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Prologue 
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The air inside the museum was thick with dust, the kind that clung to forgotten corners and whispered ancient secrets. It was well past midnight, but the museum was far from silent. A soft hum echoed through the grand hallways, as if the very walls were alive, remembering things they were never meant to forget.

Curator Elias Dorian stood in front of the mirror-polished glass case, staring at the ancient artifact it contained. The item was nondescript to the untrained eye—just another piece of forgotten history, another relic in the museum’s extensive collection. But to Elias, it was everything. It was the key. The final piece.

His hands trembled slightly as he reached out to adjust the velvet ropes surrounding the case. His mind raced, thoughts scattering like shards of broken glass. Tonight, he would finally solve the Curator’s Code.

He'd spent years collecting fragments of the puzzle, unraveling cryptic messages hidden in paintings, carved into ancient statues, and etched into the very foundation of the building itself. Every curator before him had left behind a clue. Each was a piece of a larger riddle that no one had yet managed to solve. But Elias had come closer than any of them.

The museum's security cameras blinked in the background, their cold eyes watching, but Elias was beyond caring. His obsession had consumed him. The museum’s halls had become his sanctuary, and the code his only purpose. He’d grown close to something no one had ever dared to understand. Something dangerous. Something that had been buried under layers of history, guarded by the elite few who knew the truth.

Tonight was the night.

He slowly unlatched the case, his fingers brushing the glass. The artifact—a small, intricately carved stone tablet—was more than just a relic. It held the final coordinates to the treasure hidden beneath the museum’s deepest floors, a treasure that had been lost for centuries. But it wasn’t just about the gold. It was about power.

The moment his fingers touched the tablet, a sharp noise shattered the silence. Click.

A hidden door, once sealed, creaked open behind him. Elias froze, a cold sweat instantly forming on his forehead. The sound was faint, almost imperceptible, but it was enough to send a shiver down his spine. Someone was here. Someone had been watching.

He reached for the tablet one last time, his breath quickening, but before he could lift it from its case, a low voice echoed through the room.

“You shouldn’t have come here alone, Elias.”

Elias spun around, heart pounding in his chest, but there was no one to be seen.

The voice continued, almost a whisper. “You’ve unlocked something far darker than you can comprehend. The Curator’s Code is not meant to be solved.”

He turned back to the tablet, his hand shaking. Had they finally caught up to him?

The air felt heavier, charged with something malevolent. His hand grasped the tablet, and just as he began to lift it—

The lights flickered.

The shadow moved.

A sharp, final crack echoed through the room, and Elias collapsed.

The last thing he saw was the museum's grand clock—its hands forever frozen at 12:00.

The Curator’s Code had claimed another life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 


[image: ]


Detective Victoria "Vik" Rae stood at the entrance of the museum, her gaze lingering on the grand, towering structure before her. The museum was a maze of ancient stone and modern glass, an imposing fortress of art, culture, and history. Yet today, the building felt different—haunted by something unseen, a presence that seemed to pulse within its walls. It was as if the stone itself knew the secrets buried deep within.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, dragging her from her thoughts. The message was simple but jarring: “Elias Dorian is dead.”

Vik took a slow breath, letting the weight of the message settle in. Elias Dorian, the enigmatic curator of the museum, had been found dead just hours earlier, his body discovered in a private gallery that only a select few ever entered. The death wasn’t an accident. The bloodstains on the floor, the faint, almost imperceptible scratches on his neck, spoke of something far more sinister.

The museum had called her in, though they had little to offer except the word murder. They hadn’t even been able to determine whether it was a robbery gone wrong or a targeted assassination. For a woman like Vik, who had spent her life solving puzzles, the lack of clear answers was both an invitation and a challenge.

She stepped inside, the thick oak doors creaking open to reveal the expansive hall. It was eerily quiet. The faint smell of dust and old paper hung in the air, mingling with the faint scent of expensive leather-bound books and antique wood. A few soft echoes reverberated through the vaulted ceiling, bouncing off the towering walls that housed some of the world’s rarest treasures.

