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Book blurb

When two men in suits leave a card on her counter — no name, just an address — Noor Khoury should call the police.

She goes instead.

Eight months after her father's death was filed away as an accident, Noor still feels the wrongness of it in her bones. When Alexander Sarkis — heir to a shipping empire built on inherited danger — manufactures a debt to pull her into his world, she sees only one thing worth the risk: the truth buried inside a two-thousand-year-old piece of glass his family has lied about for generations.

Alexander rules his harbor through fear. With her, he is something else entirely — possessive, protective, devoted in a way that frightens her more than his enemies do. But the deeper Noor digs into his family's history, the closer she gets to a secret that could unmake everything he's ever believed about his own blood, and put her directly in the path of whoever already killed once to keep it buried.

He calls her habibti like it's a fact of geography. She's starting to believe it's true.

Perfect for fans of Penelope Sky and Rina Kent, FILTHY DEVOTION is a standalone dark mafia romance with a possessive alpha hero, forced proximity, touch-her-and-die intensity, and a hidden family secret two thousand years in the making.

One-click now if you're ready for a book husband dangerous enough to bury a body — and devoted enough to never let her go.
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Marwan

The flame on a torch is honest. That's the first thing my father taught me about glass, and the last thing I taught my daughter before I started keeping things from her that mattered. Fire doesn't lie about what it's doing to you. People do that part for it.

I had the propane low and the work lamp lower, midnight on a Tuesday, the kind of hour when Atlantic Avenue forgets it's in Brooklyn at all and lets itself sound like somewhere older — a delivery truck grinding its gears two blocks down, somebody's grandmother arguing with a rooster she kept against four different city ordinances, the harbor breathing somewhere past all of it the way it always does, patient, indifferent, older than every name painted over every door on the block including mine. I'd sent Noor home four hours earlier. Told her I had paperwork. She'd looked at me the way she's looked at me since she was nine years old and could already tell when I was holding something back — that flat, patient stare she gets from her mother, God keep her — and she'd gone anyway, because I asked her to, because she still believed then that I wouldn't lie to her about anything that counted.

I want that on the record, wherever this ends up, if it ends up anywhere at all. I asked. She went. Whatever happens tonight isn't hers to carry.

I taught her on this same table, when she was nine, how to hold a piece up to the window instead of the lamp, because northern light tells the truth about glass in a way no bulb ever will — true color, true clarity, no warmth added by the source to flatter what's actually there. She'd held a scrap of cobalt up to the glass that day with both hands like it might escape her, and asked me why anyone would want a truth that cold when warmth was so much easier to get, and I hadn't had an answer for her then beyond because the truth is what makes the repair hold, which is a glassmaker's answer and not a father's, and I've regretted since that I never gave her the better one. Atlantic Avenue outside the window was doing what it does best after midnight — half-asleep, half-awake, the spice shops dark but still faintly perfumed with the day's cardamom and sumac drifting under their shutters, a single light burning above Najjar's bakery where somebody was already starting tomorrow's bread. My great-grandmother chose this street in 1962 because it smelled like home and nobody asked too many questions about where home had been. I have spent my whole life grateful for that. One evening, apparently, I undid it.

The lamp sat on the felt in front of me like it had been waiting two thousand years for somebody stupid enough to finish the job properly. Sidon glass, blown and not cast — you feel the difference under your fingers before you can prove it under a scope, the walls just slightly uneven in a way no mold ever leaves — with a crack running from the lip down through the shoulder that somebody, decades back, had packed with lead foil and pitch instead of repairing the way it deserved. Cheap work. Hidden work. The kind of repair a man makes when he doesn't want anyone looking too closely at what's underneath it, and I should have understood that the moment I saw it instead of three weeks into the job.

I'd been paid more for this one piece than I'd made in the eighteen months before it combined, and I hadn't asked why, because a man doesn't ask why when the answer might cost him the money. I'd told myself it was discretion. The old families on the waterfront like discretion the way other people like air conditioning — not a luxury, a baseline requirement for getting through the season. I'd done small work for the Sarkis family twice before this, a cracked decanter, a window pane from a house older than the borough, and both times Elias Sarkis had come himself, polite, precise, paying in cash folded inside a folder of paperwork I never read closely enough. I told myself that was discretion too.

The foil came away in a curl, thin as a fingernail, under the heat of the small torch I use for nothing but the most delicate seams. And there was something folded inside it that wasn't lead.

I want to be careful here, in case this is ever read by anyone who shouldn't read it. I won't write down exactly what it said. I'll only say that I had seen the Sarkis seal before, twice, pressed into red wax the color of a wound on contracts I'd been handed to witness — a ship cut through with rope, and beneath it the one letter that means more on this stretch of harbor than any badge or any deed a court would recognize. And what was folded inside that lamp, sealed there by hands that knew precisely what they were hiding, was not that.

