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    Writing this book was a lot like the heist at the center of it: chaotic, occasionally terrifying, and held together mostly by green tea, blood vessel and heart muscle relaxers, and the patience of people much smarter than me. To Mother and my cats, thank you for listening to me ramble about magic systems and plot holes when you probably just wanted to eat dinner in peace. To my readers, thanks for taking a chance on a thief who can't follow directions and a warlock who's just trying his best. This story belongs to all of us now—mostly because I'm too tired to keep arguing with the characters by myself.
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CLEO, ALISTAIR & BARNABY
A Thief, A Warlock And A Mustached Pug


MN YANO

ACT I: THE STICKY START 
(Madrid)
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Chapter 1: The Sneeze
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The rain wasn’t falling. It had a crush on catastrophe. A relentless, gray deluge turned the industrial guts of Queens into a liquid labyrinth. Cleo Miller white-knuckled the steering wheel of her 2012 sedan. The vehicle was held together by duct tape, prayer, and three different colors of primer. It was a miracle the engine hadn’t thrown a piston three miles back. Every time she hit a pothole, the car emitted a sound like a blender full of silverware. The mechanical scream made her wince. She hated putting her “baby” through this. But the car was invisible. In this neighborhood, a beat-up sedan was part of the scenery.

She had the “Package” in the passenger seat. It was wrapped in a quilted moving blanket. The fabric smelled of old moths, expensive turpentine, and broken dreams. It was a heavy, awkward weight. It occupied the space where a friend or a lover might sit. But Cleo didn’t have time for either. She had a delivery to make. She had a life to rebuild, one heist at a time.

Cleo glanced at her rearview mirror. She scanned the blurry streaks of red and white light for any sign of a tail. There were no flashing sirens. She saw no black SUVs with the kind of high-gloss windows that screamed “corporate kidnapping.” No one was following her. At least, no one she could see. It was just the usual Tuesday night traffic. These were tired people heading home to cold dinners. They hadn’t just committed a felony in a high-security gallery. Cleo reached up and peeled off a fake handlebar mustache. She did it with clinical precision. The spirit gum took a layer of skin with it. It left her upper lip stinging, raw, and smelling like a chemistry lab.

“Package is secure,” she muttered into her earpiece. Her voice was flat and professional. It was the kind of voice you used when you were a heart surgeon or a professional thief. There was no room for tremors. “And for the record? Lasers are so 2010. They really should’ve invested in a dog. Or maybe a guard who doesn’t take three-hour TikTok breaks.”

“Copy that, Cleo,” her dispatcher’s voice crackled through the static. “You sound tense. You didn’t trigger any silent alarms, did you? The Art-i-fact Gallery doesn’t play nice when they lose their toys. Julian Vane has a very long memory.”

“I’m great. I’m fantastic,” Cleo lied. She swerved to avoid a rogue trash can. It was rolling across the asphalt like a plastic tumbleweed. “I’m just driving a car that’s one turn away from a structural collapse. I’m carrying a painting worth more than the sum of all zip codes. So, you know. Business as usual. But Vane is going to be pissed. This wasn’t just a painting to him. It was a ‘primary asset.’ Whatever that means in billionaire-speak.”

She took a sharp, screeching turn. The sedan’s suspension groaned in a way that suggested a terminal illness. In her peripheral vision, the wrapped frame shifted against the seat. It was a heavy, solid weight. It seemed to vibrate with its own internal rhythm. For a split second, she swore she felt a vibration coming from the canvas. It was a low, rhythmic thrumming. It made the hair on her arms stand up. It felt like a heartbeat. Or maybe it was just the engine vibrating through the worn-out upholstery. She pushed the thought away. Adrenaline did weird things to the nerves. She was a professional. She didn’t believe in haunted art. She believed in bolt cutters and the sound of a direct deposit.

Cleo cut the connection and swung the sedan into a familiar, oil-slicked alleyway. The adrenaline was still humming in her fingertips. It was a low-voltage current that kept the exhaustion at bay. She killed the engine and listened to the silence of the rain. The metal of the car ticked as it cooled. The heavy lifting was only just beginning. She hoisted the massive, blanket-wrapped weight onto her shoulder. The gilded corner dug into her collarbone. It was an awkward, bone-deep ache. She began the trek up the stairs.

The climb felt twice as long as usual. Her lungs burned with the damp, heavy air. Every step echoed in the narrow stairwell. Eventually, Cleo reached her “fortress of solitude.” It was a third-floor walk-up that smelled like turpentine, gunpowder, and frozen bean burritos. The space was designed for a woman who lived life in three-minute intervals. It was functional, sparse, and entirely devoid of anything sentimental. The walls were covered in blueprints and sticky notes. There were no photos of family. There were no mementos of better days.

She kicked the door shut with her heel. The triple-bolt lock clicked into place with a satisfying, metallic finality. She propped the Portrait of Lord Alistair Thorne against her lumpy IKEA sofa. The couch was buried under a mountain of discarded hoodies and tech manuals. The apartment was dim. It was lit only by the flickering neon sign of the bodega across the street. The sign was missing its ‘G’ and ‘A.’ It pulsed a rhythmic, sickly pink glow. This light turned the shadows twitchy and strange. Cleo didn’t bother with the overhead lights. She clicked on her headlamp instead. A surgical beam of white light cut through the gloom.

