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The clinic looked closed in a way that felt theatrical.
Padlock on the glass. Lights out. A tasteful sign that blamed a water main and promised a prompt return to excellence. Jack Colder rested a palm against the door and felt the thrum of air handlers working anyway. He glanced up. One camera in the soffit, dead on purpose. One farther down, alive. He turned his face to glass and let it see a man who belonged to no one.
Vivian Locke stood a step behind him, hood up, perfume low. Street glow smeared her reflection into something between old and new. She did not fidget. She watched the corridors she could not see.

“Round back,” Jack said.

They took the alley trucks liked. A service door sat two feet off the ground behind a short iron stair. The keypad wore a brass cover with a pinhole the fire marshal would never notice. Jack pulled a paperclip from his wallet, found the reset, timed the chirp, and turned the handle. Inside, the building exhaled clean air that had been taught to smell like citrus instead of chemicals.

The public walls upstairs were cream. The corridor down here was blue. Calm blue. Gallery blue. Vivian’s breath caught and steadied. They walked past Imaging, past Records, to the corridor that had been locked last time. Tonight the door stood open a finger. A bulb farther in flickered like a pulse under a blanket.

Photos lined the walls, a history of miracles mounted in white frames. Every frame held two faces, then one face again. Before. After. Men and women. Chin lines corrected. Brow softened. Skin made to behave. The good ones made you forget the first photo had ever been a person who laughed. The bad ones looked like the wearer had borrowed a stranger for a party and forgot to give it back.

Vivian stopped.
Her hand went to a frame without touching it. “That is mine,” she said. Not the woman, not the date, not the caption. The mouth. The plane of cheek before the first pass. The exact curve at the corner where she always bit her lip in thought. It had been stitched onto a different face, and it still read like her.
Jack let the silence hold until it became strength.
“Keep walking,” he said.
She did. Her hand brushed his sleeve as if to test whether he would. He did.

The operating room sat at the corridor’s end under one flickering light that could not decide if it belonged to surgery or theater. Stainless and tile. Carts covered by cloths the color of clean oceans. The table in the center wore a fitted sheet, bleach white against steel. The faucet at the scrub sink dripped, slow and careless.

Vivian stepped inside and looked up into the light as if it were the sky. She set her palms on the table edge, spread her fingers until the steel turned her into a measure. Jack closed the door with the weight of his shoulder and stood near. She turned and crashed into him, deciding the room's true purpose. Nails shredded his shirt, raking fire down his back as she snarled, "Fuck me like you sculpt perfection, Colder, make it hurt real."

He growled, slamming her onto the table, steel cold under her spine. "Dripping for truth already, Vivian, good girl, beg for more." Dress hiked, legs vise-locking his hips, frantic grind.

"Deeper, own every cut," she demanded, teeth sinking into his collarbone, blood sharp. He plunged savage in one thrust, table shuddering with relentless pounding, her arch wild as waves demolished control.

Eyes fused, raw need in flicker, nails carved bloody paths, gasping, "Jack, erase the fake..." She convulsed around him, shattering in explosive bliss, crying his name like revelation.

He roared, flooding hot as faucet dripped indifferent.

They clung, panting, sweat-slick amid tools. No soft after. Just reclaimers who fucked the lies raw.

When it ended, she slumped a breath against him, then detached. Lipstick. Sleeve smoothed. Hood tossed back. He buttoned his shirt and felt the place she had held on his shoulder like a mark he wanted to keep.

“Gala,” she said, breath steady again. “Whitaker attends on Thursdays. Athena upstairs. He is late when he is showing off.”

“Then he is late,” Jack said.

“Find me proof,” she said. “I will take care of the room.”

She meant the crowd and the attention and the way rich people pour their eyes on a woman who is certain. He nodded. She went. Quiet as a secret. Bold as a plan.

Jack turned to the cabinets that wore new locks over old holes. He worked the simple first. Brass to brass. He opened a top drawer and found instruments that make sense to a surgeon and a thief in the same way. Blades. Clamps. The pretty precision of men who pretend not to sweat. Under a tray lay paper. Not medical charts. Invoices. Transfers. Logos he had seen in the ledger. Athena. Bellwether. Crowne. The right lights.

He opened the second cabinet.

Files. Not computer. Not easy. Thick folders with tabs pulled and put back by hands that never ate barbecue. He flipped until a name stopped his hand.

VIVIAN LOCKE.

Inside: a consent form with a brave signature. A list of products. A printed photograph stamped with a red A. A margin note in a hand that never failed a test: mold retained for symmetry, gallery request pending. And then the line that changed the night.

Dr. Harlan Whitaker, license number blank. Credentials line empty. The space where letters dance after a surgeon’s name was white.

