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The call came at four in the morning, the hour when the city tells the truth by accident.

“Mr. Colder,” a woman said, voice like crushed ice in a glass. “My face is gone.”

She sounded twenty. In the lobby two hours later she looked thirty-five, maybe forty, the way people do when time is a surgeon that bills in secrets. Penthouse glass all around, river like a sheet of graphite below, every light in the room dimmed to hide what the mirrors would not. She wore a robe that had cost money to look careless. Under the lamp her skin shone in hard lines, not oil, not sweat, just an unnatural pull that made the eyes too round and the mouth too brave.

“Vivian Locke,” she said, offering a hand with perfect nails and a tremor she could not stop. “I was someone before this. If you find a way to make that sentence past tense, I will pay for the new verb.”

Jack Colder took the hand. The tremor steadied for the length of the shake. He let go so she could get it back without losing the illusion that she never needed anyone to hold anything for her.

“Show me,” he said.

She did not wince. She turned her head like a model who had practiced angles long before the doctor promised to improve them. Surgical scars bridged temple to cheek in hair-thin arcs that glowed under the lamp. Along the jaw, skin lay tight as a sheet pulled wrong. The left cheek was fuller than the right by a fraction only a mathematician would love and a woman would hate. The eyes were wide in a way the body does not make without help.

“This started six months ago,” she said. She handed him a printed photograph. A different woman looked up at him from the glossy. Softer jaw. Sadder eyes. A face that had not yet predicted its own edit. “Dr. Harlan Whitaker. He was the name in this city. You have seen his work on billboards. He said small changes only. Chin contour, cheek lift, light graft along the jawline. The early passes looked fine. Then he said try a new composite. He said I was perfect for it. He said the word perfect like a man who hears it a lot.”

“And you woke up like this,” Jack said.

“I woke up like something that was not me,” she said. “The graft took too well. The skin pulled. He said to let the swelling settle. Then he said it would improve with massage. Then he said the work was sound and my expectations were not. Then I looked at his tray and saw a negative mold that was not mine.”

“A mold of what,” Jack said.

“My face,” she said. “Not the current one. The one I brought him. A perfect negative. He took a whole imprint before the second pass. He said it was routine. He said he needed it for symmetry. I did not sign a line that allowed him to mount it in a gallery.”

Jack looked at the photograph again. Vivian Locke, before faith. He looked at her now. Vivian Locke, after faith.

“You think your old face is on someone else,” he said.

“I think my old face is in a room where money goes to talk about ownership,” she said. “I think a woman walked out of Harlan’s elevator last week with my mouth. I think I was someone else’s pattern and I did not know the contract contained that clause.”

“Why me,” Jack said. “You could take a number at Medical Board. You could take a number at the press.”

“Medical Board will decide I signed the wrong line,” she said. “Press will decide I got what I paid for and that I have the nerve to be unhappy. Also, a woman from a yacht told me you answer the phone.”

“Elena,” Jack said.

Vivian’s eyes barely moved. “That was the name.”

“Any proof for the elevator woman,” Jack asked.

Vivian crossed to a credenza the size of a car and lifted a leather folder. Inside lay three printouts from a surveillance camera. A lobby. A private elevator. A woman in a mask and a hood, the kind people wear when they want to be seen not seeing. A turn of cheek at the edge of the hood. A mouth in profile that matched the photo on the table.

“Could be a coincidence,” Jack said.

Vivian nodded. “Or I am mad. I will pay the same for either conclusion. But if I am right, I want the mold back. I want the composite formula in a bottle I can smash on his marble floor. And I want a picture of the woman who wears me now.”

“You understand that pictures become knives,” Jack said. “You cannot use one without bleeding.”

“Bleed him,” she said. “I am empty.”

Jack took the prints and the doctor’s name. He took the card with the clinic address on Fifth where money brushed money in quiet hallways and music that had been tested on apes played at a volume that reminded people they could be improved. He took the job. Not because he cared. Because the room smelled like hospital and perfume and something like sex, and because he had been bored for hours.

He left the penthouse at first daylight. The river had more color now. The city looked like it was thinking of forgiving somebody. He went to a bakery where surgeons drove in from suburbs to buy bread they would not eat. He took a table in a corner with a view of the clinic door. He watched.

Dr. Harlan Whitaker arrived in a suit that wanted to be a lab coat more than it wanted to be a suit. He had the posture of men who learn early that their hands are the story. High hair, white as a salesman’s smile, skin that said someone else took his advice. He greeted the doorman by name and walked into his own building like a man who had never worked a shift that started with the word night.

Patients followed. A woman with a scarf and a husband who talked for her. A man with a jaw like a credit card. A girl who was not a girl anymore, someone’s assistant perhaps, carrying a padded case like it had bones inside.

The second hour gave Jack the kind of luck that feels planned. A courier van cut in, hazard lights pulsing. The driver signed for a cold pack and carried it with two hands. The label had a three-letter courier code and a return arrow printed twice. The destination field was blank under a strip of gray that only looks blank to people who do not tilt the paper toward the light. Jack tilted from his chair and read two letters in the reflection on the bakery glass. A and M. Not a destination. An initial.

He finished coffee and bought another he did not want. He took a short walk around the block and back through service doors where trucks breathed steam and men in green scrubs smoked like they were hiding from God. He counted cameras and found one that faced a locked stairwell to the sub level. He made a note of the brand and the mount. He looked at the service elevator and saw a keycard reader that was newer than the building by ten years.

He went in the front like a man with a consultation.

The lobby was all cream and quiet. A woman with a headset and a voice that had been trained for mercy said good morning without believing in it. Jack gave a name he had not used in six months. The woman tapped a screen and made a smile that was almost real.

“Are you here to become your best self,” she asked, as if there were another answer.

“I am here to ask if you have his best self,” Jack said, nodding toward the framed portrait of Dr. Whitaker on the wall.

“Dr. Whitaker is with a patient,” the woman said. “Would you like to speak with our coordinator.”

“Third choice,” Jack said. “I would like to use your restroom.”

She blinked. “Down the hall to the left.”

He found the restroom. He found the adjoining hall that held the elevator to Sub and the sign that said Supply. He found that the keycard on the elevator concealed a second reader under a magnetic plate, the kind hospitals install when they do not want to tell the fire marshal where they keep certain things. He found a small access panel, low, with a reset pinhole a child could have fit a paperclip into. He found a supply door that was not an alarm as long as you did not keep it open longer than two breaths. He found air that smelled like disinfectant and nail polish remover and something sweet that did not belong in medicine.

He walked the hall until a woman in a gray coat that looked expensive and sorrowful stepped out of a room ahead and froze with a hand at her jaw. They were all the same hand in here. It passed from face to face and never learned names.

“Do you work here,” she asked, hope sliding out of her voice before he could answer.

“I am thinking about it,” he said.

“You do not look like their kind,” she said.

“What kind is that,” he asked.

“The kind that believes he can lift a mouth with a formula and a prayer,” she said. “If you see Dr. Whitaker, tell him I have a lawsuit in my coat pocket.”

“Does it fit,” Jack asked.

“No,” she said. “It fits the person I was.”

She brushed past him with a rustle that sounded like warning paper. He kept going.

At the fire door a sign said Authorized Only. The bar did not give under his palm. He listened. On the other side, a hiss and a hum, not HVAC, not refrigeration. A mask machine, maybe. A vacuum pump. He tried the pinhole with a clipped paperclip and heard a click like a bad secret. The light over the elevator went from red to green for the length of one breath.

The doors opened.

No one stood inside.

He went down.

Sub one was colder. The walls were painted
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