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			Dedication

			For those who look closely

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			“The truth hides best where we least wish to look.”

			 

			— Henri Vallette

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Rain whispered against the museum’s glass roof like static over a forgotten transmission. Ethan Cole moved through the empty halls long after closing, his footsteps echoing between marble and shadow. The lights had gone to half-power; only the emergency strips burned along the floor, turning the corridor into a runway aimed straight at the past.

			He carried a sealed envelope—unmarked, edges softened by too many hands. Henri Vallette had called it a curiosity. Ethan suspected otherwise.

			The security wing smelled slightly of ozone and floor polish. Cameras followed him, tiny eyes he’d helped install years ago when the museum’s restoration project was still funded, still hopeful. He’d written the protocols himself, yet tonight he felt hunted by his own design.

			At the exhibit’s end stood a mosaic panel—Byzantine, incomplete, its tiles dulled by centuries of soot and sea air. The catalogue called it Fragment 17: The Fisher and the Mirror.

			Ethan drew closer. Under the flicker of the overhead light, the fisherman’s eyes seemed to shift—blue to green, glass to something that almost lived.

			He set the envelope on the pedestal. Inside was the last letter from Vallette.

			 

			If they find me first, you’ll understand what the key unlocks.

			 

			The sprinklers hissed once, a false start.

			Then the explosion tore through the eastern wing—glass, dust, and heat folding over him like surf.

			Ethan hit the floor, shielding his head as the mosaic shattered above him. A single tile spun through the air and landed against his palm: gold leaf over obsidian, etched with a symbol he’d never seen.

			It was warm.

			In the distance, alarms sounded their scream.

		

	
		
			PART I

			THE POSTCARD

			“The past is not lost. It is only hidden in plain sight.”

			 

			— Henri Vallette

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			THE POSTCARD

			Ethan woke to the hospital’s pale and antiseptic morning, a square of Vancouver sky cut into quarters by the window mullions. The burns along his forearms prickled under the gauze, a memory of heat his sleep hadn’t managed to outrun. Somewhere a monitor ticked, patient as a metronome. He lay still, cataloguing pain like an archivist: left shoulder, dull; ribs, sharp on breath; right hand, swollen but usable. He flexed his fingers and felt the presence of grit across his palm—phantom dust from a tile that wasn’t here.

			A nurse with a cart and a braided bun glanced up from her tablet. “You’re awake,” she said, as if they’d made an appointment for it.

			“How long?” Ethan asked.

			“Since the fire? Three nights.” She checked his vitals. “You were lucky.”

			“I don’t feel particularly lucky.”

			She looked over the bandage on his hand. “You were cradling something when they pulled you out, according to the report. A shard of glass?”

			“Stone,” he said. “Just a piece of stone.”

			When she left, the room filled back up with the quieter sounds: shoe rubber on polished floors, a distant cough, rain finding the sill. On the tray someone had set his personal effects inside a clear zip bag: keys, phone, wallet, and a padded mailer—scorched along one edge, the bubble-wrap lining half-melted. Someone had written Property—Cole, Ethan across the front in a meticulous hand.

			He sat up, chest protesting, and worked the strip of tape loose. Inside lay a postcard and a smaller kraft envelope the size of a business card. The postcard showed an aerial view of Venice in the late afternoon, the water a colour which photos never quite earned. The back carried only a line in blue fountain pen:

			 

			Some mirrors show what we are. Others, what we’ve hidden. — H.V.

			 

			Henri Vallette’s hand—no doubt. The pen had caught at the H and looped fast through the V as always, a conductor who knew the orchestra too well. No address, no stamp. Hand-delivered or smuggled through museum mail before the blast. Ethan turned the card and found the faintest impression beneath the ink, a palimpsest of numbers pressed into the fibre—coordinates, maybe, or a catalogue code.

			The smaller envelope was heavier than it should have been. When he tore it open, something slid into his palm with a metallic whisper: a key blank, old-fashioned, its bow cut into the shape of an almond eye. Not brass—something darker, with a sheen like oil on water. Along the shaft ran three tiny notches too regular to be damage, too deliberate to be random.

			He set it on the sheet beside him and stared until the room seemed to tilt around it.

			Vallette and his aphorisms. Vallette and his games.

			His phone buzzed. He hadn’t realized it still held a charge. Two messages from a number he didn’t recognize, each with no words, only an image attachment. The first was a close crop of the museum’s eastern wing—a photo taken before the fire. The second was the same angle hours later, smoke unspooling like a torn banner. In the corner of the second image, a reflection in an intact pane: a silhouette of a man in a peaked cap standing on the service terrace that overlooked the loading dock. Not fire department. Not police.

			His thumb hovered over reply. He set the phone down instead and looked again at the key. The notches formed a pattern that meant nothing to him until moving it in various ways. He rotated it ninety degrees; then, briefly, it became an outline of the Adriatic—Venice’s long jaw, the thin lip of the Lido. He blinked, and it was only metal again.

			Footsteps. A pause in his doorway.

			“Mr. Cole?” A man in a dark blazer, tie loose, hairline receding from an earnest forehead. He held a badge at a courteous angle: VPD, Arson Unit. “Detective Lin. May I?”

			Ethan nodded.

			Lin took a chair and a small notebook—not a tablet—and balanced it on one knee. “How are you feeling?”

			“Like a building fell on me.”

			“We’re relieved you’re alive.” Lin’s eyes flicked to the bandages, the mailer, the key on the sheet. He didn’t reach for it. “I have to ask: is there anything you can tell me about what happened before the explosion?”

			Ethan told
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