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The house at midnight was a different species.

In the afternoon it had been a stage. People walking with trays. A guard at the gate. A widow-not-widow in silk. A dead man’s library. All light.

At night it was private money.

Soft sconces. Pool lights on low. The glass walls turned the darkness into mirrors. You could stand in the hall and see yourself ten times. You could hide in your own reflection.

Jack stayed because she asked And because the first man on scene after a rich death gets written into everybody’s version of what happened. 

Because rich houses attract company when the owner dies.

Because he wanted to see which door she opened when no one was looking.

Because he wanted to know why the safe had dried ketchup on it.

They ate something simple at ten thirty. Bread. Olives. A bowl of something green the chef had left. Natalia did not eat much. She drank. Slow. Practiced. She sprawled in a low chair in the back living room, robe tied, bare legs folded under her.

“Father used to do midnight tours for women,” she said. “He said the house looked better in the dark.”

“You went on one,” Jack said.

“I hid,” she said. “I watched from the landing. I learned how he sold himself.”

“Learn anything,” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “Men like to walk women past things that prove they won.”

She looked at him.

“You can walk me,” he said.

She smiled.

She rose.

“Then come,” she said. “Let me show you what he built.”

She padded out on bare feet.

He followed.

They passed the glass doors to the pool.

The pool was long, rimless, water to the lip. It glowed faint blue. Lanterns along the edge made small gold ovals on the surface. You could see the city down below, orange and white in the bowl. A light most people never saw.

“You live here alone now,” he said.

“For the moment,” she said. “Until the lawyers decide how much of it is really mine.”

“You expect trouble,” he said.

She paused by the glass.

She looked at her own reflection.

“I expect hands,” she said. “Hands from cousins. Hands from my aunt. Hands from old partners. Hands from women who loved him when he was forty and think I owe them for it.”

“You could sell it,” he said.

She looked at him like he had sworn.

“This house is my mother,” she said. “She wanted glass. She wanted art. She wanted a tree in the middle. He built it for her and then he cheated on her in it. I am not selling her.”

“You like it,” he said.

“I like that it is mine,” she said. “I like that everyone who comes up that hill has to look at my windows.”

She moved on.

Past the media room. Past the guest wing. Past the gym that still smelled like her father’s sweat. At the far end of the hall was a door that looked like a closet.

She opened it.

Stairs.

Down.

“It is cold,” she warned. “Bring your drink.”

He brought the drink. He touched the pistol at his back. Habit.

The stairs were stone. Narrow. Lit from the side by recessed lights. The temperature dropped as they descended. The house noise faded. All he heard at the bottom was the hum of the cooling unit and the soft chime of an environmental monitor.

The cellar was not just shelves.

It was architecture.

Brick arches. Old stone. A long oak table in the center with stools. Racks to the ceiling. A side room with a tasting counter. A small safe in the corner for the very old stuff. Soft music from hidden speakers.

“Your father was serious,” Jack said.

“He was Russian and wanted to be French,” she said. “So yes.”

She walked between the racks and trailed her fingers on the bottles as she passed. The robe slipped.

Left shoulder bare.

The light was warm. It hit her skin and made it glow. The robe was opaque but thin. It clung when she moved. She did not fix it.

“Daddy kept secrets down here,” she said. “He said steel walls make men noisy. Stone walls make them tell the truth.”

“Who did he bring down here,” Jack asked. “Women?”

“Men,” she said. “Only men. Women he put upstairs so the cameras could see them.”

He believed that.

“Did he ever bring Kozlov,” Jack said.

She made a face.

“He brought everyone,” she said. “If they had a wallet he brought them. Kozlov, Davos, a singer from Miami, a girl from Odessa, an art broker from Berlin, your Elena, three judges. He loved to stand at that table and pour from a bottle that was older than all of them and say, This is what trust looks like.”

She stopped at the table.

She pulled out one of the stools. She sat.

She put her elbows on the wood and looked up at him like she was interviewing him now.

“So,” she said, “what did you really see upstairs.”

He knew what she meant.

“The print was pressed,” he said. “Somebody tried the safe before me. They used your thumb off glass. It did not like it.”

“How recent,” she said.

“Within twenty four,” he said. “Maybe less.”

“Who,” she said.

“You know your staff,” he said. “You tell me.”

She thought.

“Galen would not,” she said. “He is too loyal.”

“Galen would exactly,” Jack said. “He is the only one who has license to go where he wants. He is the only one who could get close enough to your glass to lift it without you noticing.”

“He was crying,” she said.

“He was crying because he failed,” Jack said. “He knew you would call someone.”

She held his look.

“He served my father fifteen years,” she said. “We will not hang him on a maybe.”

“We will not hang him tonight,” Jack said. “But he is a maybe.”

She hated that.

She slid off the stool and crossed to a low cabinet built into the wall.

She opened it.

In it were leather-bound books.

Not novels.

Not first editions.

Not cookbooks.

She took one and handed it to him.

“Ledger,” she said.

He opened it.

Columns.

Dates.

Initials.

Amounts.

Banks.

Islands.

His eyes caught on a run of numbers that were familiar. The middle digits were the same as the charter account Elena had used for her fake name yacht. The final digits were off by two.

He turned the page.

There it was again.

Same pattern.

Different date.

“Your father and Elena did business,” he said.

She rolled her shoulder, the bare one.

“Everybody did business with everybody,” she said. “You think Elena floated around in white bikinis on other people’s money.”

“Your father moved her money,” he said.

“My father moved whoever paid him to move,” she said. “He did not care if she was a wife or a widow or someone else’s mistress. Money is not moral.”

That was the part Elena paid for, because neutrality was the only thing that never leaked. 

“You are not surprised,” he said.

She looked at him like that was the first stupid thing he had said.

“Jack,” she said, “my father built this house with five different men’s secrets. One of them was probably hers. I do not sit in the glass house and ask which rock he used.”

“Then why did you call me,” he said. “You could have asked any banker in town to move what is in these pages.”

“I called you because Elena said you work fast,” she said. “And because Elena said you like women who are trouble.”

He did not give her the reaction.

He closed the ledger and set it back.

“You going to burn this,” he said.

“Not yet,” she said. “It is still useful.”

“Useful how,” he said.

“As a menu,” she said. “If somebody bothers me I can call someone on this list and say, I have your number. Please make the cousin stop.”

“That is blackmail,” he said.

“That is inheritance,” she said.

She walked around the table toward him.

She was close again.

He could smell wine and her perfume and the faint salt of her skin.

Her hand came up.

It hovered near his shirt.

She was going to touch.

Then she did not.

She let it drop.

“You think I am moving too fast,” she said.

“I think you have ten people who want this house,” he said. “I think you called me to show them someone like me walks in your door. I think you are playing too many boards.”

“It is fun,” she said.

“It is dangerous,” he said.

“Then stay,” she said. “You can protect me.”

“You do not even like me yet,” he said.

She considered that.

“I like men who can open things,” she said. “I do not have to like
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