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The Blue Lights was the kind of bar cops used when they didn’t want to be seen at the kind of bars cops used.

It sat on a corner near the river where the streetlights were more suggestion than promise. One blue neon tube over the door, one flickering beer sign in the front window, rain sliding down glass so the light bled into the night. Inside, the floor was old wood and the booths were high-backed, good for conversations that stopped when a stranger walked in. A TV over the counter played a game with the sound off. A bartender with a mustache that had outlived two marriages dried the same glass for twenty minutes. Three drinkers at the far end, all of them pretending not to clock who came through the door.

Jack Colder sat in the back where he could see the room in reflection, one shoulder to the wall, glass of whiskey sweating on the table. His jacket was still damp from the last job. His neck still held the faint bruise from a woman who had turned a murder into a love scene and then called the cops on him. He was not in the mood for more drama. That was when the door opened and she walked in.

She did not belong to the bar, but she did not look lost.

Red hair, not the cheap kind. Deep auburn that looked darker in the rain, pulled back at the nape. Long gray wool coat, wet at the hem, tailored enough to say she had a reason to dress even for a dive. Shoulders back. Head up. Shoes flat and practical. Her eyes swept the room once, left to right, like she had been married to a man who told her to do exactly that whenever she entered somewhere new. Cops’ wives learn habits they never admit to.

She spotted Jack.

For half a heartbeat he thought she was going to hesitate. Instead she crossed the room like a woman late to a meeting.

“Jack Colder,” she said. Not a question. More like she was checking an ID photo against the person in front of her.

He did not get up. “You got the advantage,” he said. “I don’t know you.”

“Sabine Delgado,” she said, and sat across from him without waiting. That told him almost as much as her name. Not just a cop’s wife. A cop’s wife used to coming in on active conversations, one who did not need an invitation, one who had probably sat in more precinct bullpens than living rooms. “My husband is missing.”

Jack glanced toward the bar. No heads were turned. Good. “Missing how,” he said. “As in working a long UC, or as in walked out and left you with a mortgage.”

“Missing,” she said again, flatter. “As in three weeks ago he left the house at 10:40 p.m. in jeans and a department hoodie, did not take his badge, did not take his lunch, said, ‘It’s just a thing for work, I’ll be back,’ and then did not come back.”

“You call it in?”

“I called,” she said. “I got sympathy. I got ‘Sabine, he’s a detective, he knows how to ghost.’ I got ‘He’s probably working something sealed.’ I did not get ‘We will search every dock in the city.’”

“What did you get?”

“I got ‘If he doesn’t show up in seventy-two, call me again,’” she said, voice sour. “Then I got nothing.”

“Who was the ‘me’?”

“His lieutenant,” she said. “Who has known us both for fifteen years. Who sent flowers when our kid broke his leg. Who did not send flowers when my husband disappeared.”

“Maybe he really is working something sealed,” Jack said. “Cops vanish on purpose all the time.”

“Then explain this,” she said.

She reached into her coat pocket and slid something across the table.

Not the badge. Not yet.

A folded half-sheet. Ordinary lined pad, blue lines, ripped unevenly. On it, in thick block letters, were two words:

HE KNOWS.

Jack picked it up.

He was ready to see shaky wife handwriting. Or a cop’s left hand. Or something printed.

He was not ready to see his own.

Because that was what it was. Not just similar. His. The slant was his, the way the H bar only half-crossed. The tall E. The short S. Even the pressure looked like his, like he had written it in a car at a bad angle.

He kept his face neutral. “You’re sure this is his note?”

“It was on my kitchen table,” she said. “Right under his badge.”

“He wrote it?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “It looks like his capitals. He always did block letters on sticky notes. But when I started asking around, people said, ‘You should show it to him.’”

“To me.”

“To you,” she said. “Because apparently this is how you write. Which is strange, since I have never met you.”

Jack set the note down beside the whiskey, not touching it longer than he had to. “Where did you hear about me.”

“Elena,” she said, like it was obvious. “And then Sloane. And then the heiress girl. I pay attention when the same man’s name is connected to women who are not supposed to know each other.”

“That is a bad habit,” Jack said.

