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Dawn made Harbor Six look honest.

Fog had climbed up off the water and stalled as a low gray lid over the channel. Sun was thinking about it. Deckhands were washing party boats and pretending not to see who kept coming back to Slip 24. A gull sat on a piling like it had a shift. Nobody was talking about the man who went into the bay three nights ago. The harbor had already swallowed that story.

Jack Colder walked the boards with coffee in one hand and Elena Hale’s test in the other.

Southwind Marine had texted him at five. Your charter is prepped, sir. He had not booked a charter. Elena had. She liked owning the room before she walked in. She had not said which slip. She had said only, Come alone. If you bring anyone I will know.

Slip 24 was busy. The second yacht sat at Slip 26.

She had traded up.

This boat was new, bone white, canvas tight, chrome still bright from the yard. Name on the stern: NO MISTAKES. That sounded like something a rich man said at the start of a very bad night. A dockhand was coiling line and not looking at Jack. Paid not to see. Paid to hand keys to a woman with expensive problems.

Jack went up.

Elena was on the aft deck like she had slept there. Bare feet. White shirt, first buttons loose. Black lace under it, on purpose. Hair dry now and smelling of citrus instead of pool chlorine. There was champagne in a bucket and three flutes. She had used one. The other two sweated in the morning cold.

“Mr. Colder,” she said.

“You keep luxury hours,” he said.

“Men like you work at dawn,” she said. “I wanted to be ready.”

“You wanted me to see you on a yacht that is not registered to Valerie Cortez.”

“I wanted you to see what last night looked like before the water,” she said. “Come.”

He stepped on. The hull moved. Harbor water bumped. He checked for crew. None. The deckhand took the line and walked away without speaking.

“You came alone,” she said.

“You really do not trust me.”

“I trust you to be good at the work,” she said. “I do not trust you to be the only one who wants what is in that safe.”

“There is a safe.”

“Of course,” she said. “Men like David cannot breathe without a safe. They do not spend twenty years moving cash just to leave it on a kitchen table.”

She pointed.

Inside, past the small salon and the flat screen nobody would watch, a panel sat open behind an entertainment unit. Sleek. New. Digital. Fingerprint pad. The kind you send out to a rental so your wife can open it and your girlfriend cannot.

“You had this put in,” Jack said.

“He had it sent out,” she said. “His people came. I told them I was the only one who should open it. He agreed.”

“You and him,” Jack said.

“That is right.”

“You told me you were alone on the boat.”

“I was alone,” she said. “I never said the safe was.”

She lifted the bottle from the ice and eased the cork with one hand. No pop. Just a soft breath of air and money. She poured into a flute and held it out.

“It is six in the morning,” he said.

“Then we will say it is late,” she said. “You brought me cold trouble. I brought you cold champagne.”

He did not drink. He watched.

She took a sip. Her mouth left dark lipstick on the glass. Then she set the glass on the safe door, not hard, just enough to leave a ring of heat.

“You see,” she said. “Only two palms open it. Mine and his.”

She laid her hand on the reader. Green. The safe clicked. She did not open it.

“Your turn,” she said.

“I was not invited.”

“You are now,” she said, and walked away from it like she had just unlocked a candy jar.

He opened the door.

Empty.

No paper. No drive. No watch. No cash. Just a clean velvet floor and bolted sides that said it had been meant for something important.

He looked at her.

She smiled, white against the gray morning. “You were right,” she said. “It is empty.”

“You brought me out here to see nothing.”

“I brought you to see what nothing looks like,” she said. “So that when something is there later, you will know someone lied.”

She came back toward him with the slow shift of the boat under her. The white shirt slid off one shoulder. Black strap showed. She let sunlight find her collarbone.

“You thought I brought you to seduce you,” she said. “That is your problem. You think women wake up planning how to throw themselves at you.”

“I know you called me at three in the morning from a pool house and told me to come alone,” he said. “That sets a tone.”

“The tone is private,” she said. “Not naked.”

“You mentioned your underwear.”

“I mention many things,” she said. “That does not mean you get to see them.”

