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They came in waves, the way cops always do when someone up top says the word now.

First the uniforms, shoulders wide, voices clipped, hands already where the cuffs live. Then the detective with the crooked tie, not running, just arriving like the last period in a sentence he wrote twenty minutes ago. Behind them, two suits who didn’t introduce themselves because they didn’t have to. The morgue air cooled a few degrees on cue; even the fluorescents sounded like they were holding their breath.

Jack didn’t move for his gun. He hadn’t brought it in.

He stood at the sink with clean hands and the ghost of a number in his mouth and watched the room he’d been expecting finally stand up and show itself.

“Jack Colder,” the first uniform said, like he was reading it off a charger. “Hands.”

Jack gave them, wrists together, no sermon. “Which story are we doing?” he asked. “The one where I broke into county property or the one where I killed a man who isn’t a man and made his widow watch.”

“Both,” said the crooked tie.

Sabine stood three paces back from the slab, coat belted over Jack’s black shirt, bare ankles clean as if the floor had agreed not to touch her. Her face was steady, the kind the night shift writes down as cooperative. She didn’t look at Jack yet. She looked at the toe tag, like she was memorizing the number so it couldn’t be rewritten later.

The cuffs clicked. Cold. Professional. Jack didn’t test them.

“We’re walking,” one suit said.

“Where?” Jack asked, because men like the suit liked being asked.

“Out,” the suit said.

The coroner didn’t speak. He stood with his fresh gloves on, the lamp angled wrong because someone had angled it wrong, and pretended very carefully to be no one’s man. If his eyes flicked to Sabine and back, no one wrote it down.

They turned Jack toward the door, and that was when Sabine moved.

Not toward him, not with a cry, not with the TV-widow hands. She stepped into his space like a woman claiming what she had purchased at a price she understood and pressed her mouth to his cheek, slow, warm, unhurried, like they had all the time in the world. No bite. No mark. Just heat and thanks.

“You were perfect, Colder,” she whispered, close enough only he heard it. “Exactly what he said you’d be.”

He could have turned his head and taken her mouth for real. He could have said her name and broken something that didn’t belong to him. He didn’t. He let her sentence brand and cool.

“Which he?” he asked, soft, because he wanted to hear her say it.

“Hector,” she said, and then she looked past him, toward the hallway, toward the echo of a gurney wheel and the slow, measured tread of a man who had been told to walk like he wasn’t hurt.

Jack didn’t look.

He didn’t have to.

He felt the room shift the way it does when the dead arrive alive.

The suits parted. The crooked tie stepped back a half-step and swallowed whatever curse he had saved for the other version of tonight. And then Hector Delgado walked into his own wife’s morgue like a man who had been beaten by professionals and taught to keep his head over his feet anyway. Fresh bandage across the temple. Hospital socks. Paper bracelet. Eyes clear enough to read a room and decide where to stand.

He stood beside Sabine.

He didn’t touch her first.

He looked at Jack.

“Badge was bait,” he said, voice low and even. Marine voice. The kind officers copy on purpose. “Note was bait. Dock was bait. You were the hook.”

“Hook for who?” Jack said.

“For the men who make rooms and fill them with cameras,” Hector said. “For the man who taught Vice how to move product through evidence. For the man who has a key to every door with a blue wall and a quiet light.”

“Name,” Jack said.

Hector didn’t give it. He gave a glance at the suits. One of them flinched a hair and then remembered he didn’t flinch. That was enough.

Sabine exhaled like she’d been holding the last hour in her throat. She didn’t smile yet. She was waiting to see which version of her husband came home, the one who told her to stay out or the one who finally knew why she never did.

The crooked tie stepped back into the moment, clipboard like a shield. “Mr. Delgado, I’m glad you’re conscious. The department needs your statement. We have a room upstairs.”

“Of course you do,” Jack said.

“Shut up,” a suit told him without heat.

Sabine turned to Hector. “You used me,” she said, not sharp, just precise, like she was pinning a specimen.

“I kept you alive,” he said.

“You kept me busy,” she said. “While you wrote a script and handed it to men who do not love me.”

Hector didn’t pretend this was the wrong place to have that conversation. He had married a woman who hated wrong places. He took her hand, squeezed once. “I needed him here,” he said, nodding at Jack. “I needed them to see him where they wanted to see him and believe they were writing it.”

“You needed him framed,” Sabine said. She smiled, small and terrible, as if she had discovered a new muscle. “He fits so well.”

Jack laughed once. The cuff chain chimed. “You two are adorable.”

Hector’s eyes came back to him. No apology there. Professional respect maybe, or the version of it a man practicing survival carries for the other men on his road.

“You took a lot of the hits I couldn’t afford,” he said. “That makes you dangerous and useful.”