A sheet behind it. Older paper. Preprinted letterhead from ten years ago. Whitaker, not doctor then. Visitor pass for a residency building he had no right to enter. A complaint in tidy lines by a woman named Grace who described a man who memorized schedules and learned key codes and liked to stand where he could watch people wake.

A third sheet. A marriage certificate from a small Nevada county where people make bad ideas permanent. Harlan Whitaker. Grace Locke. No mention of divorce. No board certification. No hospital privileges. Plenty of money flowing to galleries with Greek names.

Jack turned one more page and found a phone photo taken in a good room. Harlan, younger and tired in a way that reads as humility in poor light. A woman at his side with Vivian’s mouth before it was Vivian’s. The caption had been cut away. A fragment of a letter remained in the corner. Two initials in a hand that did not match the clinic’s font.

A. M.

He set the file down and felt the missing weight of everything it implied. Not a doctor. A husband. A broker who sold faces to rooms that believed in their own mirrors. A liar with access.

He copied the pages quickly, phone low, flash off. He put everything back as found. He closed the cabinet and listened. The building had shifted, just slightly, the way places do when new voices gather upstairs. Glass. Shoes on marble. The Athena warming.

He killed the flicker with a twist of the bulb. He took one framed before-and-after down and turned it to face the wall. Not sabotage. Naming. Then he left the blue hall for the cream stairs, climbed to the lobby, and let the night put him in a suit he did not wear.

The elevator opened into velvet and gold. Vivian stood at a railing in a dress that made strangers tilt their heads and decide the world had been made for evenings like this. She watched women practice expressions that could pass for youth. In a far alcove men examined a sculpture like it might invest back.

“Smile for me,” Vivian said without turning. “I want to watch him try to remember your name.”

Jack did. She did. In a column’s mirror he watched Whitaker drift between donors with the set of a man who had sold the same story until he believed it. Vivian stepped off the rail and floated toward him with the calm of someone walking into her favorite lie.

Jack let them meet. He walked past, toward a balcony with a river that kept its own counsel. Under a lantern he set the copied pages on a narrow table and looked up long enough to clock a camera that pretended to be a chandelier. He did not mind it now.

In the glass he could see the room and the masks and the man. Vivian’s face narrowed as Whitaker said something with his hands and his perfect teeth. She laughed like a woman who could cut a throat and keep a napkin clean.

He pocketed the copies and went back inside. Whitaker saw him now. That was fine. Some men need to see the person who will hurt them, even if they will not know it yet.

“Doctor,” Jack said.

Whitaker’s smile did not fail. “Mr. Colder. So glad you could join our little family.”

“Families have paperwork,” Jack said. “Yours has blank lines where licenses go.”

The smile faltered just enough to confirm the file. Vivian’s eyes cut, quick, then returned to warm. She took Whitaker’s arm like she had forgiven him in advance.

“Walk me,” she said. “We should admire your collection.”

They moved. Jack trailed one beat back, watching the room react. At the far end a curtain hid a small private gallery. A woman with the wrong mouth came out, touched her cheek, and smiled at nothing. On a pedestal near the wall a negative lay under glass like a sculpture in a temple.

Vivian stopped in front of it.
“My before,” she said softly.
Whitaker said, “A study. Every great house keeps one.”

“Every great house needs a fire,” Jack said.

Vivian looked at him once, the way people look when they have made a choice and want to see if the friend they respect will try to stop them. Jack offered nothing but presence.

She turned to Whitaker and smiled like a first appointment. “You can help me with a small thing. Who is the highest bidder tonight.”

“Highest for what,” he asked, enjoying bidder more than he knew.

“For me,” she said.

He laughed, real and delighted. He had not learned the room yet.

Jack put the file in his inside pocket and felt the weight change him.

Harlan Whitaker was not a surgeon. He was her ex. He was a broker who sold patterns. Tonight he was about to learn how fast a gallery becomes a crime scene when a woman decides a mirror belongs to her.

Music covered intent. Waiters carried small plates. Donors stood in circles that kept strangers out without looking like fences. Vivian slipped the current like a woman who had learned to breathe under water. Jack let her. His job was the part no one saw.

The private gallery was the point. Six pedestals. Six masks under glass. A seventh pedestal empty, cord coiled at the base. A card that said Study Collection. The negative on the center plinth had the same gouge at the temple as the lab piece. No name on the caption. It did not need one.

Security here were museum trained. Jackets cut to hide radios. Eyes that tracked hands. One at the door. One near the window, pretending to be a guest. A third outside the curtain, pretending to care about a sculpture that looked like money melting.

Vivian and Whitaker approached on a ribbon of attention. He talked as if the crowd were a mirror that would not break while he kept smiling. She listened like a woman who had found the fuse box. The woman with the wrong mouth drifted near and rubbed her cheek, pleased with the fit. Vivian watched with a study that read as admiration if you did not know her.

Whitaker
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