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LILY

The painting had been neglected for two hundred years, and Lily understood that kind of patience.

She leaned closer to the canvas, her magnifying lamp casting a circle of clinical white light over the damaged corner. A Dutch interior scene—a woman reading by a window, her face turned toward light now buried under yellowed varnish and accumulated grime. The original artist had been mid-tier, competent but uninspired. Still, someone had loved this painting once. Someone had hung it in their home and looked at it every day until looking became not looking, until the woman by the window faded into wallpaper.

Lily dipped her cotton swab into the solvent mixture—a careful blend of acetone and mineral spirits she'd calibrated herself—and touched it to a quarter-inch section of varnish. Rolled gently. Lifted. The swab came away brown, and beneath it, a glimpse of the original blue—brighter than she'd expected. Almost hopeful.

She set the swab aside and picked up her scalpel, angling the blade against a ridge of old overpaint. Someone in the nineteenth century had tried to "fix" the woman's face, adding shadows that didn't belong, smoothing away the subtle imperfections the original artist had intended. Lily worked the blade along the edge of the correction, lifting the foreign paint in tiny curls. Slow work. Tedious, if you didn't have the temperament for it.

She had the temperament.

The basement conservation lab was quiet this time of evening, just Lily and the hum of the climate control system. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting the room in flat, shadowless white. Her workstation was in the far corner, away from the windows that didn't exist—a basement, after all—and away from the other conservators' stations, which sat empty now. They'd left at five, like they always did. Patricia with her sensible flats and her pictures of grandchildren. David with his coffee breath and his stories about graduate school that no one asked for.

Lily had nodded goodbye to both of them without looking up from her work. She wasn't sure they'd noticed.

She checked the clock on the wall: 6:47. She'd been at this for almost three hours without a break. Her back ached from hunching over the canvas, and her eyes were starting to strain against the magnification. She should stop. Eat something. Go home to her empty apartment and heat up whatever was left in the refrigerator.

Instead, she picked up a fresh swab and went back to the varnish.

This was the part of the job she loved—the slow revelation, the careful uncovering. Most people didn't understand why she'd chosen this work. Her father certainly didn't. "You have a degree from a good school," he'd said once, years ago. "You could do anything. Why spend your life fixing other people's old things?"

She hadn't had an answer then. She still didn't, not one she could put into words. But there was something about the work that made sense to her in a way nothing else did. The patience it required. The attention to detail. The way it let her disappear into something larger than herself, something that would outlast her, something that mattered even if no one noticed.

She worked for another hour. The blue expanded, centimeter by centimeter, until nearly a quarter of the original sky was visible. The woman by the window was still half-buried in grime, but now there was a glimpse of what she'd been. What she could be again.

Lily's phone buzzed against the metal table.

She ignored it. Probably a spam call, or her landlord reminding her about the rent increase, or—

It buzzed again. Then again.

She set down her swab and stripped off her nitrile gloves, one finger at a time. The screen showed a number she recognized: her father's office. Not her father—Warren Aldrich didn't make his own calls—but his assistant, Diane, whose voice always carried the particular frost of someone relaying commands from on high.

"Lily." Not a question. Diane never asked if she'd reached the right person. She never asked anything, actually. Questions implied that the answer might matter.

"Diane."

"Your father wants you at the house Saturday evening. Six o'clock. The Beaumont merger is closing, and he's hosting a dinner to celebrate."

Lily pulled out her desk chair and sat, though she wasn't sure why. It wasn't as though she needed to brace herself. This was familiar territory.

"I have work—"

"He'd like you there."

Which meant: he'd noticed her absence at the last event. Or Vanessa had mentioned something. Or—most likely—he needed the optics of a complete family, both daughters present, for whatever business reason mattered this week. The Beaumont merger probably involved people who cared about that sort of thing. Family values. Stability. The appearance of a man who had his life in order.

Lily thought about the last dinner she'd attended. Standing in the corner with a glass of wine she wasn't drinking, watching Vanessa work the room in a dress that probably cost more than Lily's rent. Her father had introduced her to someone—she couldn't remember who—and she'd smiled and shaken hands and answered questions about her "little restoration hobby" while Warren's attention drifted elsewhere before she'd finished her first sentence.

"What's the dress code?"

"Formal. Vanessa is wearing navy, so perhaps avoid that."

Wouldn't want to accidentally match her stepsister. Wouldn't want anyone to think they were a unit, a pair, anything other than two women who happened to share a last name and nothing else.

"I'll be there."

"Six o'clock," Diane repeated. "Don't be late. Your father has a schedule to keep."

The line went dead before Lily could respond.

