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The morgue at three a.m. sounded like a bad secret: fluorescents humming, compressors clicking on and off, stainless breathing cold into the room. Jack signed a fake name he had used before and pushed through the swinging door with Sabine one pace at his shoulder, her coat collar up, eyes already ahead to the slab under the lamp.

The sheet was folded to the sternum.

The throat was wrong.

Opened in a careful red smile, stitched for the viewing, the kind of zip that said autopsy first, answers later. The face was Hector’s face the way a photograph is a man: close enough to fool the heart, not the wife. Cheeks sunken from hours. Hair combed by someone who never knew him alive. Eyes filmed, half-lidded. The tag on the big toe read DOE and a number that would live on a line in a database until somebody fought for it to be more.

Sabine did not cry.

She did not touch his hand.

She stepped in close and stood long enough to make anyone else tell her to sit. She studied. That was what she had always done at the sink, at the stairs, at the side of a bed when a cop came home quiet.

Jack stood on the other side, watching her, watching the cut, watching for anything that did not belong: glove powder, a stray hair, a tape peel on the tile.

“He looks like him,” she said at last. “He doesn’t read like him.”

“What’s wrong,” Jack asked, low.

“Bones,” she said. “He broke his left forearm on a fence when he was twenty. It never quite set right. He blamed the Corps. He said he could feel rain in it. Every winter he rubbed it without knowing. This one is too straight.”

She looked at the throat again. “And that cut,” she added. “He told rookies a thousand times: if you see a throat open like this, it is a lesson, not a murder. Someone is teaching who runs the room.”

“So this is a lecture,” Jack said.

“For me,” she said. “For you.”

She reached for him, fast, decisive, yanking him into her gravity like the slab demanded proof of life. The morgue dissolved—cold steel, buzz, stitched throat—behind raw, desperate heat as her mouth crushed his, teeth scraping, breath devoured.

She shoved him against the table, coat scraping stainless, nails ripping his shirt open to claw hot skin. "Fuck me like I'm still breathing, Colder," she snarled, grinding against him, pulse thundering.

He growled, hands bruising her hips, hoisting her onto the edge—legs locking his waist, frantic. "Soaked for me already, Sabine—good girl, scream it out." Belt snapped free; he thrust deep in one savage stroke, table rattling under pounding rhythm, her back arching over the sheet.

"Harder—make me forget the cut," she gasped, fangs piercing his lip, blood metallic. Eyes locked, rage and relief electric—nails carved crimson down his back as she clenched, shattering with a guttural cry, "Jack... alive..."

He roared, spilling hot as fluorescents hummed indifferent.

They clung, panting, sweat-slick amid death. No soft after. Just survivors who fucked the grief raw.

She lifted on her toes and kissed him once more, softer, deliberate, then let the heat bank without letting it die. She flattened her palm on his chest as if to pin him there, to claim a promise in the middle of an autopsy theater.

“Okay,” she said, voice steady again. “Now we work.”

They stepped apart together like a pair who had been dancing years.

Jack circled the slab. Sabine pulled a glove from a box, slipped it on, and did the one thing all the films get wrong: she looked first, touched last. She clocked the stitching, the direction of the cut, the bruising under the jaw where hands had been or had not. She leaned so close her hair almost brushed the sheet and said, “Ear.”

“What about it,” Jack said.

“Nick,” she said. “Hector nicked the top of his left ear shaving the week we met. He hated that about himself. It never smoothed out. This ear is clean.”

Jack angled the lamp, swept the lobe. Clean. The little things always told on the big lies.

“So we have a man who looks like your husband, cut like a warning, without his old breaks or his bad nick,” Jack said. “And he landed here the same night Organized told the hospital to keep a different no-ID man quiet in bay three.”

“Two bodies,” she said. “One meant for records, one meant for someone’s hands.”

“Yours,” Jack said. “Or mine.”

She looked at him. “You think they thought I would come alone.”

“I think they wanted whichever one of us got here first to make a mistake,” he said. “Scream. Hit the call button. Put your name on a form. Or kiss the wrong man in a room with a camera.”

She did not miss a beat. “There is a camera in the light mount.”

He glanced up. A faint bubble in the housing. Not hospital issue.

“Watchers,” he said.

“Collectors,” she said.

They moved in concert now: her to the cabinet for the manifest log, him to the tray by the sink. No knife laid out. No tissue in jars. No chain-of-custody stickers, only a stack ready to peel. Either this exam had just begun or it had never actually happened.

Sabine flipped the log. Blank where a name should have been. The toe tag number matched a line that read simply Male, unknown, found river road. The space for notified was empty. That was wrong.

“Who rolled him down,” she said.