“Alright, Lord Fancy-Pants,” she whispered. She knelt on the hardwood floor. The wood hadn’t seen a mop since the Obama administration. “Let’s see what makes you worth a three-million-dollar bounty. Give up the goods. You’ve been hiding that map for three hundred years. Let’s not be artistically stingy now. I’ve got rent to pay. I’ve got a car to crush and a new life to start.”

She pulled back the blanket with a flourish. The man in the painting was striking. He had high, razor-sharp cheekbones and a practiced sneer. He looked like he had personally invented the concept of judging people based on their pedigree. His velvet frock coat was rendered in agonizing detail. Cleo felt like she could reach out and feel the nap of the fabric. He was leaning against a marble pedestal in a manicured garden. He looked thoroughly bored with the entire concept of existence. He looked like a man who had never done a day of work in his life.

Cleo grabbed a flathead screwdriver from her tool belt. Julian Vane didn’t hire thieves because he loved the classics. He was a digital god. He loved control. He hired thieves because he hid digital keys and encrypted drives in his collection. He used history as a safe for his future. She began prying at the wooden backing of the frame. Her movements were methodical and practiced. She worked the tool along the seam of the 18th-century wood. The frame was old, dry, and stubborn. It resisted her efforts with a series of tiny, indignant creaks.

“Come on,” she grunted. She put her shoulder into it. She felt the resistance give way inch by inch. “Vane doesn’t keep anything just for the aesthetics. You’re hiding something under this varnish, aren’t you? A micro-SD? A map to a server farm? Or maybe you’re just a very expensive distraction. Maybe you’re the ultimate shiny object.”

She leaned in closer to the frame. The beam of her headlamp reflected off the thick layers of aged varnish. It created a halo effect around the nobleman’s head. The eyes of the nobleman seemed to follow her. It was a common trick of the light for well-executed portraits. However, this felt different. It felt heavy. It felt like being watched by a predator through reinforced glass. It was the kind of stare that made you want to check if your fly was zipped. It made her feel small in her own home.

The wood finally gave a sharp, dry crack. It sounded like a bone snapping in the quiet room. Cleo froze and held her breath. She waited for a secondary alarm to trigger. She waited for a gas trap to fill the room with knockout spray. She had bypassed the digital locks at the gallery. But Vane was the kind of man who liked “vintage” mechanical traps. He enjoyed the theater of security. Instead, the only sound that broke the silence was unexpected. It was a noise that definitely didn’t belong in a high-security asset.

A-choo!

It was a loud, wet, and undeniably human sneeze. It echoed off the bare walls of her apartment.

Cleo spun around in a blur of motion. She brandished her screwdriver like a dagger. She held her taser in the other hand. Her heart was hammering a frantic, uneven beat. It sounded like a bird trapped in a box. She scanned the room with the speed of a cornered animal. She checked the shadows in the corner. She looked in the half-open closet. Her coats hung there like limp bodies. The pile of laundry looked vaguely like a crouching intruder in the pink neon light.

“Who’s there?” she barked. Her voice cracked just enough to annoy her. “I’ve got a taser and a very short fuse. Show yourself, or I start punching holes in things! I’m not kidding. I will wreck this place and you with it! I have nothing to lose but a security deposit!”

Silence returned. It was thick and suffocating. It was broken only by the hum of the refrigerator. Then, a soft, muffled groan of discomfort echoed through the studio. This was followed by the sound of fabric rustling. It was a dry, expensive sound. Cleo slowly turned her head back to the painting. Her headlamp beam swept across the canvas like a searchlight. Her jaw didn’t just drop. It hit the floor. The nobleman in the frame was no longer posing.

He was no longer leaning against his marble pedestal. He was stooped over. He was rubbing his nose with a painted silk handkerchief. He had apparently pulled it from a previously invisible pocket. His eyes were watering. His face was flushed a very human shade of pink. The paint itself seemed to be breathing.

“The dust in this hovel is positively lethal,” the painting said. Its voice was a rich, melodic baritone. It dripped with 18th-century disdain and aristocratic offense. “Do you never sweep, woman? Or is this a deliberate attempt at biological warfare? I’ve seen coal mines in the north with better air quality than this cupboard. This is an affront to my senses.”

Cleo stared. Her brain, usually a high-speed processor, simply stalled out. Her tactical training hadn’t covered talking oil paintings. “The painting just talked. Great. I have carbon monoxide poisoning. I knew I shouldn’t have bought that cheap space heater from the guy in the van. It’s finally happening. My brain is officially soup. I’m arguing with a dead guy on a piece of linen.”

“I can assure you, your brain is as functional as it ever was,” the man in the canvas replied. He tucked his handkerchief away with a sniff. He leaned forward. He pressed his face against the surface of the oil paint. It looked like he was looking through a window pane. The paint distorted around his features. He narrowed his eyes at the sight of Cleo’s screwdriver. “Now, be a dear and move that offensive smelling lamp. It’s giving me a migraine. And stop pointing that piece of metal at my throat.”

Cleo didn’t move the lamp. She gripped the screwdriver tighter. She waited for the hallucination to end. She wanted the walls to stop vibrating. She wanted reality to snap back into its boring shape. But the man in the portrait didn’t fade. Instead, the flat surface of the painting began to swell. It distorted and bubbled outward like heat-warped plastic. It looked like the room was struggling to contain his presence. The frame groaned under the pressure of his three-dimensional weight.

