what kept my eyes open from 3 AM until the light forced them into acknowledging that time had passed.

I showered in the glass-enclosed stall. Hot water, strong pressure. A towel that smelled like it had been laundered recently, folded on a rack that looked new. I dressed in the clothes I'd worn to break into a mortuary: black jeans, a dark grey pullover, boots with rubber soles I'd chosen for silence on linoleum. My coat was downstairs, draped over a chair in the viewing room I'd passed on my way in. The coat in the closet was not mine, and I was not going to wear it.

I made coffee. The machine was a single-serve pour-over model I recognized because I owned the same one. The brand was printed on the base in small letters. Below the cabinet, in a sealed bag, was coffee. Ground. Medium roast. The same roast I bought from a roaster on Carmine Street who operated out of a converted garage and sold exclusively through a mailing list. You couldn't buy this coffee in a store. You had to know the list.

Someone knew the list.

I poured hot water over the grounds and watched the dark liquid fill the ceramic mug and tried to isolate the specific quality of unease that was building in my chest. It wasn't fear. I had spent four years walking into rooms where the dead waited with their stories written on their skin, and fear was a language I had long since learned to translate into usefulness. This was something else. This was the feeling of being known by someone I hadn't met.

The coffee tasted right. That made it worse.

I drank it standing at the window, curtains parted an inch. The view was the service alley behind Harrowgate. Dumpsters, a chain-link fence, a strip of cracked asphalt leading to the county road. Beyond the fence, the rooftops of the commercial district: a liquor store, a bail bonds office, a laundromat with a blinking sign. The industrial buffer zone between the casinos and the county services buildings. Not the Saint Mercy you saw in brochures. The Saint Mercy you saw when you looked at what held the bright things up.

I set down the mug. Opened the fridge again. Looked at the yogurt. Looked at the oat milk. Looked at the apples, which were Honeycrisp, which were the only variety I ate, a preference I'd mentioned exactly once in a professional context, to my colleague Marco, during a break at a scene last March while we sat in his car eating gas station sandwiches and I complained about the mealy Red Delicious he'd bought.

A preference mentioned once, to one person, nine months ago. Now stocked in the refrigerator of an apartment I'd entered for the first time five hours ago.

I closed the fridge. Pulled my phone from my back pocket. Photographed the refrigerator contents, the coffee bag, the pour-over machine, the bookshelf, the bed, the bathroom, the towels. Every frame was a record. Every record was a question.

The bookshelf held eleven books. I scanned the spines. Two I recognized from my own shelf at home. Three I had recommended to colleagues at various scenes over the past year. One, a study of forensic botany, I'd mentioned to Marco in October at an intake right here at Harrowgate. I remembered the conversation because it had taken place in the corridor while we waited for the family to finish in the viewing room, and I'd been aware, peripherally, of a figure at the far end of the hall. A man in a lab coat, holding a clipboard, standing very still.

Twelve feet away. Maybe fifteen. I hadn't looked directly at him. My attention had been on
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