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The warehouse loft had the kind of heat that turns paint into a smell and men into decisions. High windows held a weak city light that could not cross the room. A single halogen burned hard from a clamp on a beam, cutting a cone through dust that had learned to float like it was paid. The canvas nearest the cone had caught at the corner and was eating itself, a rippling orange lick that crawled along the stretcher as if a match were learning to draw.

Ezra Vale stood in front of the fire with a brush in one hand and a scalpel in the other. The brush was sable and expensive. The scalpel was hospital honest. He looked exactly like a man who wanted a photograph of himself stopping a fire and saving art with his bare hands, but he did not move to smother it. He watched it with a smile that belonged in another century.

Celeste stepped through first, coat open, red dress a cut of evening in a room that had not earned it. She did not glance at the flame. She did not glance at the windows. She kept her eyes on Ezra and gave him nothing to borrow.

“You will look perfect framed,” Ezra said, amused, as if exhibits could answer.

Jack Colder came in behind her and moved to the left, out of the cone, where a stack of raw stretchers made a low wall. He set a knife where his hand liked it and let his weight settle. The floor under him had been sanded and varnished by a worker who wanted this room to pretend it was not a warehouse. The varnish told him how to stand.

“Drop the scalpel,” Jack said.

Ezra tilted his head like a critic considering a brave attempt. He lifted the brush and touched it to the air as if to sign his name in smoke. “Bravery is charming,” he said. “You have always had that, Colder. You insist on standing between women and the rooms that want them. You should charge for it.”

“The room wants you,” Jack said.

Ezra took one step, measured and elegant, as if a camera had just found a better angle. “The room loves me,” he said. “There is a difference.”

He lunged.

He went for the throat with the scalpel and the eyes with the brush. The trick was old and useful. One hand does theater. The other writes truth. Jack parried the theater and cut the truth. The brush skittered and fell. The scalpel came in close. Metal kissed fabric at Jack’s collar and found only jacket. Jack let the blade run past his shoulder and then turned Ezra’s wrist with his free hand in a small circle that joints understand better than brains. The scalpel dropped when fingers remembered their age. Ezra’s balance left him. Jack took it and put him on the floor with a violence that belonged to men who have run out of patience with performance.

Fight over.

Ezra lay with his head on a drop cloth that had been clean an hour ago. Blue painter’s tape stuck to his cheek like a bandage made by a careless saint. He did not reach for the scalpel. He did not reach for the brush. He looked up at the cone of light and grinned like a boy who had just broken a window on purpose.

“Check the back,” he said.

Jack kept his boot on Ezra’s forearm and crossed to the burning canvas. The fire had eaten out a ragged triangle on the lower right and was climbing a stretcher bar as if wood had opinions. He took a wet rag from a bucket, smothered once, smothered twice, and starved the corner of air. The blistered gesso moaned as it cooled. He turned the frame, careful of heat, and tilted the canvas so the halogen could do its job.

On the reverse, brushed into the size coat before paint, a figure had been laid down in thin umber and thicker white. Not a sketch. A full underpainting caught in light that made it read as skin from five feet and something else from one. Celeste. Naked. Wrists bound in a painter’s easy knot. Back arched. Mouth open. Not in terror. Not in pain. The precise moment between breath and word that Ezra loved to claim and sell. The illusion was perfect because the room wanted it to be. The illusion was intolerable because it asked you to agree.

“Real time,” Ezra said from the floor, delighted. “Because she is here.”

Jack did not answer him. He put the canvas down and turned to Celeste to see what the room had decided she was.

She was gone.

There were only two exits that did not involve a person choosing to fall through glass. The stair door that had brought them here, now shut. The freight door toward the river, closed by a chain that had slept all week and remembered it. The small washroom door stood ajar enough to lie, but the space behind it held only a sink, a mirror, and a plant that had gone to seed long before this room discovered genius.

“Celeste,” Jack called once.

The loft answered with heat clicks and the slow tick of a brush rolling to a stop under a table. Nothing human answered. A laugh rose from somewhere that did not have a mouth and bounced along beam and glass and canvas until it could not be blamed on an echo. It was not Celeste’s laugh. It could have been, once, before a man taught rooms to steal.

“She left with me years ago,” Ezra said softly, teasing the room as if it were a child that had found a secret and wanted praise.

Jack moved fast along the perimeter. Work tables chewed by knives. A plaster torso under a tarp. A flat file with the top drawer open an inch as if a hand had tried to remember a habit. He nudged it with his knuckles. Inside, sketches of mouths and wrists and the little planes under eyes that sell portrait commissions to people who cannot remember their own angles. On the floor behind the file, a square print lying face down. He flipped it. Not a photograph. A transfer. Celeste on a gallery ladder, laughing at something off frame, red dress caught mid turn, joy without defense. Ezra had sanded the image at the eyes until the paper thinned.