“I’m going to count to three,” Cleo hissed. Her voice trembled with terror and outrage. “If you don’t turn back into a static image, I am spraying you with Windex. I will ruin your finish, I swear to God. You’ll be a blue, streaky mess by the time I’m done. I’ll donate you to a thrift store.”

“I wouldn’t advise that,” the man said. His voice became clearer. It lost the muffled, distant quality of the canvas. “Ammonia gives me a migraine. Also, I am currently lacking the ‘Patience’ quadrant of my soul. It was left in the varnish. If you spray me with that blue swill, I might turn your teeth into marbles. I’ll do it just to see if you can still complain about the ‘mess’ I’m making.”

“You’re a painting! Paintings don’t have quadrants! They have layers and pigments and probably a lot of lead!”

“I am a Warlock who was shredded into this linen prison,” he snapped back. His amber eyes flashed with a light that wasn’t a reflection. It was a deep, magical glow. He looked down at her feet with pure, unadulterated horror. “And you... are a person who wears rubber on their feet. Have the cows gone extinct? Is leather a myth now? Why are you wearing oversized marshmallows as footwear? It’s offensive to the very idea of a foot.”

“It’s called foam, Alistair. And, I’m Cleo. Welcome to 2026. It’s comfortable. It’s light. It doesn’t require killing a cow or polishing anything. Now, get back in the frame before I lose my mind and start throwing things. I have a lot of heavy books and I’m not afraid to use them.”

Alistair didn’t just walk out. He dripped. His left boot hit the hardwood floor with a wet, heavy thud. It sent a vibration through Cleo’s shins. The boot was a three-dimensional construct of polished leather and Prussian Blue pigment. The oil paint rippled like liquid across the floor. It was thick and smelled of linseed oil and ancient ozone. It also smelled like expensive, outdated cologne. He “re-rendered” in real-time. He filled in from a flat sketch to a solid, six-foot-tall man in a powdered wig. He stood there, taller than he looked in the frame.

“My deposit! You’re getting pigment on the floor! That’s never coming out!” Cleo yelled. She pointed at the dark blue smudge. It was rapidly solidifying into a very real footprint. “I’m never getting that back. You’re literally a walking stain!”

“You should be honored,” Alistair replied. He smoothed his frock coat. He adjusted his lace cuffs with practiced elegance. He seemed unbothered by the fact that he had just violated the laws of physics. “My original artist charged by the inch. You’re getting a masterwork on your rug for free. I’ve watched you through the varnish for three days, Cleopatra. You’re the only person I’ve seen bypass a digital lock with a bobby pin. I need that desperation. I need someone who knows how to move through the shadows of this garish epoch.”

“I’m not desperate. I’m a specialist. There’s a difference, usually involving a higher paycheck and a better health plan,” Cleo snapped. She backed away as he took a step toward her. His presence filled the small room. It made the walls feel like they were closing in. He was too bright, too detailed, and too real for her gray apartment.

“You live in a room the size of a carriage house,” Alistair said. He gestured toward the orange-stained bag on her counter. He looked at it with the curiosity of a scientist. “You eat that for sustenance. You are desperate. And more importantly, you are exactly what I need to navigate this neon-lit purgatory. Now, tell me, where is the rest of my estate? Or has that been turned into ‘foam’ as well? Have you people no dignity?”

“It’s a Dorito. Don’t touch them. They are the only thing keeping me sane,” Cleo warned. Her threat was immediately drowned out by a new sound. It was a heavy, synchronized thump from the hallway. It vibrated through the floorboards. This was followed by the metallic clack of a mag-lock bypass. It wasn’t a neighbor coming home. It was the rhythmic, deliberate tread of boots designed for a tactical breach. Cleo knew that sound. It was the sound of professional trouble.

Cleo’s blood went cold. The adrenaline spiked back into her system. She snatched her phone and checked the Ring camera. Three men in sleek tactical gear were standing at her door. Their faces were hidden behind matte black visors. They weren’t carrying guns. That was almost worse. They were carrying a high-tech canister labeled SOLVENT 9G. It was a specialized chemical meant for “cleaning” magical anchors.

“Great. Vane’s ‘cleaners’ are here. And they brought the industrial strength stuff,” Cleo whispered. Her mind already mapped out the quickest route to the window. She grabbed her pre-packed bug-out bag from under the bed.

Alistair followed her gaze to the tiny screen. His lip curled in a sneer of pure loathing. “The apprentice’s dogs. They smell of turpentine and mediocrity. They seek to ‘re-edit’ me into nothingness. They want to wash away the soul of the work with their sterile chemicals. How utterly predictable.”

“They’re holding a canister of solvent, Alistair,” Cleo said. She grabbed a roll of duct tape. “If they spray you, you’re not a Warlock anymore. You’re a Rorschach test on my wall. You’ll be a puddle of blue goop and a powdered wig. Listen, Mozart. If you want to keep your face, get back in the frame. We’re leaving now. And we’re not taking the stairs.”

The door groaned as a battering ram hit the frame. The metal hinges screamed under the strain. The wood began to splinter around the lock. Alistair looked at the door. Then he looked back at the empty, white canvas. He looked like he’d rather face a firing squad than go back into the darkness of the linen prison. He looked at Cleo with a sudden, sharp intensity.

“Then I suggest we depart. Do you have a faster carriage? Or must we rely on your rubber shoes and your prayers?” Alistair asked. He gripped the edges of the frame. “I am not ‘toast.’ I am an Alchemist of the High Order. I will not be erased by men in plastic hats! They have no appreciation for the arts!”