“And when this closes,” Jack said, “am I still useful?”

Hector didn’t bluff. “No.”

“Then I’m very much in cuffs at the right time,” Jack said.

The crooked tie cut it. “Enough,” he said, because he had paperwork and a headache and a superior who liked clean lines. “We’re done showboating. We have your statements, your releases, your chain of custody. Mrs. Delgado, thank you for cooperating. Mr. Delgado, upstairs. Mr. Colder, out.”

“Out where?” Jack asked.

“Processing,” the suit said. “And then we’ll see.”

“Will we,” Jack said, and the suit didn’t answer because he didn’t like being asked twice.

They turned him again. The hallway brightened like a stage hand had opened a gel. Someone’s radio crackled and spit a weather report nobody needed. The morgue doors whooshed and settled. The smell of antiseptic gave ground to coffee and printer toner.

Sabine moved with them, not in front, not trailing, parallel, the way she’d crossed the bar to him, the way she’d walked the docks. She reached the ambulance bay door first, opened it, let the rain smell cut the hospital’s bleach.

Then she did something only a cop’s wife can do right without practice.

She didn’t ask the suit’s permission.

She simply stepped to the nearest patrol car, opened the back door, and slid in like the seat belonged to her. Hector followed, slow, every motion a report. He got in beside her, and for a second, before the door shut, before the glass bit the light and made a mirror, Sabine looked out at Jack.

Not cruel. Not kind.

Honest.

She lifted two fingers to her temple like a salute you’d make to a man you’d hired to do a job you weren’t prepared to thank him for in public. Heat in it, yes. Memory in it, yes. A promise that wasn’t a promise: next time.

“Next time,” she said, just loud enough through the crack the rain left, “I’ll wear your badge.”

The door thunked.

The glass made her a picture.

Her smile in the reflection wasn’t for the suits, or the crooked tie, or even Hector. It was for the only other person who knew how sharp the edges of tonight had been and how willingly she had walked into them.

They led Jack past, cuffs biting just enough to be a note, not a threat.

The crooked tie walked alongside like he wanted to say something human and had forgotten how. “You’ll get a phone call,” he muttered, which was funny if you knew how these things went.

“I always do,” Jack said.

In the vestibule, a janitor in a paper hat mopped rain from the tile. He didn’t look up. Outside, the night had decided to stop pretending to be anything but what it was. Wet. Cold. Complicated.

They put Jack in a different car, not the one with Sabine and Hector. The window was half fogged. He watched the patrol unit nose out and turn, watched the red and blue wash Sabine’s face, watched her lean once into Hector and say something he could not hear and did not need to. He felt, for the length of a breath, the exact shape of the space she left in his shirt.

The suit in front said, “You know, Colder, there’s a version of this where you stop being a tourist and show us where the camera boys live.”

“There’s a version of this where you stop being scared,” Jack said.

“We’re not scared,” the suit said.

“You’re scared of the room,” Jack said. “Same as me.”

The driver snorted, just enough admission to count.

They rolled.

At the corner, a black sedan idled without lights, the kind that looks like no one and belongs to everyone. A face in the driver’s mirror was not a face at all, just the suggestion of one. The sedan pulled in behind them like a second thought. Jack smiled to himself and let the new shadow take its place on the list.

The list grew every week now.

Elena.
Sloane.
Natalia.
Sabine.
Hector.
Crooked Tie.
Blue Room.
The man who loves cameras.
They took him downtown, not fast.

They took the long way, the way that lets a city rewrite itself outside your window until you forget which building is which and who you were when you left the last one. Jack watched the glass go from hospital to laundromat to bail bonds to a church with a light on over a statue that had seen better prayers. He pictured Sabine’s fingers on the patrol car’s bench seam, Hector’s shoulder against hers, the quiet between people who have decided to forgive later.

Processing would be fluorescent and slow and full of questions that had answers no one would write.

He had been in worse rooms.

He would be in better ones.

At a red light, his phone buzzed in his pocket the way phones are not supposed to buzz when your hands are cuffed and you are in the back of a car. He glanced down. The screen did not wake. But the message was there, the way certain messages are when the city wants to talk to you whether or not the suit in the front seat says you’re allowed.

A line crawled across the dark like a match struck behind the glass.

You were perfect, Colder. Next time, bring a pen. - S.

No number.

No read receipt.

No safe house.

Just the next room opening.

The light went green.

They drove.

They didn’t hurry.

Men don’t hurry when they think the script is theirs.

Downtown was a twelve-minute ride turned into twenty-five, the kind of route that teaches a man the city in wrong order: bail bonds, church, payday loan, Chinese takeout with the red cat waving
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