She set the phone face-down on the table and looked at the painting for a long moment. The woman by the window stared back, her expression impossible to read beneath the layers of damage.

"You and me both," Lily said quietly. Then she felt foolish and stood up.

She covered the canvas with its protective cloth, cleaned her tools one by one, and logged her hours in the binder nobody checked anymore. The elevator to the ground floor was slow, rattling slightly as it rose. The museum was closed at this hour, the galleries dark and silent. Her footsteps echoed on the marble floors, too loud in the emptiness.

The security guard at the back entrance was reading something on his phone. He looked up as she approached, nodded vaguely in her direction.

"Night, uh—" He snapped his fingers twice, searching.

"Lily."

"Right, right. Night, Lily."

He'd worked here fifteen years. She'd spoken to him almost every evening for three of them. She'd mentioned it once to Patty, who'd laughed and said, "Oh, that's just Jerry. He's terrible with names."

But Jerry knew Patty's name. He knew David's. He asked about David's daughter sometimes, the one in medical school.

Lily pushed through the back door and stepped into the October night.

The temperature had dropped since morning, cold enough to make her wish she'd worn a heavier coat. She pulled her collar up and started walking. The subway station was six blocks east, through streets that went from commercial to residential, from lit storefronts to darkened brownstones. She'd made this walk hundreds of times. Knew every crack in the sidewalk, every scaffolding-covered building, every corner where the streetlights didn't quite reach.

Tonight, something felt different.

She stopped at the corner of Bleecker and Lafayette, pretending to check her phone. In her peripheral vision: nothing unusual. A man walking a small dog on a retractable leash. A couple arguing outside a bar, their voices sharp but indistinct. A delivery driver weaving through traffic on an electric bike. Normal city noise, normal city movement.

But the feeling didn't go away.

She'd been imagining things a lot lately. The sense of being watched. A figure at the edge of her vision that vanished when she turned. A car parked on her street that she didn't recognize, gone the next morning. Probably just exhaustion. She'd been working late for weeks, preparing for the museum's winter exhibition, skipping meals and sleeping badly.

She walked faster anyway.

The subway was crowded enough to feel safe, anonymous enough to feel invisible. She stood near the doors, one hand on the pole, watching the stations flicker past in the window's reflection. A woman across the car was crying silently into her phone. Two teenagers were laughing about something, showing each other videos. An old man slept with his chin on his chest, a newspaper folded in his lap.

Nobody looked at Lily.

She got off at her stop. Climbed the stairs to street level. Four more blocks.

Her neighborhood was quiet—not charming-quiet, just forgotten-quiet. The kind of place where rents were almost affordable and nobody asked questions about anyone else's business. Bodegas with faded awnings. A laundromat that was always empty. A bar she'd never been inside, though she'd lived here for four years.

Her building was a narrow brownstone, five units, hers on the third floor. She climbed the stairs, keys already in hand, past the smell of someone's overcooked rice and the muffled bass of a television that seemed to run at all hours. The neighbor in 2B, probably. They'd never spoken beyond nodding in the hallway.

The hallway light was out again; this was the third time this month. She made a mental note to tell the super, knowing she probably wouldn't. It was easier to navigate in the dark than to have a conversation.

She reached her door. Slid the key into the lock.

Stopped.

Light. Under the door. A thin yellow line where there shouldn't be anything.

She stared at it. Her mind ran through possibilities: a break-in, someone waiting inside, her whole life about to change in whatever way came next. She should run. She should pound on a neighbor's door and call the police and wait for someone else to handle this. That was the smart thing. The safe thing.

But she didn't move. Some part of her was almost curious.

She hadn't left the lights on. She never left the lights on. Her electricity bill was forty-three dollars last month, because she was careful, because she was always careful, because being careful was all she knew how to be.

Her hand was still on the key. Her fingers had gone cold.

She turned the key. Pushed the door open.

The man sitting on her couch looked up.

He wasn't what she expected—though she wasn't sure what she'd expected. Someone in a ski mask, maybe. Someone obviously threatening. Instead: hair that fell across his forehead, eyes that tracked her movement without blinking, a stillness to his face that made it hard to read. He wore a black jacket over a black shirt, and his hands rested on his knees, loose and open, like someone who had learned not to make sudden movements.

He didn't stand. Didn't reach for a weapon. Just watched her with a patience that matched her own.

Lily's hands had gone numb around her keys. Her body felt distant, like she was watching herself from across the room. She thought about screaming. Running. Doing any of the things a normal person would do when they found a stranger in their home.

Instead, she heard her own voice, steady and flat—the same voice she used when her father asked why she couldn't be more like Vanessa.