“You’re a target! Grab the frame. That’s your “anchor.” If you’re more than fifty feet from it, you’re done. Your soul will literally unspool like a bad cassette tape. Move!”

Cleo kicked open the window to the fire escape. The cold rain blasted into the room. It mixed with the pink neon light to create a hazy, violet glow. She didn’t wait to see if he followed. She swung her legs onto the wet metal stairs. Just then, her front door exploded inward in a cloud of splinters. A thick, choking chemical mist filled the room. It smelled like death and paint thinner.

“Into the night, then,” Alistair muttered. He clutched the heavy gilded frame to his chest like a shield. His boots clattered on the fire escape behind her. He moved with a surprising, fluid grace. “But I am telling you now, Cleopatra. If I get rain on this velvet, someone is becoming a toad. And I’m starting with the men in the gray suits. They have terrible fashion sense anyway.”

“Just jump!” Cleo yelled over the roar of the rain. They disappeared into the shadows of the city. Behind them, the solvent-wielding cleaners stepped onto the fire escape. But the thief and the masterpiece were already gone.
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Chapter 2: The Roomba Duel
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The service elevator of Cleo’s apartment building was a metal box of despair. It smelled like wet cardboard and industrial-strength floor wax. Cleo huddled in the corner. She was frantically swiping through her phone. She needed an exit route that didn’t involve running into men with solvent canisters. Alistair Thorne stood beside her. He was clutching the gilded frame to his chest like a holy relic. He was staring at the row of illuminated floor buttons with pure, unadulterated terror. To him, the glowing plastic circles looked like the runes of a dark god.

“The floor is falling, Cleopatra,” Alistair whispered. His voice was tight. He grasped the handrail like a lifeline. “Why is the floor falling? Is this a standard execution method in your century? Do you simply drop the condemned into a pit until their hearts stop?”

“It’s a service elevator,” Cleo snapped. She didn’t look up from her screen. “We’re going down so we don’t get shot in the hallway. Perspective, please. It’s not a pit. It’s a convenience.”

Alistair didn’t seem convinced. He began to chant under his breath in low, rhythmic Latin. The elevator car creaked as it descended. “The numbers! They are counting down to our inevitable demise! 4... 3... 2... Are we being delivered to the pits of the underworld? Is this the gate to the inferno?”

“Stop chanting,” Cleo hissed. She nudged him with her elbow. “It’s an elevator, not a portal to the abyss. You’re just going to make the sensors glitch and make it stall. We’re being delivered to the basement. There’s a dumpster and a very angry super named Jorge. Lower your voice before someone hears the 18th century coming.”

Alistair’s eyes locked onto the emergency ‘Stop’ button. It was a bright, tempting red. “If I press this red rune, will the descent cease? Will the earth stop swallowing us whole?”

“Press that and I will personally paint you into a portrait of a toilet,” Cleo warned. She stepped between him and the panel. “Don’t touch anything. In fact, don’t even breathe on the hardware. We are ten seconds away from being free, provided you don’t hex the machinery.”

The elevator reached the basement with a gentle ding. Alistair nearly collapsed. He stumbled out into the concrete hallway as if he had just survived a shipwreck. Cleo didn’t give him time to recover. She grabbed his velvet sleeve and hauled him toward the rear exit. They burst out into the rain. It was cold and biting. They stayed in the shadows of the alley. Cleo led the way to a nondescript van parked three blocks over. She threw the back doors open and shoved the warlock inside.

The van rattled over the bridge as they fled the city’s grip. Forty minutes later, they arrived at Cleo’s “Plan B.” It was a windowless storage unit on the edge of the city. She had converted it into a secondary workspace and a crash pad. It was cramped and filled with crates. The air was dry and tasted of dust. This was her only real home. It was also home to her only piece of smart-tech: a first-generation Roomba named ‘Buster.’

Cleo kicked open the heavy metal door. The hinges shrieked. “Home sweet secondary home. It’s climate-controlled and windowless. Vane’s trackers shouldn’t be able to bounce a signal off these lead-lined walls. We’re officially off the grid.”

Alistair stepped inside. He surveyed the stacks of crates and the bare lightbulb. He looked like he had been insulted by a landscape. “You moved me from a hovel to a dungeon. Your hospitality remains consistently appalling. Is this where you keep your prisoners? Or perhaps your discarded furniture?”

“It’s a storage unit, Alistair,” Cleo said. She dropped her bag on a workbench. “People keep their Christmas decorations and failed dreams here. You fit right in. It’s safe. It’s dry. And most importantly, it’s not currently being sprayed with paint thinner.”

“I am a masterpiece,” Alistair sniffed. He adjusted his powdered wig. “I do not ‘fit in’ with boxes of discarded winter garments and broken appliances. I belong in a gallery. I belong under silk drapes and soft lighting.”

“You’re a fugitive in a wig,” Cleo countered. She pointed to a sturdy plastic crate. “Sit on that and stay quiet while I scan the frame. I need to see exactly what kind of tracking signature Vane put on your ‘anchor.’“

Alistair sat down with an audible huff. He looked around the dim room. His eyes landed on a small, flat, circular object on the floor. It was black and plastic. It looked harmless. Cleo reached over and tapped a button on her phone. Buster the Roomba chirped a happy, electronic melody. The small machine began to hum. It started to spiral across the floor to clear the dust. Alistair froze. He watched the Roomba slide toward him. To him, it wasn’t a vacuum. It was a silent, flat beast. It was stalking his silk-covered toes. He pulled his feet up as the machine hummed louder, making a rhythmic, whirring sound of mechanical hunger.