Vik adjusted her coat, letting the hem fall behind her as she walked deeper into the museum. She was used to crime scenes, but this was different. The magnitude of this place—the gravity of the situation—pressed down on her. She’d been inside the museum before, but only for brief visits. The exhibits had always intrigued her, but it was the curator, Elias Dorian, who had always remained an enigma. No one really knew him, and those who claimed to had always seemed oddly protective of him.

Her footsteps echoed in the silence, a rhythmic counterpoint to the chaos that had been set in motion.

As she approached the gallery where Dorian’s body had been found, she saw the yellow police tape marking the boundary of the crime scene. A uniformed officer stood watch by the door, his face a mask of solemn duty. He nodded at her as she approached.

“Detective Rae,” he greeted, voice quiet. “We’ve been expecting you.”

“Is everything in order?” she asked, her gaze sweeping across the space beyond the door.

“As in... sealed off and untouched? Yes, ma’am. No one has been in since the discovery.” The officer’s eyes shifted nervously, his voice dropping even lower. “But... there’s something strange about it. You’ll see.”

Vik raised an eyebrow but didn’t press further. She simply nodded and stepped past him, entering the room.

The first thing that hit her was the coldness. It wasn’t the temperature, though. It was something more, something visceral. The room was lavish—expensive carpets, high ceilings adorned with chandeliers, and walls lined with ancient paintings and sculptures. But at the center of it all was a single display case, illuminated by a single overhead light. Inside it was a stone tablet, its surface etched with symbols that seemed to move in the dim glow. The tablet itself was unremarkable to the untrained eye, but Vik knew better.

Elias had been obsessed with it. It was the key to the riddle that had consumed him for years, the artifact at the heart of the Curator’s Code.

And it was gone.

Her gaze snapped back to the body.

Elias Dorian lay sprawled out on the marble floor, his body stiff, his face contorted in an expression of horror. He had been a tall, thin man with sharp features and intense, sunken eyes, eyes that always seemed to be searching for something—something deeper than what was in front of him. His hands were still clenched at his sides, his fingers white from the force.

Vik crouched next to the body, her gloved hand gently brushing a strand of hair from his face. There were no signs of a struggle. No defensive wounds, no blood splatter to indicate a violent confrontation. It almost seemed as though he had died without even realizing what was happening.

But it was his hand that caught her attention.

In it, he still clutched something—a small piece of parchment, folded tightly. Vik carefully pried it from his fingers, holding it up to the light. It was stained with blood, but the ink was still legible.

"The code is hidden where the stone speaks, beneath the mark of the curators. Only the chosen will find it."

Vik frowned, turning the note over. There was no signature, no clue as to who had written it. But the message was clear: Elias had been onto something big. Something dangerous.

As she studied the note, a chill crawled down her spine. The more she thought about it, the more the puzzle began to take shape. Elias had spent years trying to crack the Curator’s Code, and he’d gotten close. Too close, it seemed.

The murder wasn’t random. Someone didn’t want Elias to succeed. And that someone had been watching him, maybe even waiting for him to make a mistake.

Vik stood, her mind racing. There were more questions than answers—too many unknowns. Why had the curator been killed? What was the true nature of the Curator’s Code? And most importantly—who had killed Elias Dorian?

Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was a message from her partner, Detective Luis Carrillo. "We’ve got the security footage. Sending it your way."

She slid the phone from her pocket and checked the message. The video had been sent, along with a brief description: Footage is... corrupted. Missing key moments.

Of course it was.

This case was already becoming a labyrinth of lies, secrets, and codes, and Vik Rae had just stepped into the heart of it.

She pocketed the note, her mind turning over the words.

The code is hidden where the stone speaks.

It was a clue. But it was only the beginning.
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The sky was still a dull gray when Vik left the museum, the first hints of morning creeping over the horizon. She stood outside for a moment, letting the cool air bite at her skin, feeling the weight of the night pressing down on her chest. The case had barely begun, yet she felt already as though it had consumed her.