Wrong shell. Murex, not anchor. A different word beneath it, in a script my own grandmother would have read faster than I could, because it was older than anything I'd learned to read at all — older, I understood slowly, sitting very still with the torch ticking down to nothing in my hand, than the seal it was supposed to match.

I sat there longer than I should have, turning the lamp slowly under the work light the way you'd turn a stone you weren't sure was a stone. My hands didn't shake, which surprised me, because everything else in me did — my breath had gone short and shallow, the particular fear that doesn't announce itself as fear, that just makes the room feel smaller and the exits feel farther away than they were a minute ago. I thought about Elias, who knew his family's ledgers the way I know the weight of a piece before I've even lifted it off the felt, who had sat across this very table from me eighteen months ago and told me, almost fondly, that the Sarkis name had been carved into harbor stone on three continents before there was a flag to fly over any of them. I thought about whether he'd known what was sealed inside this lamp when he brought it to me, or whether he was as much in the dark as I'd been an hour ago, and I genuinely could not decide which possibility frightened me more.

I thought about calling my cousin Imad, in Beirut, who'd spent thirty years restoring manuscripts for a university library and could read a dead script the way I read a fracture line. I thought about driving the lamp straight to a lawyer's office at one in the morning and explaining, to a man I'd never met, why I was holding something that might be worth more to certain people broken than whole. I thought, for one long, ugly minute, about what a family with a name like Sarkis does to a man who finds something they never meant for anyone to find — not because anyone had ever threatened me, not in two small jobs and one cash-folded envelope of paperwork, but because you don't build the kind of reputation this family has on this waterfront without men understanding, instinctively, without being told twice, exactly what crossing you would cost them. And I thought about my daughter, four miles away, asleep, twenty-eight years old and still calling me every Sunday whether or not I deserved it, who didn't know the client's name, because some small, cowardly, correct part of me had been afraid of exactly this since the very first piece came through my door wrapped in a moving blanket like something that needed smuggling instead of restoring.

I'd met the mother once, properly, at a charity dinner I'd been dragged to that spring by a glass supplier who needed my signature witnessed on a contract. Layla Sarkis had found me by the dessert table, of all places, and asked, with what looked like genuine warmth and not the performed kind I'd expected from a woman in a dress that cost more than my van, whether glass could grieve the way people did — whether it could hold a scar the way a person does, somewhere under the surface, long after the wound itself had healed over.

It's the whole trade, I'd told her. Finding where the old break is. Then deciding whether to hide it or honor it.

She'd gone very still for a second, the way you go still when someone says something truer than they meant to, and then she'd smiled, and the smile had been warm enough that I hadn't thought about that stillness again until tonight, sitting here with a script in my hands that was older than the name it was supposed to belong to. I think about that smile more than I should.

I told myself I was being careful. I told myself I'd take it somewhere — a lawyer, a journalist, my cousin Imad, who still had contacts in Beirut who'd know the script faster than I would — once I understood what I was holding instead of only what I was afraid of holding. I told myself one more night wouldn't matter. I folded the foil back along its old crease, set the lamp gently into its cradle of felt, and reached up to kill the work lamp before I let myself feel any of it properly.

That was when the smell came up from under the workbench — gas, low and sweet and wrong, rising before I'd heard a single thing wrong with the line, which should have told me something by itself. A leak doesn't usually announce itself with its nose before its sound. I was already on my knees, hand on the valve, when the work lamp gave a small, polite pop, the kind a bulb makes when it's simply old.

The bulb wasn't old. I'd changed it myself in March—
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Noor

Eight months, and the workshop still smelled like him in the mornings — flux and hot copper and the particular dust that glass makes when you've been grinding the same pane for three hours and your shoulders have started arguing with you about it. I'd stopped trying to scrub it out. Some scars you restore. Some you just learn to live next to.

The radiator in the back corner had been clanking since November in a rhythm I'd stopped hearing months ago, the same way I'd stopped hearing the F train rattle the windows every eleven minutes, the same way grief eventually stops being a sound and becomes more like weather — always there, occasionally violent, mostly just the air you're breathing. Outside, DUMBO was doing its Tuesday-morning thing: tourists in good shoes photographing the bridge from the cobblestones two blocks down, a line already forming outside the ice cream shop that had apparently decided nine-forty in the morning in November was an acceptable hour to want ice cream. None of it touched the workshop. My father built this place to be its own weather system — heavy curtains over the street-facing windows, north light only through the skylight he'd installed himself the year I turned twelve, because, in his words, glass doesn't care what season it is outside, and neither should you while you're working on it.