The automated cleaner continued its randomized path. It bumped into Alistair’s left boot with a soft clack. Alistair let out a shriek. It was a very high-pitched sound. It was not the sound a powerful warlock should make. He leaped onto a stack of plastic bins with surprising agility. He stood there trembling. He reached into his coat and drew a silver letter opener. He had swiped it from Cleo’s desk earlier. He held it out like a fencing foil.

“What is that?” Alistair demanded. His eyes were wide with panic. “That... circular beast. It is prowling. It hissed at me, Cleo! It made a whirring sound of hunger! It has tasted the leather of the House of Thorne!”

Cleo looked up from her laptop. She sighed. “That’s Buster. He’s a vacuum, Alistair. He’s the only thing keeping this place from smelling like a dead moth’s funeral. He didn’t hiss. He has a motor. He’s sucking up the dirt you brought in on your fancy boots.”

“Release me!” Alistair yelled. He brandished the letter opener at the Roomba. Buster had turned around and was now bumping into the crate Alistair was standing on. “The circular demon seeks to consume my essence! It seeks to suck the very pigment from my shins! It is a devourer of souls!”

“It’s a vacuum, you idiot!” Cleo shouted. She rubbed her temples. “It’s picking up the lint you’re shedding! Alistair, no! Put the letter opener down! If you stab my Roomba, I am leaving you in a Greyhound station locker. Do you know how much that thing cost? It’s vintage tech!”

Alistair didn’t lower the weapon. He watched Buster retreat and turn toward a pile of dust in the corner. “It moves in patterns of madness. It has no eyes, yet it finds me. It is a blind hunter from the void.”

“It moves in a randomized pattern to maximize floor coverage,” Cleo explained. Her voice was flat. “It’s not ‘stalking’ you. It’s literally designed to avoid obstacles. You are currently the obstacle. Be the alpha, Alistair. It’s a plastic disc.”

Alistair glared at the Roomba from atop the crates. He slowly lowered the letter opener. He looked like a king who had been forced to negotiate with a pigeon. “I shall allow it to live. For now. But if it approaches my canvas again, I will turn its mechanical heart into a very small, very confused turtle. I will not have my dignity vacuumed.”

He stayed perched on the crates, refusing to touch the floor while the machine was active. Cleo ignored him, focusing on the screen as a progress bar crawled across the display. The humor in the room died down quickly when Alistair made a small, choked sound.

“Cleopatra...”

Cleo looked over. Her eyes widened. Alistair was looking at his right hand. It was starting to turn translucent. The vibrant colors of his sleeve were fading. He looked like a charcoal sketch that was being erased by an invisible hand. The “pigment” was thinning. They had been away from the original canvas for too long.

“Whoa,” Cleo said. She stood up and walked over. “You’re going translucent. Is that a ‘you’ thing or an ‘I’m-hungry’ thing? Do I need to feed you a gallon of oil paint?”

“It is a ‘death’ thing,” Alistair said. His voice was suddenly frail. He held his hand up to the lightbulb. She could see the outlines of the crates through his palm. “My essence is tied to the Heart. It is the first soul-piece. Without it, the physical world rejects my resolution. I am becoming a draft of a man. I am a memory losing its focus.”

“The Heart?” Cleo asked. She grabbed her tablet. “You mentioned that before. The ‘Soul-Shredding.’“

“The man who trapped me was thorough,” Alistair explained. He sat back down. He looked exhausted. “He did not just paint me. He divided my spirit into four anchors. The painting you stole is the Body. It provides the form. But the Heart... the Heart provides the permanence. Without the Heart, the Body cannot sustain its weight in this reality. If I become a smudge, Cleo, I cannot be un-smudged. I will just be a stain on the history of this dungeon. A blue blur on your floor.”

Cleo felt a twinge of guilt. She had stolen him for a payday. She hadn’t realized he was literally evaporating. “Don’t get dramatic. I’ve been working on the encrypted metadata Vane left on the frame. I’ve got a hit. A secondary asset location. Madrid. There’s a high-frequency magical signature coming from a vault. It’s under a nightclub called El Gato. It matches the pigment density of your ‘Heart’ painting.”

Alistair looked up. “Madrid. The city of light and shadow. We must go. I can feel the pull of it. It is a faint tugging at the center of my being.”

As Alistair’s hope flickered, Cleo’s laptop suddenly chirped a sharp, high-pitched alert. A red dot began to blink on a localized map of the storage facility.

“Buster, shut up,” Cleo commanded. She tapped a command on her phone. The Roomba powered down instantly. She stood up and began slamming her laptop shut. She started shoving cables into her bag. “Alistair, get back in the box. Now. We’ve got company.”

Alistair looked confused. “How? I was silent! I did not even insult the circular beast again! I was a model of restraint!”

“Vane’s ‘Cleaners’ didn’t find us by sound,” Cleo said. She checked her perimeter sensors. “You’re a walking magical Wi-Fi router, Alistair. Your ‘stress’ creates a frequency. It’s like a beacon in the dark. Every time you scream at a vacuum or panic in an elevator, you might as well be firing a flare gun into the sky. They just hit the perimeter sensors at the main gate.”