"Are you here to kill me?"

His head tilted slightly. Surprise, maybe. Or something colder.

"That depends," he said, "on your father."
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ROMAN

He'd been watching her for two weeks, and nothing about Lily Aldrich made sense.

Roman sat in his car across from her building, engine off, windows cracked enough to keep the glass from fogging. He'd parked in this spot four times now. No one had noticed. No one ever noticed anything in this neighborhood—which was probably why she lived here.

Warren Aldrich's daughter lived in a third-floor walkup with a broken hallway light and a radiator that clanked loud enough to hear from the street. She took the subway. She bought her coffee from a bodega on the corner—black, no sugar, same order every morning. She owned exactly two coats, both of them old, and she alternated between them based on weather he couldn't predict.

He'd expected a princess. Daddy's credit cards, a doorman building, bottle service at clubs he'd have to bribe his way into. The soft, careless life funded by his family's destruction. Someone he could hate on sight.

Instead, he'd found a ghost.

She left for work before eight every morning. Came home after seven most nights, sometimes later. No one visited—not once in two weeks of watching. No friends stopping by with wine, no dates picking her up for dinner, no family checking in on holidays. Her phone rang rarely; when it did, her posture changed. Shoulders drawing in, chin dropping, already bracing before she answered.

He knew that posture. He'd worn it himself, once. Before he'd learned that bracing didn't help.

He'd followed her to the museum three times now. Watched her disappear through the staff entrance like she was relieved to escape the daylight. He'd looked up her position online—conservator, junior level, specializing in European paintings. She spent her days in a basement, restoring things other people had forgotten.

There was something almost funny about that. Warren Aldrich's daughter, choosing to be invisible.

Roman checked his watch. Almost seven. She'd be on the subway now, a few stops away. He had time.

He got out of the car.

The air was cold, carrying the first real bite of autumn. He crossed the street at an unhurried pace, just another resident coming home from work. The building's front door had a lock that a child could pick—he'd tested it three nights ago, when he'd first mapped out his approach. Up the stairs, past the mailboxes stuffed with junk mail, through the inner door that didn't latch properly.

Her apartment was on the third floor. 3B. He'd walked the building twice already, noted the exits, the sight lines, the neighbors schedules. Tonight he'd see the inside.

The hallway was dark—burned-out bulb that no one had bothered to replace. He picked her lock in under ninety seconds, a standard pin tumbler that offered no resistance. Landlord special. The kind you installed because it was cheap, not because it worked.

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

The apartment was smaller than he’d expected.

Studio, technically, though a half-wall separated the sleeping area from the rest of the space. Roman stood in the center and turned slowly, taking inventory. This was what ten years of planning had led to—standing in a stranger’s apartment, cataloging her possessions like evidence at a crime scene.

A couch that had seen better decades, the cushions sagging in the middle. A kitchen the size of a closet, dishes drying in a rack beside the sink. Books stacked on every flat surface—art history, mostly, plus a few novels with cracked spines that suggested they’d been read more than once. The desk by the window was cluttered with papers, a laptop, tubes of something that looked like paint.

On the wall above the desk, a framed print of an old painting. A woman reading a letter, her face turned toward a window.

No photographs. He noticed that immediately. None of her father, her stepmother, her stepsister. None of anyone—no friends, no family, no evidence that she existed in relation to other people at all.

He thought about his mother’s house, before.

Photos everywhere—on the mantel, clustered on the hallway walls, stuck to the refrigerator door with magnets his father had collected from every state they’d visited. His parents’ wedding, his mother young and laughing in a dress she’d sewn herself. His eighth birthday, cake smeared across his face, his father’s arm around his shoulders. The family trip to the Outer Banks where his dad had fallen asleep on the beach and gotten so sunburned he’d peeled for weeks.

“You look like a tomato,” Roman had said, and his father had chased him across the sand, threatening tickles, both of them laughing so hard Roman had tripped and gone sprawling, and his father had fallen right on top of him, and they’d lain there in the sand catching their breath while his mother yelled at them to stop acting like children.

Warren Aldrich had taken that house. Taken everything in it. When the money ran out and the creditors came calling, Roman’s mother had sold the photographs at an estate sale—fifty cents each, strangers pawing through his family’s memories. She couldn’t afford storage, she’d said. Couldn’t afford to keep anything that didn’t fit in the two-bedroom apartment where they’d moved after losing everything.

Three months later, she was dead too. Heart attack, the doctors said. Stress-related. Roman had been nineteen years old, standing at her graveside next to the fresh dirt of his father’s plot, with nothing left but a debt he couldn’t forget.