I had the soldering iron at exactly 700 degrees and a panel of 1890s cathedral glass spread across the worktable like a crime scene — fourteen pieces of cracked ruby and three of amber, a window from a brownstone on Pierrepont Street whose owner had decided, after a hundred and thirty years, that the light coming through it should be brighter. I hadn't told her that brighter usually means cheaper. I'd taken the job anyway, because the job paid, and because the alternative to taking jobs that paid was an envelope on my desk that I had been very deliberately not opening since Tuesday.

"You're doing the thing again," Sami said from the doorway, where he'd been pretending to sweep the same four square feet of floor for the last ten minutes.

"I'm not doing a thing."

"You're doing the thing where you solder so hard the iron's basically screaming for mercy and your jaw's doing that —" he made a gesture at his own face that I assumed was meant to be me, clenched, furious, very attractive — "and you say you're not doing a thing."

"I'm restoring glass, Sami. It's a violent trade."

"It's really not."

The bell went off at ten, before either of us could finish not having that argument, and Mrs. Castellano came in clutching the same Tiffany-style desk lamp she'd brought in three weeks ago, wrapped this time in a bath towel instead of the original box, which told me everything I needed to know about how the drive over the Brooklyn Bridge had gone.

"It's not crooked," she announced, before I'd even said hello, setting it on the counter like evidence. "I just want a second opinion that it's not crooked."

It was not crooked. It had never been crooked. Mrs. Castellano brought this lamp in roughly every six weeks since her husband passed, always with some new, faintly absurd complaint, and I'd understood by visit two that the lamp was not actually the point.

"Let me look," I said, and turned it under the work light for exactly as long as the ritual required, tilting it, humming thoughtfully, the way my father used to hum over pieces that didn't need humming over at all, just attention. "You're right that the green panel's catching the light a little differently than the others."

"I knew it."

"It's because it's the oldest panel in the lamp — original 1910 glass, the rest got replaced sometime in the sixties. Different glass batches always read a little differently under direct light. It's not crooked. It's just older than its siblings, and it shows."

She looked at the lamp for a long moment, and something in her face did the thing it always did, the thing that made me forgive her the six-week visits without ever once charging her for them. "Older than its siblings, and it shows," she repeated, quietly, like that explained something about more than the lamp, and gathered it back up in its towel, and left without buying anything, which was also, by now, part of the ritual.

Sami waited until the bell had stopped jingling. "You're going to do that until she dies, aren't you."

"Or until I do. Whichever's first." I didn't say the rest of it out loud — that I understood, better than I wanted to, exactly what it was like to keep bringing the same broken thing back to the one place that would look at it carefully and tell you, gently, that it wasn't as ruined as you were afraid it was.

It wasn't, and we both knew it, and that was sort of the point. My father used to say the whole craft was patience wearing a tool belt — you don't force a four-hundred-year-old pane to do anything, you wait for it to tell you what it needs, and you give that to it slowly enough that it doesn't crack twice in the same place. I had been doing the opposite of that since March. I had been forcing things. I had broken exactly one piece in eight months doing it, a Tiffany fragment worth more than my rent, and I had not told a single living person, because the only person I would have told was the person I couldn't.

The envelope was a Final Notice from a debt servicer I'd never heard of before four months ago, attached now, with the casual cruelty of paperwork, to a workshop loan my father had apparently taken out the spring before he died and never mentioned to me — not the loan, not the lender, not the eleven months of missed payments that had accrued while I was too busy grieving him to read his mail. I'd opened it Tuesday morning standing at this exact table and felt the floor do the thing it had done in March, the small lurch where the ground reminds you it was never actually solid, it just hadn't moved yet.

The loan itself was almost worse than the number, in its way — forty-one thousand dollars, taken out fourteen months before he died, against the workshop's equipment, from a private lender called Harborline Capital that didn't show up in any database I could find with a human name attached to it, just a P.O. box in Red Hook and a customer service line that played hold music for so long I'd once timed it at eleven minutes before giving up. My father had never once, in twenty years of running this place together, taken out so much as a five-hundred-dollar kiln repair without asking my opinion first — we'd argued about that exact repair for forty minutes back in 2019 — and yet here was forty-one thousand dollars I hadn't known existed until a collections agency told me, gently, that I had thirty days before they escalated.

I had not opened it since. I knew what it said. Opening it again wouldn't change the number.

I'd called Detective Reyes four times since March. He'd been kind every single time, which somehow made it worse — the third call, he'd actually said, "I know it's hard to accept it was just an accident," in the exact gentle voice you'd use on someone standing too close to a subway platform, "but sometimes that's all it is, Ms. Khoury. An accident. Your dad was sixty-three. The line was original to the building. These things happen, even to careful men."

"He checked that line every six months," I'd told him, the way I'd told him three times before. "He checked it himself."

"I believe you believe that."