Alistair’s translucent hand tightened into a fist. “Then we must engage them! I shall turn their bones into lead! I shall show them the wrath of the House of Thorne!”

“You’ll turn into a puddle if we don’t move,” Cleo snapped. She pointed at the empty canvas. “You don’t have the ‘Heart’ yet, remember? You’re barely a sketch. If they hit you with that solvent now, there won’t be enough of you left to scrap together. Get back in the frame. Now!”

Alistair looked at the canvas. He sighed. It was a long, weary sound. He stepped toward the frame. “Fine. But I demand a better quality of crate for the flight to Spain. This one smells of mothballs and failure. It is beneath my station.”

“Be grateful I’m not checking you as oversized luggage,” Cleo muttered. She grabbed a roll of duct tape. “Get in. Move!”

Alistair stepped into the frame. He dissolved into a swirl of blue and gold. He settled back into his bored pose. Cleo threw the blanket over the painting. She shoved it into a reinforced shipping crate. She could hear the tires of a heavy SUV screeching on the asphalt outside.

“Madrid better be worth the airfare,” she whispered. She grabbed the handle of the crate and headed for the back exit.
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Chapter 3: The Eraser
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Julian Vane’s office in San Francisco did not contain a single soft edge. It was a cathedral of glass and brushed titanium perched sixty stories above the Pacific fog, a space designed to make the rest of the world look small, cluttered, and inherently unfinished. The air inside was chilled to a precise sixty-four degrees, smelling faintly of ozone and the sterile, metallic scent of high-end filtration. The silence was absolute, a heavy, expensive silence that signaled power more clearly than any noise ever could. To the uninitiated, the room looked like the cockpit of a digital god—a place where the messy variables of reality were merely suggestions to be smoothed over. To Julian, it was a work in progress, a masterpiece that required constant, ruthless thinning.

He stood before a massive, centuries-old mural that had been painstakingly liberated from a crumbling cathedral in Seville and reconstructed on his wall with molecular precision. The painting was a riot of baroque excess—deep forest greens, weeping saints with eyes like liquid gold, and a thousand tiny, intricate leaves that seemed to rustle under the office’s climate-controlled vents. It was the crowning achievement of the Sevillian School, a work that had survived the Napoleonic Wars, Spanish plagues, and the slow, grinding rot of five centuries. It represented the peak of human patience and artistic devotion, a physical testament to a time when beauty was measured in decades of labor rather than seconds of render time.

Julian held a sleek, custom-built tablet in his left hand, the glow reflecting in his eyes that looked far younger than the fifty-plus years his birth certificate claimed—the result of top-tier cellular editing and a life lived without the burden of stress. He wasn’t just looking at the art; he was auditing it with the cold, proprietary eye of a man who viewed history as raw, unoptimized data.

“It’s too crowded, don’t you think?” Julian asked. His voice was a smooth, cultured hum that barely rose above the whisper of the server fans hidden behind the walls. He didn’t look back at the man standing by the door. “Too much detail. The artist was insecure, Marcus. He was afraid of the silence, so he filled every inch with a leaf, a twig, or a desperate prayer. He didn’t trust the viewer to find the meaning in the void. He was a hoarder of visual information.”

Marcus, a man whose tailored suit cost more than a mid-sized sedan but who still managed to look like a frightened intern, shifted his weight nervously. The squeak of his leather shoes sounded like a gunshot in the sterile room. “Sir, that mural was the last remaining work of the Sevillian School. The provenance is airtight. It’s worth eighty million dollars on the private market, and the Louvre has been petitioning for a loan for three years. It is... it is irreplaceable.”

Julian didn’t blink. He touched a slender titanium stylus to the tablet screen. With a casual, almost bored swipe of his thumb, a massive section of the mural—an entire grove of painted oaks and two kneeling friars—simply vanished.

On the wall, the paint didn’t flake or peel; it didn’t even fade. It ceased to exist. In its place was a rectangular void of blank, sterile white plaster, as if the wall itself had forgotten the art had ever been there. It wasn’t a cover-up; it was a clean, digital lobotomy of history. Julian wasn’t just stealing art; he was editing existence to suit his aesthetic of the void.

“It was worth eighty million,” Julian corrected, finally turning to face his assistant. His expression was polished, his skin taut and poreless, utterly vacant of empathy. “Now, the digital scan I just took is the only place those trees exist. I’ve encrypted the file. I’ve secured the metadata. If someone wants to see the Sevillian School’s masterpiece in its entirety, they have to come to me. They have to ask. Scarcity is a beautiful thing, Marcus. It’s the only true currency left in a world drowning in infinite, cheap copies. Now, tell me why my sensors are picking up a ‘Thorne’ frequency in a storage unit in New Jersey.”

Julian swiped his hand across the obsidian surface of his desk, and the white void on the wall was momentarily forgotten as a holographic map of the Tri-State area bloomed into the air. A pulsing, irregular ink-blot icon was vibrating with a frantic, indigo light. It was moving steadily toward Newark Liberty International Airport, cutting through the digital landscape with the stubbornness of a ghost that refused to stay buried.

“He’s mobile,” Julian whispered, his eyes narrowing until they were mere slits of cold blue light. He zoomed in on the icon, peeling back layers of traffic-cam footage through an AI filter that smoothed away the rain and the graininess until a sharp image of a nondescript white van appeared. He paused the frame, his eyes locking onto the driver. He recognized her instantly from the Metropolitan Museum’s security audit—a ghost he had been tracking through the digital underworld for months.