He laughed once. “This is all theater.”

“It is all proof,” she said. “Last night I told you he was on a boat. You have now seen the boat. I told you there was a safe. You have now seen the safe. I told you I was the only one who could open it. You have now seen that I can. When something appears in there that is not from my hand, that is your suspect.”

“You could have just said that.”

“You would not have believed me,” she said. “You believe what you hack. Now you have hacked it.”

He looked into the empty safe again. His mind went not to the hole, but to the way to fill it.

“You said only two palms open it,” he said.

“That is what I said.”

He let it hang. He did not tell her he had already gone to get the second one.

Because he had.

He did not go straight back to the harbor when she texted at five. That would have felt eager. That would have shown her she could ring a bell and he would come.

Instead he went to the morgue.

County handled Harbor Six pulls in a low brick building two blocks off the hospital. A sleepy attendant sat behind glass and watched shows on his phone. He looked over the top of the screen.

“You Elena’s guy?” the attendant asked.

“I am nobody’s guy,” Jack said. “I am looking at the water body from two nights ago.”

“She said you might come,” the attendant said. “Said not to log you.”

Jack slid him cash. The man buzzed him through.

The drawer rolled out cold and slow. To the tide, the man had been David Hale. To the tag, he was Harbor Doe, fifty to sixty, male, white, blunt trauma, probable drowning, personal effects sent to Property.

It was not David Hale.

The face was wrong. The hair was wrong. The jaw was wrong. The body was close enough to fool a camera and a patrol boat on a fog night. Not close enough to fool a woman who had slept with him. Not close enough to fool Jack.

But the hand.

The right palm still wore the sheen from where the scanner at Harbor had read it through a bag. Somebody had lifted his print for the system. Somebody had wanted the harbor to think this was Hale.

In the cold room Jack said, “She will come later.”

“You a cop,” the attendant asked.

“Private,” Jack said.

The attendant went back to his show.

Jack waited until the man’s eyes were on the screen. Then he pulled out a small bottle. Latex in liquid form. Not store shelf. Morgue tech stuff. You pour, it sets, you peel, you have a perfect negative.

He wiped the dead man’s palm. He poured a thin layer. It set fast in the cold.

He peeled it and rolled it. A dead man’s hand, flexible, ready to lay over his own.

He slid it into a case and put it in his jacket.

He did not tell Elena.

If she was telling the truth about the safe being empty, she would not need it. If she was lying, he would.

He took two photos of the bruising and the angle of the head and texted them to his own encrypted cloud. Then he walked out into a morning that had finally decided to be day. People got coffee. People walked dogs. No one cared that a man worth eight figures had been in a drawer.

He lit a cigarette and thought about Elena’s glass cooling faster than the metal.

She wanted him thinking.

Not touching.

Not yet.

In the hands of a patient thief, that latex was a key to every scanner that had ever read David Hale.

In the hands of Jack Colder, it was leverage.

He went back to Slip 26 at nine, when dockhands were trading shifts and tourist boats were starting to load.

The yacht was still there.

Elena was not on deck.

He went aboard anyway. She liked men who pushed.

Inside, she was in the main cabin, barefoot again, hair up, black dress now, makeup perfect. She looked like a woman about to deny something very calmly in a room with men in suits.

“You came back,” she said.

“You invited me,” he said.

“I invited you to bring me information,” she said. “Did you bring me information.”

“I brought you a problem,” he said.

“That sounds like you,” she said. “Tell me.”

“Your husband is in the morgue,” he said. “Cold. Tagged. Waiting on you.”

Her mouth did not move. Her throat did. A small tight flutter. Knowing is one thing. Hearing it is another.

“They have him,” she said.

“They have a him,” Jack said. “You can go claim him. You can set a funeral. You can put on black and be tragic for the cameras.”

“What did they list,” she said. “Accident.”

“They listed nothing,” he said. “He is Harbor Doe. You get to write the line.”

“That is something,” she said quietly. “How did he look.”

“Like a man who hit a rail and then water.”

“Was there anything on him.”

“A ring with your name.”
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