I had wanted, badly, to ask him exactly what he thought that sentence meant — whether he'd workshopped it in advance or whether it had simply arrived, fully formed, from some training video on how to speak to grieving daughters who wouldn't let a closed case stay closed. I hadn't asked. I'd thanked him for his time, the way you do, and hung up, and added Detective Reyes to the very short list of people I no longer called.

"You eat yet?" Sami asked, because Sami had appointed himself my mother sometime around month two and had never once asked permission.

"I had coffee."

"That's not — Noor. That's not a food group."

"It's the only food group I respect right now." I set the iron down before I actually did solder something out of pure spite, and rolled my shoulders, and looked at the window I was supposedly fixing, and thought, the way I thought roughly forty times a day without meaning to, about the report. Eleven lines, typed, stamped, closed. Mechanical failure, gas line, point of origin consistent with appliance age. The detective who'd handed it to me — young, kind in the specific exhausted way of someone who has delivered this exact news to too many people this year — had actually patted my hand. I know it's hard to accept it was just an accident, he'd said, like accident was the comforting word in that sentence, like he wasn't looking at the daughter of a man who had changed every bulb and checked every line in this building himself, twice a year, for as long as I'd been alive, because that was the kind of careful my father was. Careful enough that the idea of him missing a gas leak in his own workshop made about as much sense as the idea of him forgetting his own name.

Nobody else found that strange. The insurance adjuster hadn't found it strange. The fire marshal's report had a sentence in it about appliance age that closed the file so cleanly I could have used it to cut glass. Everyone around me had decided, gently, kindly, with the specific patience people reserve for the recently bereaved, that I was looking for a story because the truth — your father, careful, brilliant, careful your whole life, simply made a mistake and died alone on a Tuesday — was too plain and too cruel to sit with. I'd started to believe them a little, somewhere around month five. Grief makes you doubt the inside of your own head. It had made me doubt the one thing I actually trusted about myself, which was that I could look at a fracture and tell you, almost always correctly, exactly how it had happened.

I just couldn't prove anything. And a woman with no proof and a debt collector's letter doesn't get to keep being the person who insists her father was murdered. She gets to be the sad case at the wake everyone talked about in low voices. Poor Noor. It's hit her so hard. You know she still thinks—

I did still think. I just couldn't say it out loud anymore without watching people's faces do the thing where they recalibrate how worried about you they're allowed to look.

The bell over the front door went off at eleven-forty, which was wrong, because we didn't have anyone booked until two, and Sami's broom stopped its pointless circuit of the same floor tile.

There were two of them. That was the first thing — not one man with a quote and a business card, two, filling the doorway the way furniture fills a room that wasn't built for it, both in the kind of charcoal suits that don't come off a rack, both with the specific stillness of men who have been taught that stillness reads as more dangerous than motion. The taller one had a neck tattoo disappearing under his collar that I clocked and catalogued the way I catalog everything, automatically, the way you note a hairline crack before you've decided whether it matters — Mediterranean ink, old-style, the kind you get from a guy who learned from his uncle, not a guy with a portfolio.

"Khoury Glass and Restoration," the shorter one said. Not a question. He was reading it off the window decal behind my head, the gold-leaf lettering my great-grandmother had paid a sign painter on this same street to do in 1962, back when this stretch of Brooklyn smelled like cardamom and machine oil instead of seven-dollar coffee.

"That's us," I said. "Did you want a quote, or did you want to keep doing the thing where you don't say why you're here?"

The taller one's mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile. "Mr. Sarkis has a piece that needs restoration. He was told you're the best on the East Coast for pre-modern glass."

I let the silence sit for a second, the way I let silence sit with difficult clients, because it usually tells you more about a job than the client's actual words do. Neither of them filled it. That told me something too.

"Which Mr. Sarkis," I said, even though some part of me already knew, the way you know a storm's coming from the particular quality of light before the sky's actually changed color.

"Alexander Sarkis." The shorter one said it the way you'd state a fact of geography — a borough, a bridge, something that simply existed and required no further explanation. "Sarkis Maritime."

I knew the name the way everyone in this city knows certain names without ever having met the person attached to them — from a building with the family's name carved into the lintel on Furman Street, from a foundation that had funded the harbor cleanup three summers back, from the particular silence that had fallen over our kitchen table once, years ago, when my father came home from a job and I'd asked who it was for, and he'd said, just a client, habibti, in a tone that closed the subject more firmly than the words themselves did.

I felt it the way you feel a draft before you find the broken seal that's causing it — a small, specific cold, right at the back of my neck, at a name I had heard exactly once before in my life, in passing, at a dinner I hadn't wanted to attend, attached to a woman who'd asked my father whether glass could grieve.

"We're fully booked," I said, which was a lie, and a stupid one, because the workshop behind me had exactly one panel of cathedral glass on the table and an envelope I hadn't opened sitting six inches from my elbow like a held breath.