Jack pointed with his chin to the swinging door. “The one who is about to walk back in.”

They heard the soft squeak of rubber soles. Not hurried. Familiar.

Sabine lifted her arms like a woman who had just fixed her hair. The coat fell back into place, her mouth back to neutral, heat hidden. Jack stepped to the sink and turned on water like he had been washing up, like he worked here.

The door swung.

The coroner stepped in.

He was the kind of man bureaucracies hire because they cannot afford the ones who bite. Gray scrubs. Thin mask tugged down, wilting against his neck. He looked at Jack with a glance that said he recognized the wrong man in the room and at Sabine with a glance that said he recognized the right woman in the story.

He did not reach for a phone.

He did not reach for a panic button.

He reached, slowly, for the lamp switch and killed the glare so the room fell to a softer hum, less interrogation, more chapel.

“Mrs. Delgado,” he said. “You should not be here.”

“That is my husband,” she said, not a question.

He looked at the body on the table, then back to her. “Is it.”

She did not answer.

He set a small clipboard down on the tray, deliberate, as if filing, and then, only then, he let the mask of a county employee slip an inch.

“Two hours ago,” he said quietly, “I got a call from a detective who told me a Jane Doe was being updated to a John. Then a second call told me the John was being held in the ER at the request of Organized with no contact to family. Then a third call told me to roll a body down here and do a full work-up with no photographs at this time.”

“Who is your detective,” Jack asked.

The coroner let the name hang unsaid. It did not matter. They all answered to the same room.

“Tell me something else,” Jack said. “Camera in your light.”

The coroner did not flinch. “Not mine.”

“You can cut it.”

“I can cut a lot of things,” he said. “The ones that get me killed and the ones that get me moved to records. I have a preference for records.”

Sabine moved closer to him, lowering her voice like she was at church. “Then tell me only what keeps you in records.”

He looked at the toe tag. He looked at her hands. He looked at the lace of sutures that had been done careful, almost tender, by a tech who had respect for the dead even when someone else did not.

“There are two men in this building who could be your husband,” he said. “One is alive. One is not. Someone wants you to bind yourself to the wrong one.”

“Bind,” Jack said. “How.”

“Paper,” the coroner said. “You sign a next-of-kin release, he becomes legal history. You cry in front of my camera, he becomes a photograph in a system. You leave a hair on the sheet, he becomes a story that will be told back to you when it is convenient for them.”

Sabine’s jaw went hard.

“And if I do not sign.”

“Then he stays a number,” the coroner said. “Numbers can be moved.”

Jack felt it then, the way the air shifted when a person decided which side of their own job they were on.

The coroner glanced once at the lamp housing. “I am going to step into the hall for thirty seconds and find a new pair of gloves,” he said, loud enough for the bubble to hear.

He turned to the door.

He paused with his hand on the push plate.

Then he said, very softly, without turning, “Perfect.”

He walked out.

Not a question. A cue.

Sabine was on him in two steps, not to kiss this time, but to move. She snapped the clipboard open, slid the blank release into her coat, pulled the tag to memorize the number. Jack reached up, loosened the lamp shroud with two quick turns, shifted the angle just enough to make the camera stare at the far wall and the stainless sink.

They covered the sheet to the chin.

They stood together over the man who was not Hector and did the only decent thing they could do for him in the middle of a city trick: they said his number out loud, quietly, like a name, so if anyone asked later, if anyone cared, there had been a witness who had not treated him like a prop.

Footsteps again.

The coroner returned with new gloves and the exact same face.

He put them on.

He did not look at the lamp.

He did not look at the fold of paper gone from his board.

He simply nodded once to Sabine Delgado, and in that nod was an understanding that sometimes the living need more help than the dead.

“Perfect,” he said again, as if appraising the stitch work.

They did not thank him. That was the deal: he kept his job; they kept their breath.

In the hallway, carts whispered by and a coffee machine clicked awake and died again. Jack stood half in shadow at the viewing glass while Sabine worked the small, practical magic of a cop’s wife who had seen too many basements. She lifted the sheet just enough to check for other tells: scar over the right knee (Hector had one from a fence; this man did not), a faint ink ghost on the inner left forearm (Hector had a Marine motto; this arm was blank), a callus pattern on the trigger finger (wrong hand, wrong texture). The cruel neatness of it made her throat tighten for the first time all night, not grief exactly. Rage that someone had thought this would be enough to break her.

“Not him,” she said again, steady. “He is not even left-handed.”

“Which makes the camera up there a test,” Jack said. “They wanted to see if you would throw yourself into the wrong grave.”

“I do not do graves,” she said.

“Good,” Jack said. “Then let us do doors.”

He left her with the not-Hector and walked the corridor like he
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