“The thief is Cleo Miller,” Marcus said, tapping his own device to keep up with the data stream. “Low-level, freelance, high success rate. She’s good, but she’s human. She’s currently operating under three aliases—two dead, one merely dormant—and has a history of dodging high-end sensors using localized EMP bursts and physical hardware bypasses. She’s likely the one who breached the New York containment unit and extracted the Thorne asset.”

Julian walked through the hologram, his hand passing through the digital ghost of Cleo’s face like a phantom. He traced the line of her jaw on the screen, his touch clinical, as if he were deciding which part of her to delete first. “She’s not the problem, Marcus. Humans are predictable animals governed by chemistry and fear. They want money, or they want to keep their kneecaps. They are easy to edit, easy to remove from the narrative. Alistair Thorne is the problem. He’s always had a knack for inspiring people to do stupid things. Like living. Like believing they can outrun the inevitable march of progress. He represents everything I am trying to erase—the messy, the magical, the unquantifiable.”

Julian tapped the flickering indigo blot. He remained entirely clueless as to why a low-level thief would risk her life for a centuries-old warlock. He didn’t see the connection to the Heart, or the desperate mission Alistair was on; to Julian, Thorne was simply a stolen asset—a dangerous, arrogant relic that belonged in a high-security vault, not a transit van.

“I don’t know her game yet. Maybe she has a buyer with archaic tastes, or maybe she’s just over-ambitious and thinks she can ransom him back to me,” Julian mused. “But she’s moving my property, which means he’s awake. And an awake Alistair is a loud Alistair. His ego has a frequency of its own, and it’s currently bleeding all over my map.”

“The cleaners missed them at the apartment,” Marcus reported, his voice dropping an octave as Julian’s temper began to simmer beneath the polished surface. “They’re regrouping now. We have teams on every outbound flight from JFK, and we’ve flagged every passport associated with her known aliases. We’ve even spiked the facial recognition at the PATH stations.”

Julian’s eyes darkened, reflecting the indigo pulse of his oldest nemesis. “Don’t bother with JFK. If they’re headed to Newark, they’re going somewhere quiet. Somewhere they think I won’t look. Send the ‘Restoration Team.’ Tell them I want the girl’s hands and the Warlock’s canvas back in my possession. In that order. If she can’t use her fingers, she can’t steal my property. And tell them to bring the solvent. If Thorne resists, I want him stripped down to the primer. I want him back as a blank slate.”

While Julian was authorizing the digital hunt from his glass tower, Cleo Miller was feeling a rare moment of professional pride. She had spent the last hour before dawn meticulously prepping the Thorne portrait in the back of the van, working by the dim, red glow of a tactical light. Before packing him into the crate marked Fragile: Medical Glass, she had installed a custom-built, fail-safe signal jammer into a hidden groove she’d carved into the back of the frame.

It was a masterpiece of black-market engineering—a “Black Box” jammer that utilized a counter-harmonic frequency to phase out the warlock’s magical “hum.” It didn’t just block the signal; it smoothed it over with a layer of unremarkable electronic white noise. She had tested it twice against her own military-grade sensors, and both times Alistair’s indigo heartbeat had vanished into the background radiation of the city. As far as the world was concerned, the crate contained nothing but inert glass.

The airport was a sensory hellscape of linoleum, lukewarm coffee, and the frantic, collective desperation of three thousand people trying to flee New Jersey at once. The air was thick with the smell of jet fuel, floor wax, and the metallic tang of stress sweat. Cleo pushed her squeaky luggage cart with a steady hand, maintaining the practiced look of a bored, slightly annoyed traveler who just wanted to get home. Stuck to the side of the crate was a glossy travel poster for Spain, a last-minute bit of flair to hide the seams of the plywood and provide Alistair with a “window” to the world.

If a passerby looked closely at the sun-drenched beach of the poster, they might have noticed the “model” in the background—a man in a powdered wig and a blue velvet coat—was whispering through the paper, his lips moving in sync with the rustle of the air conditioning.

“Cleopatra, why is that woman in the blue vest touching my frame? Her touch is... aggressive,” Alistair’s voice came as a paper-thin vibration against the gloss of the poster. “Her hands are oily. I can feel the grease through the plywood. It’s invasive. I feel as though I’m being handled by a common fishmonger in a very loud warehouse.”

“That’s a TSA agent, Alistair,” Cleo muttered, staring straight ahead and moving her lips as little as possible. She felt the weight of her fake ID in her pocket like a hot coal. “She’s checking the crate for structural integrity. If you bite her or try to turn her badge into a toad, we’re going to a different kind of dungeon. One without room service, air conditioning, or a legal defense. Stay flat. The jammer is holding, so just don’t do anything... warlocky. Don’t spark, don’t glow, and for God’s sake, don’t blink when they scan us.”

“There is a man over there eating a ‘Cinnabon,’“ Alistair whispered, his painted eyes widening as the cloyingly sweet scent wafted toward them from the food court. “The scent is overwhelming. It smells like a spice market exploded in a sugar refinery. It is a decadent, cloying aroma that speaks to the very soul of indulgence. I must have one, Cleo. It is essential for my humors. I feel my resolution dipping; I am becoming translucent with longing.”