He sat down on Lily Aldrich’s couch and waited.
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THE APARTMENT WAS QUIET. He could hear traffic outside, a dog barking somewhere, the rhythmic clank of the radiator kicking on. Ordinary sounds. The sounds of a life being lived, even if the life was small and solitary.

He found himself looking at her things again. The books she read. The mug on her desk, still holding the dregs of that morning's coffee. A sweater draped over the back of her chair, soft gray wool that looked like it had been washed a hundred times.

He was building a profile, he told himself. Understanding his target. That was all.

But something nagged at him. The emptiness of the space. The way nothing here suggested wealth or privilege or the casual cruelty he'd expected from Warren Aldrich's offspring. This was the apartment of someone who had given up on being noticed. Someone who had made peace with her own invisibility.

He thought about the way she walked—head down, shoulders curved inward, taking up as little space as possible. He'd watched her navigate crowds like water finding the path of least resistance, sliding around people who never saw her coming. She was pretty, he'd noticed despite himself. Not obviously, not in a way that demanded attention, but there was something in the line of her jaw, the way she moved, that caught his eye when he didn't want it caught.

It irritated him. She was a means to an end. A tool for revenge. She wasn't supposed to be a person.

He checked his watch again. She should be close now.

The plan was simple. Take the daughter. Demand ransom. Not for the money—he had money now, more than he needed—but for the satisfaction of making Warren Aldrich pay. Literally. Of forcing him to acknowledge that his actions had consequences, that the family he'd destroyed had produced something that could reach back and hurt him.

Roman had played this scenario a thousand times in his head. The fear in her eyes when she saw him. The desperate phone call to daddy. Warren's voice cracking as he begged for his daughter's safe return.

But sitting here, in her cramped apartment with its sagging couch and its empty walls, he was starting to wonder if he'd miscalculated.

And if Aldrich refused to pay?

Roman would figure that out when it happened.

He heard footsteps on the stairs. Keys jangling, then fitting into the lock. A pause.

She'd noticed the light. He'd left it on deliberately. Wanted her to know something was wrong. Wanted to see what she'd do.

The door opened.

She was smaller than she looked from a distance. Brown hair escaping from a clip, the end of a long day visible in the tired lines of her face. Her bag was sliding off one arm, and she hitched it back up automatically even as she registered his presence—the stranger sitting on her couch like he belonged there.

She stopped in the doorway. He saw her process it. The violation of her space. The locked door she'd opened with her own key.

She didn't scream. Didn't run. Didn't reach for her phone.

She just looked at him and asked, "Are you here to kill me?"

Her voice was steady. Not calm—he could see her hands trembling where they gripped the strap of her bag—but controlled. Like she'd had practice keeping her fear out of her voice.

Roman had imagined this moment for weeks. The terror, the pleading, the desperate offers of money or cooperation or anything he wanted. He'd prepared responses for all of it.

He hadn't prepared for this. For a woman who looked at him without flinching and asked about her own death like she was confirming an appointment.

"That depends," he said, "on your father."

Her mouth tightened. Not surprise—recognition. Like he'd confirmed something she'd already guessed.

"I see," she said. And then, quieter: "He won't pay, you know. Whatever you're asking for. He won't pay."

Roman stood slowly. She flinched at the movement, then forced herself still—he watched the effort it took, the way she locked her knees and lifted her chin.

"You don't know what I'm asking for."

"It doesn't matter." She was still standing in the doorway, one hand on the frame. Not running, but not coming closer either. "I'm not worth anything to him. I never have been. If you wanted leverage against Warren Aldrich, you took the wrong daughter."

She said it simply. Not self-pity, not a ploy for sympathy. Just a fact, delivered in the same flat voice she might use to give directions.

He'd spent two weeks watching her. He'd seen the empty apartment, the solitary meals, the phone calls that made her shrink. He'd noticed that no one visited, no one checked on her, no one seemed to know or care that she existed.

He hadn't understood what it meant until now.

"We'll see," he said.

He crossed the room in three steps. She didn't try to run—where would she go?—but she tensed when he reached for her. Up close, he could see the white of her knuckles where she gripped her bag strap, the effort it took to hold his gaze. She smelled like dust and something floral, probably shampoo. He filed the observation away with the others.

"This will be easier if you don't fight," he said.

"I know." She looked up at him, and her eyes were dry. Brown, he noticed. Lighter than he'd expected. Watching him without flinching despite the tremor in her hands.

He took her arm. She let him.

And Roman Vance, who had spent ten years becoming someone his parents wouldn't recognize, felt something he hadn't planned for:

Doubt.
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