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The Kravitz place sat in the hills like money that knew it would never be touched.

You could see it from the road through the iron trees and the wet sycamores. Long drive. High walls. Cameras on the stone posts. A gate that looked like it had been made in Italy and shipped here on its own passport. The kind of house where grief wore a tailored suit.

Jack Colder rolled up at four nineteen in the afternoon. Rain had stopped but the ground was still dark. The guard in the gatehouse looked like he had never smiled. He checked the list, looked at Jack’s license, looked at Jack’s face, then pressed the intercom.

“Ms. Kravitz? Mr. Colder is here.”

A woman’s voice came back, fizzy with speakers and money. “Send him.”

The gate slid.

The drive curved past a stand of bamboo and a rectangle of water with koi the size of forearms. The house itself was glass and warm stone. Floor to ceiling windows. Wide terraces. You could have parked a helicopter on the roof and it would have looked right.

Jack parked where they told him and stepped out.

He wore black slacks, shirt open at the throat, coat long enough to hide steel. House staff clocked him from the doorway. Two housekeepers in gray. One young man in a white shirt holding an iPad. At the back of the foyer stood a man who was not staff. Thick through the neck. Suit too tight. Eyes that moved. Security. Private, not agency.

“Mr. Colder,” the young man said. “Ms. Kravitz is in the atrium.”

The atrium was wrong to call it. It was a glass lung in the middle of the house, three stories tall, floored in marble that looked wet even when it was dry. A live olive tree grew in a square of soil in the center. Above, a chandelier of glass shards hung like frozen rain.

She was there.

Natalia Kravitz. Twenty six. Hair dark and long down her back. Skin the color of pale honey. She wore white silk that moved when she walked. No shoes. Anklet that flashed when she crossed the marble. Her feet were pink from the cold of the floor. Her pupils were big.

She crossed the space like she owned the planet.

“Jack Colder,” she said. “You made good time.”

“You called early,” he said. “Said it could not wait.”

“It cannot,” she said. “My father’s lawyers are in love with clocks. Probate, filings, letters of appointment, all of it. In two days this house will not be mine to move in. Everything will be frozen. If I do not open what I need to open, I will have to ask permission. I do not like asking permission.”

She smiled when she said it. It did not reach her eyes.

“Sorry for your loss,” he said.

She lifted her shoulder. “I am too,” she said. “He was complicated.”

“How complicated,” he asked.

“He taught me how to shoot and how to cook,” she said. “He also made a lot of people rich and a few people angry. They are all pretending to be sad now. I would like to see what he hid before they start dividing it.”

“You called a private investigator to crack a safe in a mansion with cameras,” he said. “You know that is a curious call.”

“I called the man Elena said was worth the fee,” she said.

She said you finish things even when the client changes the story. 

That made him pause.

“Elena?”

“She said you were handsome,” Natalia said. “And reckless. And you do not faint at blood. She said if I needed something before a judge knew I needed it, I should call you.”

“You two friends,” he said.

“We were on a yacht once,” Natalia said, eyes going a little glassy as she remembered it. “She drinks like a Russian and laughs like a movie. She called you from the deck while some poor man was tied up downstairs. She said, Listen to this one. He always answers.”

He had no answer to that.

“Where did your father die,” he said.

“In the library,” she said. “He fell. He had a heart attack. The doctor said age. I said arrogance. He liked to work in the afternoon with a cigar even though his heart was a bad idea.”

“You saw him fall?”

“I heard him,” she said. “He yelled once. The housekeeper found him. He was not pretty.”

She turned.

“Come,” she said. “Bring your bag.”

He followed her through the glass lung and into a hall lined with paintings. Not prints. Real. Names he knew. Names that would have their own insurance riders. Cameras in the corners tracked them. The security man from the foyer followed at a distance, watching as if this were a show.

They reached double doors.

“The library,” she said.

It was dark wood and built-in shelves and a floor that was not marble but old parquet. It smelled like tobacco and leather and lemon oil. A ladder sat halfway along the wall. At one end was a long table with green shaded lamps. At the other was a seating area with a low glass table and four chairs.

On the far wall hung a large Rothko. Red over black. It burned in the room.

“That is not a Rothko,” he said automatically.

“It is,” she said. “My father bought it before I was born. He said it was his one honest indulgence. Everything else he could explain to auditors. Not that.”

Jack walked to it.

It was hung on a rail. You could have slid it. Someone had even been kind enough to put felt on the edges so it would not scratch the stone behind.