Jack went to the stair door and laid his palm on the metal. Warm, not from fire, from bodies on the other side. He checked the freight door’s chain. The lock was new and proud. He looked up along the track toward the pulley as if ingenuity lived at height and would help him. A line ran from the pulley to the far corner where a stack of crate lids leaned at an angle that would be interesting for a photograph and dangerous for a man who did not respect leverage.

Ezra had rolled onto one elbow. He watched Jack think. “You are counting exits,” he said, pleased. “You do not need them. You have your canvas. You have your villain. You have your line for the night crowd. You will tell the detective that you saved art and interrupted the murder and fell into bed alone because men like you think loneliness is a profession.”

Jack stepped back into the light so Ezra could see his face. “Where is she,” he said, calm now.

“In the only place she has ever been,” Ezra said. “In the frame I made for her. She cannot leave because she is always leaving. You are the only one who insists on playing gravity for other people’s paintings.”

The laugh came again from the beams. This time it split itself into two smaller laughs. One died quickly, the echo catching its hem and dragging it. The other lingered and slid into a breath that was not laughter at all. It came from the floor.

Jack followed the breath to the tarp covered torso. He pulled the dropcloth away. The plaster cooled the room by a degree. Not Celeste. A different woman, anonymous enough to be everyone and too specific to be no one. Mold seams along the hips. A faint red streak at the throat. He touched it with a fingertip and brought back paint. Fresh. He walked the line of cast pieces along the wall and found plaster enough for a class and one space that had been empty long enough to learn a draft.

“Where,” Jack said again.

Ezra closed his eyes like a man listening to a favorite line in a song. “Under the stairs,” he said.

Jack moved the stretcher stack and found the trap where a contractor had boxed the original supports and lied about it on an invoice. He put his fingers into the grip holes and lifted. The door came up obediently because it had been oiled for this performance. A ladder went down into dark where a city keeps its extra air.

He did not go down yet. He looked back at Ezra and at the burning corner that had given up and at the underpainting that insisted it was a mirror. He picked up the scalpel from the floor and set it on a table beyond Ezra’s reach. He took a spray bottle and misted the last smoking hairline on the frame. He put the knife he had brought back in his pocket where his hand could find it without thinking.

He crouched by Ezra so the light would have to choose which man to forgive.

“You will not follow,” Jack said.

“No,” Ezra said. “I will wait. I will adjust the light. I will practice the speech I give to the press about the resilience of culture. I will mourn a thief.”

“Who stole what,” Jack said.

Ezra’s smile grew quiet. “You keep stealing women from themselves,” he said. “You call it rescue to feel better about the amateur brushwork.”

Jack stood. He did not answer because he did not need to. He had already answered with his feet for years and the city had learned the sentence if not the grammar.

He put his head into the square of dark. The air rising from below had the taste of the river and the chemical memory of rooms that have been cleaned too fast to be decent. He descended until the halogen became a square overhead and the glow from another source found him from around a bend. At the bottom the corridor widened into a culvert that had been sanded into a hallway and encouraged to be brave with white paint that had aged badly.

A laugh drifted again. Closer. Then the small catch of a breath that did not want the room to hear it.

“Celeste,” he said softly.

“Do not narrate,” she said, voice steady, somewhere ahead. “Just walk.”

He walked. The glow came from a light strip taped to the underside of a shelf that had been screwed into cinderblock in a hurry. On the shelf a tray with tools sat arranged with the almost love of a careful man. Clamps. Gauze. A bottle of clear that would burn a mouth out of a kiss. Beneath the shelf a chair had been bolted to the floor and then unbolted and then rebolted a little to the left. Marks on the concrete told a story that regulators prefer in passive voice.

Celeste stood five feet beyond, in the mouth of a smaller room cut from the same concrete. She had her hands behind her back, not bound, placed there because the room had expected ropes and she had decided to disappoint it. Her eyes were clear. Her mouth was a calm line a painter would hate. She had wiped the red from her palm onto something before she came down; her skin carried only the faint blush of pressure now.

He reached for her and stopped. She put a finger to her lips, not to quiet him, to ask the room a question.

Someone else breathed between them and the exit.

He turned to the right and found Handy, the installer, standing very still. The cap was off. The glasses were on. In his hands the small curved scissors gleamed like a dentist’s best day. He had been waiting to see which heroics would be staged for him. He had been deciding where to move to give them the best composition.

“Back upstairs,” Handy said pleasantly. “We finish where light loves us.”

“No,” Celeste said.

She stepped past Jack and toward Handy with the grace of a woman who has walked a runway that did not pay and a crime scene that did. She put her hands out in front of her as if to offer wrists. He took a half step forward and lifted the scissors to meet the performance.

Jack kicked the shelf.

The tray leapt and sang. The bottle slid, caught the lip, and shattered on the floor between them. Whatever clear had been in it found the air and decided to be a warning. Handy stepped back with a small hiss, not from pain, from annoyance. Celeste closed the space and put her thumb knuckle into the soft place below his ear the way a woman learns to do when
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