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The air in the room was cold and recycled, tasting of metal and antiseptic. It was a space designed to have no character, a windowless box of beige walls and acoustic ceiling tiles deep in the bowels of the federal building. Elias Holt sat at a steel table, his hands resting flat on its chilly surface. He stared at the digital whiteboard.

On the screen was a photograph of a warehouse floor, slick with something dark that soaked into the porous concrete. It was a mess of shattered crates, scattered shell casings, and the final, sprawling stillness of a body. Director Madsen stood beside the screen, her presence as sharp and economical as her haircut.

“The preliminary report confirms a single shooter,” Madsen said, her voice a clipped, dispassionate instrument. “Nine-millimeter. Professional hit. They wanted to make a statement.”

Elias heard the words, but his focus was elsewhere. He wasn't looking at the brutal tableau of the crime scene. His eyes were locked on the bottom right corner of the high-resolution image. On Ben Carter’s hand. It was splayed on the ground, fingers slightly curled. On his wrist was the diver’s watch Elias had given him for his thirtieth birthday. The same model Elias wore now.

Unconsciously, Elias’s thumb traced the empty space on his own wrist, a ghost of a gesture he’d repeated a hundred times in the last seventy-two hours. The knuckles of his other hand, the one resting on the table, were bone-white. He had built a career on a foundation of emotional detachment, a fortress of procedure and control. Ben had been the one exception, the one crack in the wall. Now, Ben was a file number and a collection of pixels on a screen.

Madsen clicked a remote. The bloody scene vanished.

In its place was a professional headshot. A woman with intelligent, almond-shaped eyes and dark hair pulled back in a severe, elegant knot. Her smile was a carefully constructed curve, revealing nothing.

“This is your asset,” Madsen stated, the word clinical, devoid of humanity. “Clara Reed. Art consultant and authenticator. She operates the Reed Gallery downtown. We have her placing a 911 call from a burner phone two blocks from the warehouse, six minutes after the estimated time of death.”

Madsen’s voice continued, a drone of facts and connections. “Reed has known business dealings with Cassian Sterling. We believe he was the target of the deal Ben was investigating. Reed was either facilitating or was present as a subject matter expert. Either way, she saw the shooter.”

Elias tuned out the official narrative. The carefully curated words meant nothing. All he heard was a single, ringing truth that pulsed in time with the ache behind his eyes.

She was there. She saw who did it. She’s the key.

His mission, as outlined by Madsen, was simple: secure the asset, place her in protective custody, and hold her until the debriefing team was ready. His real mission was simpler still. He would get the name of Ben’s killer from her, and he would burn their world to the ground.



Rain fell in gray, slanted sheets, streaking down the bulletproof glass of the armored SUV. The city lights smeared into long, melancholic strokes of neon and white. It was a city drowning in its own reflection, a perfect mirror for the bleak landscape of his thoughts.

Elias pulled his wallet from the inner pocket of his jacket. The leather was worn, softened by years of use. He flipped it open to a faded photograph tucked behind his badge. It was him and Ben, years younger, squinting in the summer sun on a fishing boat. Ben was laughing, a wide, easy grin that had always seemed to come so naturally to him. Elias was smiling too, a rarer sight.

He stared at the frozen moment of a life that no longer existed, a life extinguished on a dirty warehouse floor. The laughter in the photo felt like a mockery now. He snapped the wallet shut, the sound sharp and final in the quiet vehicle. He pushed the memory down, packing it away into the cold, hard box where he kept the rest of his grief. It was time to work.

The SUV slowed, its tires hissing on the wet pavement. They had arrived.

He stepped out of the vehicle and into a different world. The gritty, rain-soaked reality of the street gave way to the stark, monastic silence of the Reed Gallery. The air inside was cool and still, smelling faintly of ozone from the climate control systems and something else, something clean and expensive. Polished concrete floors gleamed under recessed track lighting, and massive, abstract canvases hung on the white walls like wounds of vibrant, organized chaos.

The few patrons dotting the space spoke in hushed, reverent tones. They were dressed in tailored fabrics and quiet luxury, their movements languid and self-assured. Elias, in his functional, government-issue suit and heavy tactical boots, felt like a crow in a flock of doves. His footsteps sounded loud and clumsy on the polished floor, a percussive intrusion. He saw a few patrons glance at him, their eyes lingering for a moment before they subtly shifted their weight, creating distance. He was a predator here, and they could smell it.

Then he saw her.

She was across the expansive room, standing before a twisted sculpture of bronze and blackened steel. A small, rapt audience of two men and a woman hung on her every word. Clara Reed was in her element, a conductor orchestrating the flow of money and desire. She was poised, her gestures measured and graceful as she pointed to a specific curve in the metal. Her voice, though too far away to be clear, carried a melodious, confident cadence. Her smile was practiced, perfect, a piece of art in itself.

Elias saw past the performance. He noted the way her eyes, even while focused on her clients, subtly scanned the room, cataloging exits, faces, threats. He saw the intelligence in her posture, the absolute command she held over her space.

She’s a fortress, he thought. A performer.

Good. I can break a performer.

He began to walk toward her, his path a straight, uncompromising line through the curated space. He didn’t hurry. He let his presence announce itself, a dark storm cloud rolling into a bright, sunny afternoon. The small group around her fell silent as he approached.

He stopped a few feet away, waiting for her to acknowledge him.

She turned, that polished smile still firmly in place, though her eyes had hardened from warm amber to cool, hard stone. “Can I help you?” she asked, her tone polite but dismissive.

Elias didn’t smile back. “Clara Reed.”

His voice was quiet, but it cut through the gallery’s hushed atmosphere like a razor. The clients glanced nervously between them.

“I’m afraid I’m with clients at the moment,” she said, a subtle gesture indicating he should leave. “If you’d like to speak with one of my associates...”

He didn’t move. He let the silence stretch, letting her feel the weight of his stillness. “We need to talk,” he said, his voice low and devoid of any warmth. “It’s about Ben Carter.”

The name landed like a physical blow.

It was almost imperceptible, a crack in the porcelain facade so fine only a man trained to look for it would see it. A sharp, tiny intake of breath. A flicker in her eyes, a brief storm of something—fear, recognition, pain—before the mask slammed back down, harder and more perfect than before. But he had seen it. It was all the confirmation he needed. It was the scent of blood in the water.

“My office,” she said, her voice now clipped, the manufactured warmth gone completely.

She turned and walked away without waiting for a reply, her heels clicking a sharp, angry rhythm on the concrete. Elias followed her through a discreet door and into a minimalist office that overlooked the gallery floor through a one-way glass wall.

She stood behind a large, empty desk of dark, polished wood, crossing her arms. She was back in control, on her own territory. “I have no idea who you are, but you have exactly one minute to explain why you think you can walk into my gallery and disrupt my business before I have security remove you.”

Elias didn’t respond to the threat. He moved to the desk and placed a single, plain manila folder onto its pristine surface. He didn’t open it.

“You can’t possibly think you can just walk in here and demand—”

“I can,” he cut her off, his voice flat.

“I am.”

He let the words hang in the air.

“You’re a material witness to the murder of a federal officer.” He tapped the folder with one finger. “That makes you my responsibility.”

She stared at
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