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They took the elevator that hated its own mirror and got off on a floor with no name. The hall smelled like new paint and somebody else’s furniture. Jack Colder let Elena Rourke go ahead of him, key in, shoulder set, a little turn that would have fooled a camera if there had been one. The door opened on a room that chose its loyalties by the month. Concrete floor. Throw rug. Couch that wanted to be forgiven. Kitchen the color of good intentions. A wall of glass looked out at the city, twelve neighborhoods of light and a river like a burn. Blackout curtains waited in a neat bundle with a note from a cleaner who signed with a smiley face.

Elena dropped her purse on the counter and the racetrack mask with it. Lipstick went into the sink, red water down the drain. She hit the switch for the curtains and watched them crawl across the glass in slow black. The room shrank in a way that helped. She kicked off one heel, then the other, set them side by side as if they were listening. The ring on her hand flashed once and went quiet. Her mouth found a line that would cut anything soft.

“Stove works,” she said.

“Knives,” Jack said.

“In the drawer by the window,” she said. “He keeps them sharp. He thinks dull knives are a moral failure.”

“He would,” Jack said.

She tugged the zipper at her spine and slid into a tank and shorts that had not met a hanger. The tank was gray, thin, honest. The shorts were black and looked stolen from a dance. She tied her hair up with no mirror, two twists, a pin that looked like a mistake and held like a promise. She moved through the kitchen like a woman who had learned hunger in good houses.

Jack watched her fingers find the skillet, the tongs, the salt. He opened the refrigerator and found a steak wrapped in paper with a butcher’s scrawl and a date that was not today. He checked the label on the ring in the same glance and saw the tick of the tracker wake when the door light came on. He moved the magnet in his pocket with his thumb, small test, watched the tick pause, watched it resume. He filed the timing.

“Rare,” she said.

“Red,” he said.

“You always eat like this,” she said.

“When the day is stupid,” he said.

“Every day,” she said.

He let that sit.

The pan hit heat and told the room about it. Oil moved. Salt fell. Meat met iron and sang. The smell got into the blackout like a plan. She laid the steak down and did not touch it. She watched the corners bead and the top go dark. She turned it once with the tongs and did not check it again.

“Tomorrow I am bait,” she said.

“You are the window,” he said. “He will lean to admire himself and forget the street.”

“You think I am a mirror,” she said.

“I think you know how to choose which face to return,” he said.

She liked that. It showed in the way her shoulder loosened and her jaw set. She slid the steak to a board and let it rest. She took a knife from the drawer and ran it once on the steel, not for edge, for the sound. She cut clean slices, one stroke each, pink center, brown ring, juice like an alibi. She speared a piece and held it out across the counter.

“Test,” she said.

He did not take it with his hand. He stepped in and bit from the fork. Her hand stayed steady. Her eyes did not blink. The fork came back with the meat gone and the ghost of his mouth on the tines. She considered that, then fed herself, same rhythm, same distance, as if the night were a metronome and she meant to keep time with it. She carved again and pushed a fan of slices onto a plate. No green. She slid the plate toward him and took nothing for herself.

“You first,” she said.

“You trust me,” he said.

“I trust me,” she said. “I watched it come out of the paper.”

He ate standing. She leaned on one hip and watched him chew like she was grading him. He laid the knife down, wiped his thumb along the rim, and set it flat. She reached to take the plate and leaned a half inch too far. Her nipple grazed his forearm through the tank, a slow light touch. Heat and cotton. A brush that made a small promise and kept it by stopping.

He did not flinch. He did not look down. He did not breathe faster.

“Noted,” she said, dry.

“Wrong night,” he said.

“Wrong man,” she said.

“That too,” he said.

She took a bite then, finally, a small one, chewed to calm, swallowed, set the fork across the knife like a sign. She ran water, washed the board to quiet, dried it with a clean towel, hung it square. She looked around the room and saw nothing she wanted to move. She looked at Jack and found something she did.

“Say it,” she said.

“What,” he said.

“Say it plain,” she said. “So it is real when we hear ourselves ignore it.”

“Tomorrow you are bait,” he said. “Tonight you are mine.”

She smiled once, quick, the mouth making a deal the heart would not sign. She walked past him toward the couch and touched his shoulder with the back of her fingers as she went. He could have caught that hand. He did not.

The couch came with a throw the color of a different apartment. She pulled it up and let it fall, testing the weight. She tucked herself into a right angle, knees under, tank stretched clean. She turned the television to weather. Blue fronts, white churn, red arrows, a man with teeth and a suit pointing at a gulf like he owed it money. She muted him and let the pictures move.

“Tell me what you will do with the ring,” she said.

“Give it the nap you deserve,” he said.

“How long,” she said.

“Six minutes and change,” he said. “Long enough to open. Not long enough to wake suspicion.”

“You have done this before,” she said.

“You have worn other rings,” he said.

“Not like this,” she said, a shadow in the words.

“What is under the collar,” he said.

“Fiber line, pressure sensor, pulse reader,” she said. “If I drag it off it sings. If my heart stops it sings. If I drown it sings after it tries to count.”

“He likes to count,” he said.

“He likes to be God,” she said.