"He's aware of your schedule," the shorter one said, in a tone that made it very clear he was aware of considerably more than my schedule, and set something on the counter between us — not a business card exactly, heavier than that, cream stock with nothing printed on it but an address in Red Hook and, beneath it, in a hand too careful to be a secretary's, a single line: Bring your tools. Bring nothing else.

No name. I didn't need one.

The bell went off again on their way out, and Sami came to stand next to me at the counter, looking at the card like it might be radioactive, which, given the way my pulse had decided to behave, it might as well have been.

"Who's Mr. Sarkis," he said, very carefully, in the voice of a man who already half knew the answer and was hoping to be told he was wrong.

"You really don't know?" Sami had grown up two neighborhoods over from me, in a family with its own complicated relationship to which names you said out loud in the kitchen and which ones you didn't, and something in his voice told me he knew exactly who Mr. Sarkis was and had been hoping, against his own better judgment, that I didn't.

"I know enough," I said.

"Then you know we should call somebody. The police, or — I don't know, somebody who isn't us."

"And tell them what? That two men in suits came in and left a card?" I picked it up, finally, turning it over, finding nothing on the back either, just cream stock and an address and a sentence in handwriting too deliberate to belong to anyone who hadn't thought carefully about exactly what it should say. Bring your tools. Bring nothing else. Not a request. Not quite a threat. Something in the space between the two that felt, unsettlingly, like the exact tone my father used to take with difficult clients when he wanted them to understand a decision had already been made and the conversation was a formality.

I thought about the envelope still sitting on the counter, forty-one thousand dollars and eleven months of payments I hadn't known existed until a stranger's voice told me about them on the phone. I thought about the report with its eleven closed lines, and Detective Reyes's careful, well-meant voice, and every single person in my life who had decided, gently, that my instincts about my father's death were a symptom of grief rather than a finding. And I thought, with a clarity that frightened me more than the card itself did, that I had spent eight months being told I was imagining a pattern that wasn't there, and that the one thing I actually trusted about myself — the ability to look at a fracture and tell you how it happened — had just been handed, completely unprompted, an address.
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Alexander

Costas Drăgulis on the dock at six in the morning, knees in the harbor mud, telling me with admirable creativity exactly how he hadn't skimmed forty thousand dollars of saffron off a container that had cleared customs under my name, on my paper, on my word — which was the actual crime, not the saffron. Men can steal. I've built half my fortune on men who steal beautifully, on schedule, in directions I've pointed them. What I don't tolerate is a man making my word into something a customs agent, or worse, a Drakos lawyer, can hold up to the light and find hollow.

Red Hook at six in the morning belongs to exactly the kind of people who'd notice if Sarkis Maritime's containers started clearing customs a few percentage points lighter than their manifests claimed — longshoremen who've worked these piers three generations deep, customs agents who've learned exactly which names not to question too closely, two other captains pretending very hard to inspect rigging twenty feet away while actually watching every second of this. My family has controlled cargo movement on this stretch of harbor since the 1880s, when my great-grandfather arrived with nothing but a manifest book and a name nobody in this city could pronounce correctly for the first decade, and built, piece by piece, container by container, bribe by bribe, the kind of control that doesn't show up on any city map but that every man on every pier between here and Newark understands instinctively, the way you understand which streets in your own neighborhood you don't walk down after dark.

"You signed the manifest," I said. Not loud. I've never needed to be loud. My father used to say a man who raises his voice has already lost the argument, and my father was wrong about almost everything that mattered, but he wasn't wrong about that.

"Alexander — Mr. Sarkis — I swear on my mother—"

"Don't," I said, and he stopped, because even Costas, three years on my docks and apparently under the impression that three years bought him room to lie to my face, understood that don't from me wasn't really about his mother.

Costas had been good once — better than good, the kind of captain who could clear a container through customs in half the time anyone else managed, which was exactly why I'd kept him three years past the point most men start skimming. Good captains get complacent. Complacent captains start believing their own usefulness is a kind of immunity. It isn't. Nothing on this waterfront is immunity except the name on the paper, and the name on the paper was mine.

"It was a clerical error," he tried, mud working up past his collar now, his voice climbing toward the particular pitch men get right before they stop performing innocence and start performing fear instead, which is always the more useful of the two performances to watch for. "I can fix the manifest, I can have it fixed by noon—"

"You can't fix a manifest that's already cleared customs, Costas. That's the entire problem. The fixing happened before you decided to lie about it, and it happened in the wrong direction."

Naji stood a little behind my left shoulder with his hands in his coat pockets and his expression doing absolutely nothing, which from Naji is its own kind of commentary. He'd told me on the drive over that Costas had a daughter starting at Brooklyn Tech in the fall and that maybe — maybe, he'd said, the way he says things he already knows I won't take — there was a version of this where the kid kept her father employed and terrified instead of unemployed and terrified, which would do the job just as well with less cleanup.