“So is leaving your handwriting in houses you never went to,” she said.

He smiled despite himself. “You’re sure your husband didn’t forge me.”

“If he did, he had help,” she said. “Hector can draw a gun. He cannot draw a signature.”

She pushed her hair back. Up close he could see she had done her makeup once today and had not fixed it. Eyeliner faint at the corners. Mouth set like she was sticking to a plan she did not like.

“What did he know,” Jack said.

“That is what I am hiring you to find out,” she said.

“Not what you said on the phone,” he said. “On the phone you said, ‘I need you to be him tonight.’”

She nodded once. “That is the part where you earn your money.”

“Explain.”

She leaned in. The booth smelled like old smoke. She smelled like rain and gun oil and someone who had sat in a car outside a house she was not supposed to be at.

“My husband was supposed to meet someone tonight,” she said. “It was on his calendar in a way I know he meant me to see.”

“He meant you to see.”

“He always hid the bad things in plain sight,” she said. “If he wanted me to ask, he would write it where I did dishes. ‘Dock 14, 11:30, info.’ Like that.”

“You think he wanted you to show up.”

“I think he knew he might not make it,” she said. “And I think whoever he was going to meet might still expect to see him. If I show up alone, they know something is wrong. If I show up with the wrong man, they know something is wrong. If I show up with you, they do not know anything, and I get to watch.”

“You don’t know what the meet was about,” Jack said.

She shook her head. “He said, ‘It’s about something big and I don’t want you in it,’” she said. “Which is exactly how men get their wives killed.”

“You could go to Internal,” Jack said.

“I did,” she said. “I got the same speech. ‘He’s good. He’s solid. If he needed help he would have called us.’ Well, he called you.”

“He did not call me,” Jack said. “Somebody is waving my name over your head to see what you do.”

“That’s why I came here instead of sitting at home like a good little widow,” she said. “So I could see if you’re real.”

He looked at her. “Am I.”

“You are wet,” she said. “You are annoyed. You are wearing expensive trouble under a cheap jacket. You smell like a woman who is not me. You flinched when you saw the note. You are real enough.”

He raised the glass and finished it.

“Okay,” he said. “Walk me through him.”

“Hector Delgado,” she said. “Forty-three. Fifteen in uniform, seven as detective, three on task forces, last year in Organized. Mexican side, Pittsburgh-raised, Marine before that. Clean jacket. Two complaints from perps, none that stuck. He liked working nights. He did not like to talk about cases at home. He kept his boots lined up. He kissed me goodbye right up to the night he left.”

“Any reason he would fake his death,” Jack said. “Any girlfriends, debts, side jobs.”

“That is the thing,” she said. “If you told me he had a girlfriend, I would say okay, I can believe it. If you told me he skimmed, I would say all right, I can believe it. If you told me he hated his lieutenant, I would say yes, absolutely. But vanish. Leave his badge on the table like a TV movie. No. That was for somebody else to see.”

“And you think that somebody else was me.”

“I think whoever made that note wanted me to go looking for you,” she said. “So I did, but not like they thought. I did not panic. I followed the line.”

“You talked to Elena,” Jack said.

“She said you were expensive,” Sabine said. “She also said you picked up on things other men did not. I said, ‘He sounds arrogant.’ She said, ‘He is. Hire him anyway.’”

“That sounds like her,” Jack said.

“She also said to tell you she still owes you for the yacht,” Sabine said. “Whatever that means.”

Jack hid his reaction behind the empty glass.

The bartender walked over. “You all right back here?”

“We’re good,” Jack said.

“You want another, miss?” the bartender asked Sabine.

“No, thanks,” she said, polite cop’s wife voice, the one she used in roll call rooms.

The bartender went back.

Jack said, “You carrying.”

She held his eyes. “Yes.”

“Where.”

“Hip, right,” she said without looking down. “I have a permit. I am also not stupid.”

“I can smell it,” he said. “Oil and wool.”

She did not bother to apologize.

He looked at the time. Ten fifty-two.

“Your meet is for eleven thirty,” he said. “Docks.”

“Fourteen,” she said. “The old one, not the port authority
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