He looked at the floor.

There was a faint scrape line where it had been moved before.

She stood beside him, too close. He could smell her perfume. Not heavy. Something with iris. Her hand trembled holding the glass she had brought from the atrium.

“You drink,” she said, handing it to him.

He looked at it.

“Scotch,” she said. “He liked you to smell expensive when you worked.”

Jack took it, raised it, did not drink.

“Show me,” he said.

She took the painting in both hands and slid it.

Behind it was exactly what he expected and exactly what still made him whistle low. A steel safe inset into the wall. No brand mark on the outside. Matte. Six inch frame. Digital keypad with a thumbprint reader. Above it, flush with the stone, a small camera eye.

“That is clean,” he said.

“It is too clean,” she said. “It is like my father thought one day someone would photograph it.”

“Probate judge,” he said. “Insurance. Auditors. People like to show how secure they are.”

“He also liked to hide,” she said. “So I do not trust anything that clean.”

“You said you needed it open before probate,” he said. “Why.”

“Because half of what is in this house is not exactly itemized,” she said. “Gifts. Letters. Things he moved for friends. He did business for people who only pay you if you never existed. If some of that is in there and it is logged in front of a judge, I will have to explain it. I prefer to know first.”

“Your lawyers cannot get a court order for you,” he asked.

“My lawyers are trying to date me,” she said. “They want my ring finger, not my signature. I want neither.”

She turned her head and looked at him from the side, eyes still too wide.

“Can you open it,” she asked.

He crouched to look closer. The keypad was not old. The reader was not the one that came with the unit. It had been swapped. The top plate was newer than the frame.

“He updated it,” Jack said. “Recently.”

“He got paranoid when his heart started acting up,” she said. “He was afraid the doctors would sell his records. He was afraid his partners would take his toys. He was afraid his girlfriend would tell his wife.”

“You said he died of a heart attack,” Jack said. “You believe that.”

“Mostly,” she said. “The doctor said stress. I said guilt. I also said he was alone too long in the room.”

She moved to the sideboard and poured herself another Scotch. She had to steady the bottle with two hands. She wore no rings. Her nails were short and clean. When she turned back her eyes glistened.

“Do not look at me like I am using his death,” she said. “I cried this morning.”

“I am looking at you like your pupils are blown,” he said. “You on something.”

She smiled without teeth.

“I took one of his pills,” she said. “Just a half. I did not sleep. I did not eat. I did not want to talk to my aunt again about caskets and flower colors. I wanted to open the safe. So I took half.”

“Show me your thumb,” he said.

She held out her right hand.

Her thumbprint looked clean. No cuts. No bandages. Skin on her fingers was soft. No sign she had been forcing locks on her own.

He pointed at the safe.

“Go on,” he said. “Let us see how far we get.”

She crossed to it, silk whispering on the floor. She set her glass on the nearby shelf. She lifted her hand and touched the screen.

The keypad lit.

It did not ask for a number first.

It said in bright blue letters: OWNER IDENTITY REQUIRED. PLACE THUMB.

She placed it.

For a second nothing happened.

Then the scanner glowed green.

Then a second line of text appeared.
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She frowned.

“It never did that for him,” she said. “I watched him open it once. He just touched it.”

“Sometimes systems change when an owner dies,” Jack said. “Sometimes they demand extra once the death certificate hits a database.”

She lifted her thumb.

He saw it.

A smear.

Small. On the lower right side of the scanner plate. Brown red. Almost dry. Almost wiped.

He did not say anything.

She saw it a second later.

Her whole body flicked.

She snatched a linen napkin from the sideboard and wiped hard.

“It is nothing,” she said. “I cut myself earlier.”

He watched her.

“That is not fresh,” he said. “That is dry.”

“Dry means time,” he said. “Time means someone tried this before you called me.” 

“I must have missed it,” she said. “Housekeeping has been in and out. They are not used to this room.”

He did not believe her.

He looked at the glass she had set down.

There were two flecks on the rim.

Brown. Flaked.

He walked over.

He touched one with his pinky.

It did not smear like blood.

It crumbled.

Ketchup.

Old.

He rubbed his fingers clean on his pocket.

He moved back to the safe.

“Who else has tried to open this,” he said.

“No one,” she said too fast. “Only me.”

“You said you saw him open it once,” he said. “When.”

“Two weeks ago,” she said. “He took out a folder. He would not let me see. He was angry. He
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