I'd told him I'd think about it. I had thought about it, for the length of the drive, and I was still thinking about it standing on a pier with Costas's forehead an inch from the water, which was probably the only reason Costas still had a forehead an inch from the water and not somewhere lower.

"The forty thousand," I said. "Plus the eighty you'll skim trying to make this back if I let it pass as a misunderstanding. So instead: you keep your job, you keep your knees, your daughter keeps her tuition deposit, which I happen to know you haven't actually paid yet, and you understand — completely, permanently — that the next time my name is on a manifest, it had better mean exactly what it's always meant on every dock from here to Norfolk. Are we clear?"

"Yes. God, yes, Mr. Sarkis, yes—"

"Don't thank me," I said, straightening my cuffs, already turning toward the car. "Thank Naji. He's the one who thinks you're worth more employed."

I let them haul him up out of the mud myself, mostly so the four other men on the pier — the ones who'd skim forty thousand of their own if they thought I'd let it go — could watch a man walk away from this with his hands intact, and understand exactly why, and exactly what the alternative looks like, because I have buried that alternative myself, on this same stretch of harbor, more times than I'd ever tell a priest. Mercy, applied publicly and selectively, does more work on a waterfront than violence ever has. Violence you can survive once and resent forever. Mercy you owe. Costas would tell this story for years, probably, dressed up however his pride needed it dressed — and every man who heard it would understand the actual lesson buried under the embarrassment, which was the only part of the morning that had ever mattered to me.

"Tuition deposit," Naji said, once we were back in the car and the harbor had shrunk to a smear of grey behind us. "Nice touch."

"You told me."

"I told you about the daughter. You're the one who found out he hadn't paid the deposit." He glanced over. "You had Elias pull his file this morning before we even left the house."

"I like to know who I'm threatening."

"You like to know everything about everyone you might ever need leverage on. There's a difference, and you know there's a difference, and I'm only saying it because nobody else in your life will." He said it lightly, the way he says everything that's actually a warning, which is the entire function Naji performs in my life and the reason I've never once considered replacing him with someone less inclined to say things I don't want to hear. "You're going to do the same thing to whoever you've got Elias chasing down for the Sidon piece, aren't you. Find their whole file before you ever say a word to them."

"I already have her file," I said.

"Her."

"Khoury. Noor Khoury. DUMBO. Fourth generation, the workshop's been in the family since the sixties, she's the only one left running it." I hadn't meant to know all of that by heart. I'd read the file once, on a screen, at two in the morning, the way I read every file Elias pulls for me, and somehow the particular detail of the only one left running it had stayed lodged somewhere I didn't examine too closely. I'd read past it twice, in fact, before catching myself doing it, the way you catch your own hand reaching for something before you've consciously decided to want it. I deal in files the way other men deal in weather reports — useful, impersonal, gone from my head within the hour unless there's a reason to keep them. There'd been no reason to keep this one. I'd kept it anyway.

"And Elias is sure she's the one."

"Elias says she's the best restorer of pre-modern glass on the Eastern Seaboard and the only one alive who could touch the Sidon piece without me finding out about it from a customs agent or a Greek." Costas Drakos — no relation to the captain currently working mud out of his collar behind us, though the name overlap had provided Naji entirely too much amusement over the years — had gone to a Brooklyn paper two weeks ago. Not by name, nothing actionable, just a quiet, well-placed item about "questions surrounding the provenance claims of certain old maritime families," timed precisely to land six weeks ahead of the Tribunal of the Ports, the way every old shipping family on this coast still convenes when one of us calls a formal challenge under the old code — the actual old code, Lex Rhodia, the Rhodian sea law our families have sworn by since before there was a harbor called New York to argue over, predating every statute currently on the books of this city by roughly two thousand years and somehow still honored more reliably on these docks than half of what the city council passes. The Drakos line had been challenging the legitimacy of our founding claim for three generations, on and off, mostly as theater — a way of reminding everyone that their family had also been here a long time, also bled for these ports, also deserved a seat at whatever table got set. This was different. This was specific. Costas Drakos hadn't just implied we'd taken something from his family in the old wreck off Tyre — the wreck our own histories had always quietly credited to my great-grandfather's hand, the founding violence every family on this water knew about and none of us discussed at dinner. He'd implied the entire foundation underneath that violence was rotten. That the claim itself — the lineage, the seal, the name — wouldn't survive being looked at properly.

He wanted the Sidon lamp authenticated publicly, at the Tribunal, by someone unimpeachable, and found wanting. I wanted it authenticated, full stop, by someone who couldn't be bought, bribed, or traced to either side of the dispute — which had narrowed an entire coastline of qualified restorers down to exactly one name, attached to exactly one workshop, four generations deep in a trade almost nobody teaches anymore.