“We are literally fugitives, Alistair. No Cinnabons. Just pretend to be a very handsome, very still model. You’re supposed to be a piece of paper, not a food critic. This is a travel poster, not a menu.”

“A model?” Alistair’s ego flared, momentarily distracting him from the siren call of the cinnamon. “Well. I suppose I do have the bone structure for it. Though this swimsuit on the gentleman next to me is a scandal. It leaves nothing to the imagination and provides no warmth for the kidneys. Is this how men dress for the sea now? It’s a disgrace to the gender.”

The promise of being a “model” almost kept Alistair quiet, but as they reached the gate, the atmosphere shifted from irritating to lethal. Cleo stopped short, her pulse spiking as her vision narrowed. Near the boarding door, she saw a group of men in charcoal suits who looked far too “clean” for a Newark-to-Madrid flight. They weren’t travelers; they were hunters. They were scanning the crowd with handheld devices that looked like oversized iPhones, their lenses tinted a dark, polarized violet. They moved with the synchronized, predatory precision of a Restoration Team.

“Change of plans,” Cleo said, her heart hammering against her ribs despite her confidence in the jammer. “We’re going through the VIP lounge entrance. Now.”

“Is that the one with the free wine?” Alistair’s muffled voice came from the crate as Cleo veered sharply away from the main line, her boots clicking double-time on the linoleum. “I’ve heard rumors of the ‘First Class’ experience. Silk pillows, warm nuts, and a lack of peasants. I believe I am entitled to it, given my current state of two-dimensional suffering and the indignity of this plywood.”

“You’re entitled to a bubble-wrap coffin if you don’t shut up,” Cleo whispered. She watched as one of the charcoal suits tilted his device toward the crate. For a terrifying second, she saw a flicker of jagged static on his screen, a jagged indigo line fighting to break through the white noise. But her fail-safe jammer held firm. The signal remained flat, masking the warlock’s indigo heartbeat just long enough for them to pass. “Vane’s tech is searching, Alistair. But my jammer is better. Just hold your breath.”

Cleo managed to talk her way past the final checkpoint, using a combination of a forged VIP pass and a look of high-society entitlement that Alistair would have admired had he seen it. She settled into the aircraft, having booked an extra seat for the “delicate antique.” As the plane lifted off, the roar of the engines—a sound Alistair described as a “screaming metal dragon”—drowned out his frantic questions about how a “metal bird” stayed aloft without the souls of the departed.

Once they were safely at cruising altitude and the “fasten seatbelt” sign pinged off, Cleo pulled out her smartphone to check her landing coordinates. Her heart skipped a beat. Alistair’s face, rendered in glowing, high-definition pixels, appeared on her home screen, superimposed over her background. He had jumped from the crate into her hardware.

“We are flying,” Alistair whispered through her earbuds, his digital voice crisp and terrified. “Cleopatra, I can feel the change in the pressure. It is as if the world is trying to squeeze the ink from my veins. How is this bird staying aloft? Is it fueled by lightning? I feel... light. I feel as though my edges are blurring into the code.”

“It’s fueled by jet fuel and physics, Alistair. Get off my phone. You’re draining my battery and I need that for the landing. If you crash my OS, we’re both dead.”

“Cleo... look at the screen behind the seat in front of you,” Alistair said, his digital image flickering with a sudden, jagged static.

Cleo looked up, and the blood drained from her face, leaving her feeling as cold as the air outside the cabin. The seatback screen was flickering. The “Safety Video” of a smiling flight attendant had been replaced by the high-definition, unblinking face of Julian Vane. He was sitting in his glass office, looking directly into the camera as if he were sitting in the cockpit himself, steering the plane into the abyss.

“Enjoy the flight, Cleo,” Julian’s voice purred through her headset, overriding her jammer entirely by hijacking the plane’s own internal hardware. He didn’t need to find her frequency; he had simply bought the frequency of the entire aircraft. “I tracked the power draw of your jammer the moment it hit the airport’s Wi-Fi mesh. Clever, but ultimately just another layer of noise to be deleted. Madrid is a long way away, and it’s an even longer way down from thirty thousand feet.”
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Chapter 4: The Watercolor Glitch
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The cabin of the Boeing 747 was a tomb of recycled air and low-frequency humming. It was that strange, liminal hour of a red-eye flight where time ceases to exist. Most of the passengers were slumped over in various stages of neck-cramped exhaustion. The lights were dimmed to a ghostly, oceanic blue. Cleo Miller was wide awake. Her eyes were fixed on the seatback screen in front of her. She wasn’t watching the mid-tier rom-com she’d selected. She was watching the screen flicker with a pattern that wasn’t part of the airline’s entertainment package.

Suddenly, the movie vanished. The pixels swirled and reformed into the sharp, smug face of Julian Vane. It was a high-definition taunt delivered via satellite.

“He hacked the plane, Alistair,” Cleo whispered. Her voice was tight with a mix of awe and pure irritation. “He literally hacked a multi-million dollar aircraft just to troll me. The man has no chill. He probably spent more on this satellite uplink than I’ve made in the last three years of high-stakes larceny. It’s a flex. A giant, digital flex.”

Below the screen, Cleo’s smartphone sat in the tray table. Alistair was currently residing inside the glass. His face was pressed against the interior of the screen like a frustrated goldfish in a very expensive, very small tank. His eyes were wide as he looked up at the digital projection of his rival. He looked like he was trapped behind a layer of frozen
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