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Jack Colder had been in rich people’s basements before, but almost none of them were honest about it. They all pretended it was “cellar space” or “archival storage” or “mechanicals.” Natalia Kravitz’s sub-basement didn’t bother to pretend. It was a bunker in a dress, a vault welded into a hill, concrete wrapped around steel, the bones of money instead of the decorations.

Right now it was also empty.

Not sort-of empty. Not “we moved the cash but left the costumes.” Every shelf that had been holding currency bricks an hour ago was scraped clean. Every velvet tray that had been glittering with loose stones was a sun-faded rectangle. The two hard cases he’d clocked earlier were gone. The Italian folio was gone. The only things left were the hum of the dehumidifier, the smell of cold steel, and Natalia herself, barefoot in a robe, wrists cuffed to the iron that ran down the side of her father’s wine rack like some obscene photo shoot of old money gone wrong.

“You took it,” Jack said, flat.

Natalia looked at him like a cat that had finally gotten a canary worth eating. She tilted her head, the robe sliding off one shoulder, eyes still too wide from the pill and the sex and the confession.

“Days ago,” she said. “Before you even knew he was dead.”

“You called me to open a vault that was already empty?”

You were the story I needed in the room when the detectives came back. 

“I called you,” she said, “to touch an empty vault so that when the very nice detective with the bad tie comes back with a warrant, we can tell him, ‘Yes, an outside professional was here. He verified it. Your courts can relax.’”

Jack stared at her a second longer, letting the insult of it breathe. He had bled under her bar two hours ago. He had taken buckshot out of the marble for her. He had listened to a murder confession in a room cold enough to fog breath. Now she was standing there laughing at him like he was a line item.

“You used me for fingerprints,” he said.

“For fingerprints, for timeline, and for entertainment,” she said without shame. “In that order.”

He stepped closer. The cuffs clinked against the iron. The wine bottles in the rack shivered, glass on iron. She did not flinch.

“You could have just said, ‘Jack, I need an alibi for an empty room,’” he said.

“That would not have been believable,” she said. “Nobody calls Jack Colder to look at nothing. They call Jack Colder when they have done something they can’t unwind. And now I have.”

Above them, distant at first, a siren rose.

Not the house alarm this time. Real sirens. City sirens.

Jack looked up at the concrete ceiling like he could see through it. “You called them again.”

“Of course I called them again,” she said. “It would look suspicious if I had a break-in and then nobody responded to the second trip. I told them the alarm tripped twice. I told them I was afraid. I told them my security was sleeping. I did not tell them I had a PI in my vault with a gun and a temper.”

“You called them,” he repeated, slower now, piecing in the timing. “After you wiped the shelves.”

Three women in a row had just spent his name to stay clean. 

“After I moved what I wanted moved,” she corrected, cheerful. “The rest is all for show.”

“What rest,” he said, turning in a slow circle. “There is nothing here.”

“There is the scene,” she said. “You. Me. Broken glass upstairs. Police report from earlier. And the very real question the detective is going to ask when he walks in here and sees one man, one rich girl, and a vault door that is warm.”

“He is going to ask,” Jack said, “where the money is.”

“And I will point at you,” she said.

The sirens got louder. Tires on wet pavement. Gravel on the drive. Voices, faint through the ducts, men shouting, “Round back!” and “Perimeter!”

Jack looked at the cuffs.

“How cute,” he said. “You think these hold me.”

“I think these tell a story,” she said. “The story where I was down here checking on my father’s things because I was scared from the earlier break-in, and then you came down because you said you heard something, and then you got angry because there was nothing here, and I got scared because I was alone with a man with a gun, so I cuffed you to my father’s wine. Does it sound like a woman who killed her father to you? No. It sounds like a woman trying to stay alive in a house men keep breaking into.”

“You aren’t scared,” Jack said. “You’re excited.”

She smiled, full wattage now. “You noticed.”

He tugged at the cuffs, testing. They were real, not bedroom toys. Solid chain. Good swing. Fixed to a proper rack that had been sunk into the concrete. She had not improvised this. She had thought about this. Maybe not today. Maybe not even this week. But at some point in the last messy, estate-eating, cousin-calling days, she had said to herself, I may need to hold a man I cannot kill.