"Elias also seemed strange about it," I said, half to myself. "About the name."

"Strange how."

I thought back to the archive room that morning, the smell of it the same as it had been since I was a boy — old paper, lemon oil, the particular cold of a room kept at a temperature designed to preserve documents rather than people. Elias had been bent over the ledger cabinet when I came in, the way he's bent over it most mornings, eighty-one years old and still the only person alive who can find anything in that archive faster than I can find it on a screen.

"Khoury," I'd said, reading the name off the file Naji had already flagged. "Noor Khoury, DUMBO. You're sure she's the one."

Elias had gone still in a way I'd noticed and then, against my own instincts, let pass without comment — the particular stillness of a man recalculating something he'd thought was settled. "Khoury," he'd repeated, slowly, like the name itself required testing. Then, after a pause just slightly too long: "Yes. Best on the coast for this kind of glass. Has been for two generations." He'd closed the cabinet drawer with more care than the motion required. "Her father did good work for this family. Quiet work."

"You used him."

"Twice." Another pause. "He died eight months ago. Workshop fire." Elias had said it the way he says most things that matter to him — flatly, like a fact filed and closed — except his hands, I'd noticed only afterward, had stayed very still on the cabinet's edge for several seconds longer than the sentence required.

I hadn't pushed it that morning. I'd told myself there were forty other things demanding my attention before the Tribunal, and Elias's moods have never been a young man's business to interrogate. Now, in the car, with Demir's text still glowing on my phone, I found myself turning it over again.

"I don't know," I said. "He went quiet for a second when I said Khoury. Like it meant something to him beyond the file."

I filed that, the way I file everything that doesn't add up cleanly, in the same drawer where, two months earlier, I'd put my mother's reaction to the same subject. We'd been at her kitchen table, the good one, the one she still sets for Sunday dinner whether or not anyone's confirmed they're coming, and I'd mentioned, mostly in passing, between her asking about a shipment and asking, far more pointedly, about why I hadn't brought anyone to dinner since the Petrakis girl, that the old lamp from the archive needed proper restoration before the Tribunal convened.

She'd set her fork down. Not dramatically — my mother does nothing dramatically, that's never been her register — but with a particular, deliberate quiet that I'd registered even then, before I had any reason to.

"Let it stay broken, Alexander," she'd said, lightly, almost fondly, the way she says most things she actually means. "Some things are better left exactly as they are."

"Drakos wants it authenticated. If we don't bring our own expert to the Tribunal, he picks the terms."

"I know what Drakos wants." And then, before I could ask her what that was supposed to mean, she'd smiled — warm, easy, the smile she's been giving me my entire life when she wants a subject closed without admitting there was ever a subject — and asked whether I'd eaten enough, and refilled my glass, and the moment had folded itself shut so cleanly that I hadn't thought about it again until tonight, sitting in the back of a car with mud drying on my shoes and a woman's name on a card she hadn't bothered to pick up.

I hadn't missed either of those moments. I file everything.

"You sent the boys already," Naji said. It wasn't a question.

"This morning. Card, address, instructions to bring tools and nothing else."

"And?"

My phone buzzed against my thigh before I had to answer him — Demir, who I'd sent because he's enormous and unreadable and exactly the kind of man you send when you want someone to take a request seriously without making it sound like a request. She said no. Said she's booked. Left the card on the counter, didn't even pick it up.

I read it twice. Looked out at the water sliding by, grey and flat under a sky that couldn't decide whether it wanted to rain on the borough or just threaten it indefinitely, the way it does most mornings between October and whenever spring finally remembers this city exists.

In eleven years running this family's business, I have sent men to make requests of accountants, customs officials, three different city councilmen, a museum curator who initially declined to authenticate a piece I needed authenticated, and two rival captains who'd needed considerably more persuading than a polite card on a counter. Every one of them had said yes by the second visit at the absolute latest. Nobody had ever left the card sitting there like it was something they hadn't decided yet whether to be insulted by.

"She said no," I said.

Naji looked over, and whatever was on my face must have told him something, because the thing he did next was not say I told you so about anything, which from Naji is the single clearest sign I've ever gotten that he understood, before I'd fully admitted it to myself, that I was about to do something I had genuinely never done in eleven years of running ports, men, and a name that predates the harbor it sits on.

Eleven years of sending men to deliver requests I could have delivered myself, if I'd ever wanted the satisfaction of watching someone's face change when they understood who was actually asking. I'd never wanted the satisfaction. It had never once seemed worth the time. And yet I was looking at four words on a screen — she said no — feeling something distinctly unlike irritation, something closer to the specific, unfamiliar interest of finding a lock that doesn't open for any key you currently own.