“You married him,” he said.

“I married an exit,” she said. “He came with it.”

“Why me,” he said.

“You do not mind being the hallway,” she said.

“Explain,” he said.

“Doors open because you stand there,” she said. “You do not knock. You do not introduce yourself. You exist until the lock wants to be somewhere else.”

He let that be true. He checked the curtain seam for light. Nothing. He turned the dead bolt a quarter more. He set his gun on the table, muzzle away, magazine seated, one in the pipe. He slid a coaster under it because he had lived in apartments where men charged for rings in wood.

He took the chair by the couch, the angle that let him see door, hall, and the slice of counter where the magnet lay under a rag. He put two fingers on Elena’s wrist where it rested on the cushion and felt her pulse through fabric and fine bone. Even. Not slow. Not fast. A metronome that had survived worse.

“You sleep,” he said.

“I do not,” she said.

“Try,” he said.

“We meet at eleven,” she said.

“Ten fifty nine,” he said.

“You like that number,” she said.

“It likes me,” he said.

She watched the mute weatherman for twenty seconds. The map changed and changed again. The man smiled. He liked his suit. He pointed at a coastline and made it tremble. She breathed once heavier, then evened.

“Do you ever go home,” she said.

“I rent them,” he said.

“That is not home,” she said.

“It is enough,” he said.

“For who,” she said.

“For people who plan on leaving,” he said.

“That is me,” she said.

“It is everyone,” he said.

She let that be true. She slid lower. Shoulder into cushion. Head to armrest. Hair loose. Ring on the edge of the throw where the city could have seen it if the glass had not been covered. Her eyes shut because lids have rules. Her mouth softened because mouths are honest off duty. She breathed without permission. The room dropped a half step and found a key it liked.

Jack watched her breathe. He watched the pulse under his thumb count and report. He watched the ring tick against nothing, a small tremor like a dog in sleep. He watched the door seam as if it could confess. He listened to the elevator decide not to stop. He listened to the vent change its mind. He let the city set its late rhythm, siren there, horn there, a bottle somewhere, a laugh that did not belong to this floor.

He thought about Harlan Kane and his glass box and the way he had not clapped when the horses ran. He thought about Phelps and how men who count steps count lies. He thought about Gatlin and the knife in the hand that had learned doors. He thought about the yacht on New Year’s, midnight, blue vial, white cap, no label, a ring that eats itself when you tell it the wrong story. He thought about bait said like a veil she had chosen.

He weighed the small stainless key with the boutique mark. He pictured the panel notch you could not see, the twist of one ring, the press of two, the hold of three. He pictured a magnet taped inside a refrigerator, a paperclip bent to a shepherd’s crook, a six minute nap, the way time behaves when watched.

He kept his fingers on her wrist and counted with her. One to four to eight to one again. He felt her slip into the first shallow dip, up, down, the body testing the handle, asking if the night would hold. He eased his hand away. She did not notice. He brought the gun closer to his knee. He leaned back. He did not close his eyes.

The first hour passed like a conversation that might matter. The second began to forgive him. The refrigerator hummed once in a key that said it knew something. The blackout sighed as the building’s air worked around it. Rain started again, thin, honest, a line on the glass you could not see and a sound on the sill you could.

Elena turned on the couch without waking. The tank rode up a breath. Shoulder blade. A small crescent of back. A line a shop apprentice could learn to draw. She exhaled through her nose and made no sound with her mouth. The ring ticked, paused, ticked. He marked the cadence, the reset, the way a battery tells on itself.

He took the magnet from under the rag and held it cupped. He leaned until his hand hovered over the ring. He did not touch her. He brought the magnet down until the tick became a hum. The hum drifted once, twice, then settled. He counted. Thirty. Sixty. Ninety. He lifted the magnet a fingertip. The tick returned like a pet. He set the magnet back and marked the number. Four forty, maybe five. Enough for a panel, a vial, a card, a photograph. Not enough for error.

He wiped the magnet, set it under the coaster, and let the chair take him again. The city clocked past one. The building shivered like it had overheard a joke. The weather man smiled at an island and apologized to a county.

The phone on the table vibrated once. He had left it face down on purpose. He turned it with a knuckle. Withheld. No name. No number. One line climbed and waited.

He looked at Elena. She slept, not deep, not loud, a woman learning the taste of a new couch. He let one ring go by. He let the second almost finish. He took the third.

He said nothing.

Static first, expensive, the kind that comes from height. Then a voice designed in a boardroom and tested on governors.

“I know where she is, Mr. Colder,” Harlan Kane said, calm as a surgeon. “Send her back. Or I start with you.”

Jack let the silence go long enough to feel like confidence.

“You are counting,” Harlan said. “I admire that. You think in fours. You always have.”

“You called to compliment my arithmetic,” Jack said at last.

“I called to save time,” Harlan said. “The building has blackout curtains billed as executive drape, a hallway with fresh paint, an elevator that overcorrects between twelve and fourteen. Your door is forty millimeters of composite. Your taste in couches is worse than I expected.”

Jack looked at the couch. Elena did not move. Her breathing stayed even. The ring ticked once against the throw and kept
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