“How long have you been planning to hang me on your wall,” he asked.

“Since Elena said you always answer the phone,” she said. “I knew I would need that. Men like you are the best kind of shield. You look guilty. You never tell the whole story. You show up where women are in trouble. You leave before the uniforms arrive. You can’t help yourself.”

“And you can’t help burning down the people who help you,” he said.

“That,” she said, “is inheritance.”

The sirens were fully in the drive now. He could hear doors slam. Boots on stone. Voices louder, echoing in the kitchen above. A male voice calling, “Ms. Kravitz? PD! You called about a second trip?” Someone else, “Check lower levels! She said he might still be inside!”

Jack looked at her.

“You told them I was armed.”

“You are armed,” she said, nodding at the pistol on his hip. “Why would I lie?”

“You told them I was hostile.”

“You are very annoyed,” she said. “Again, why would I lie?”

He laughed once, short. It gave her goosebumps. She liked that.

“You just confessed to pushing your father,” he said, quieter now. “You told me in the vault. You bit me while you said it. You think you can just snip me out of the picture.”

“I did not confess to anyone,” she said. “I had an emotional moment after a second break-in, I was frightened, I was downstairs in a room I do not like to go to alone, and then a man I barely know came too close. That is what I will say. That is what they will write. That is what they expect from a girl whose father died a week ago.”

“You barely know me,” Jack repeated, slowly. “But you tied me up.”

“I barely know you,” she said, licking her lower lip like she was tasting how far she could push this, “and I would do it again.”

He shook his head, incredulous, almost amused despite the cuffs. “You are worse than Elena.”

“Good,” she said. “I hate being second.”

Boots hit the concrete stairs.

This was fast. They had not wasted time upstairs on pleasantries. Maybe last time had embarrassed them. Maybe the smashed slider had made them decide to sweep top to bottom. Maybe the lawyer from the kitchen had still been in the driveway waving like a wind sock.

“Ms. Kravitz? Police! Sound off!”

Natalia’s whole body shifted. The game-face slid into place so hard he almost applauded. Shoulders sloped. Mouth went soft. Eyes got wet. Breathing changed. She became, in two seconds, the woman who needed help.

“Here!” she called, pitching it high. “I am down here! He is down here with me!”

Jack rolled his eyes up at the ceiling. “You are unbelievable.”

She whispered back without moving her lips, “Come find me when you get out.”

Then the first cop came into view.

He was all gear and flashlight, light sweeping, pistol down but ready. Behind him was the same detective from earlier, tie crooked now, hair damp, mood darker. Behind him was a third man in uniform with flex cuffs already looped.

The flashlight hit Jack first, big man in a dark coat cuffed to a wine rack in an empty vault. The beam jumped to Natalia, robe, bare feet, cuffs on the rack, too innocent to have done anything clever.

“What the hell,” the first cop said.

The detective sighed like this night had just tripled his paperwork. “Ms. Kravitz. You said you were secure.”

“I was,” she said, breathy. “And then he came back.”

“He was already here tonight,” the detective said, frowning at Jack. “We took your statement with him.”

“He said he had to check the basement,” Natalia said. “He said the intruders might have hidden down here. I did not want to go alone. And then he got angry because there was nothing in the vault, and I got scared, and I remembered what my father said, so I locked myself to the wine.”

“She locked both of you?” the uniform said, a little impressed.

“She locked herself,” Jack said, dry. “I was admiring the décor.”

The detective looked right at him. “Hands where I can see them.”

Jack lifted his hands, slow, the chain rattling. “This is the best I can do.”

“We can work with that,” the detective said, nodding to the uniform with the flex cuffs. “Cut him loose and put him back on.”

The cop stepped in.

Jack watched his feet. Watched the angle. Watched where his weight was. The man was too square in front of him, not enough off to the side. Not used to working in tight spaces with people who did not want to be cuffed. He reached for the chain with one hand, for the cutter with the other.

Jack stepped in.

He used the chain.

He looped it once around the cop’s wrist and yanked. The man went forward, off balance. Jack pivoted his shoulder under the cop’s center and dumped him sideways
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