"Turn around," I told the driver. "DUMBO."

"You're going yourself," Naji said, very carefully, like a man checking the depth of water before he steps into it.

"I'm going myself."

He didn't say anything else for the rest of the drive, which, from Naji, was its own kind of very loud silence — the sound of a man filing away, in his own drawer, the first time in eleven years he'd ever watched me change a plan because a woman I hadn't met yet had said no to me and meant it.
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I had decided, somewhere around two in the morning, lying awake doing the math on forty-one thousand dollars for the eleventh time that night, that I would not go to Red Hook. I'd decided it again at four, scrubbing solder flux off my hands in water that had gone cold an hour earlier without my noticing. I'd decided it a third time at six, standing in the shower, saying it out loud to an empty apartment, because apparently I'd reached the stage of grief and financial ruin where I needed to hear my own voice confirm a decision before I trusted it.

The trouble was that every version of not going I'd talked myself into overnight came with a price tag attached that I couldn't actually afford to pay. Not going meant thirty more days of forty-one thousand dollars sitting on my desk like a held breath. Not going meant calling Reyes a fifth time and getting the same gentle, well-meant nothing I'd gotten the last four. Not going meant accepting, formally, the way you accept a diagnosis, that I would never know what my father had been holding in his hands the night the workshop caught fire, and some part of me — the same part that had broken a Tiffany fragment worth more than my rent for no good reason eight months ago — had apparently decided sometime around five in the morning that not knowing was the one outcome I genuinely could not survive, debt or no debt, danger or no danger.

By eight I was at the workshop anyway, because not going somewhere doesn't pay a debt servicer, and because some small, traitorous part of me that I refused to examine too closely wanted, badly, to know what kind of piece had a family like that paying enough to make a year of this shop's revenue look like a rounding error.

The bell went off at nine, and it wasn't the two suits.

He filled the doorway differently than they had — not bigger, necessarily, though he was tall enough to angle his shoulders clearing the frame, but without the furniture-stuffed-into-a-room quality the two men had carried. He moved like someone who had never once had to consider whether a room could hold him. Dark hair, a dark suit cut close enough that it had clearly never touched a rack, and a stillness that made the two men from yesterday look like they'd been doing a poor impression of something they'd only observed from a distance. Looking at him, I understood exactly where they'd learned it.

"Ms. Khoury." Not a question. He said it the way I suspected he said most things, as though the world had simply confirmed what he already knew to be true. "I'm told you turned down my men yesterday."

"I'm told you sent two strangers into my shop with a ransom note disguised as a business card."

Something moved at the corner of his mouth that wasn't quite amusement — more like the memory of amusement, filed somewhere he didn't visit often. "I came myself this time. I assumed that would register as an improvement."

"It registers as someone deciding the first method of intimidation wasn't working."

Sami, who had been pretending to inventory a box of bevels since the bell rang, found an urgent reason to need something from the supply room and vanished through the curtain with the particular speed of a man who has decided, correctly, that whatever was about to happen in the front of the shop was not a thing he needed to witness firsthand.

"You grew up on this street," Alexander said, glancing past me at the gold-leaf lettering on the window, the spice shop two doors down, the edge of Najjar's awning visible over his shoulder. "My family bought bread three blocks from here, before my grandfather decided Red Hook suited us better."

"Lots of people grew up on this street."

"Not many of them still smell like the trade their great-grandmother started." He said it without any particular weight, the way you'd note a fact about the weather, and I found I didn't have a good response to it, mostly because it was true, and because something about him knowing the bakery's name without needing to look it up unsettled me more than anything his men had managed yesterday.

"You don't strike me as a man who buys his own bread anymore."

"I don't. I drive past it twice a week and pretend the smell hasn't followed me my entire life regardless." For a moment, something almost human crossed his face — not quite a smile, but its first cousin, the kind of expression a man allows himself once before remembering what he's actually here for. "My grandfather used to say a family loses something every time it moves further from the smell of where it started. He said it about Red Hook the way other men complain about their children moving to the suburbs."

"And did you lose something?"

"Several things. None of them I'd trade back." He let that sit for exactly as long as it needed to before continuing, which told me he'd practiced the art of knowing when a sentence was finished doing its work. "You haven't moved at all, though. Same street your great-grandmother started on."

"Some of us can't afford to lose things twice."

He didn't answer that, which I appreciated more than I expected to, because the easy thing would have been some line about how he could fix that, how money solved exactly the kind of problem I'd just described, and a man who didn't reach for the easy thing was either genuinely careful or very good at appearing careful, and at that point in the conversation I genuinely could not tell which.

He set a folder on the counter. Actual paper, photographs, not a tablet, which struck me as deliberate — the choice of a man who didn't want anything in this conversation existing somewhere it could be subpoenaed
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