Her mind was full of fragments: the cryptic note in Elias Dorian’s hand, the hollowed expression on his face, the stolen artifact, the bizarre warning that someone had been watching. It was all connected, she knew it, but the pieces refused to fit together.

Vik pulled her collar up against the chill and walked toward her car, her boots clicking sharply against the pavement. The usual hum of the city was beginning to stir—the distant sound of traffic, the occasional honking of horns, and the general murmur of early risers. But none of it reached her. She was focused, too focused on the puzzle she was trying to crack.

The city had always been full of mysteries, but this one felt different. It was darker, more dangerous. She had worked enough high-profile cases to know when there was something more lurking beneath the surface, and this one reeked of it.

Her phone buzzed again, pulling her from her thoughts. It was Carrillo. He’d sent over the corrupted security footage from the museum.

Vik slid into the driver’s seat, fired up the engine, and glanced at the screen of her phone. The video was grainy, jagged at the edges, but it clearly showed the museum’s lobby. She hit play, watching as the blurry figures moved across the frame. The timestamp was unsettling—right around the time Elias Dorian had been found dead.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel as she replayed the footage. The clip was brief, a mere thirty seconds, but something about it caught her eye. A shadow moved in the background, fleeting yet distinct. Vik paused the video. The figure was hard to make out, but it was definitely there. It wasn’t the officer who had been guarding the gallery, and it wasn’t any of the museum staff. Whoever it was, they had been in the museum right before Dorian had died.

She zoomed in on the figure, her mind racing. This could be the break she needed. But the footage was too fuzzy to discern any details about their appearance, their clothes, or even their gender. Whoever had tampered with the video had known exactly what to cover up. Someone didn’t want that figure to be seen.

Vik closed the phone and shoved it into her bag. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a thread. And every thread had to be pulled.

Her phone buzzed once more. She glanced at the caller ID—Carrillo again.

"Carrillo," she said, answering it.

"Vik, you there?" His voice was tight, urgent.

"Yeah. What's up?"

"You need to get back to the museum. We’ve got a problem."

Vik’s brow furrowed. "What kind of problem?"

"Not here," Carrillo said, lowering his voice. "Meet me at your office. I’ll explain."

Half an hour later, Vik was sitting across from Carrillo in the cramped, cluttered office she’d rented on the edge of the city. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to focus as he set down a folder in front of her.

"Alright, talk to me," she said, her tone more impatient than she intended.

Carrillo slid a photo across the desk, and Vik picked it up. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the image.

It was a shot of the museum’s private records room, taken from a security camera deep inside the building. And in the corner of the shot, standing near a stack of old ledgers, was someone Vik knew all too well.

Lydia Hayes.

The head archivist.

Vik felt a knot tighten in her stomach. She had spoken to Lydia just hours earlier, during the initial investigation. Lydia had seemed calm, too calm for someone working in a place like the museum, where mystery and intrigue were a daily occurrence. But seeing her in the photograph, in a restricted area of the museum, raised too many questions.

Carrillo’s voice broke through her thoughts. "We pulled this from the same footage that was corrupted. It was hidden in the frames just before Elias’s body was found. Lydia shouldn’t have been in there, especially not at that hour. It’s a restricted area. The only people allowed are the curatorial staff and... well, you know who."

Vik’s eyes didn’t leave the photo. "Lydia Hayes? What was she doing in the records room?"

"That’s the thing," Carrillo said. "She swears she was just making sure everything was in order after hours. But no one saw her leave. And we’ve checked her alibi—she’s not been fully truthful about her whereabouts that night."

"Is that all?" Vik asked, a suspicion gnawing at her. "Is there more?"

Carrillo hesitated. "There’s another thing. Lydia’s name was on the visitor log... but not just hers. There was someone else listed—an alias. Someone who signed in just before Elias was killed."

Vik's eyes sharpened. "Who?"

"We’re still trying to verify it, but the name reads ‘E. Dorian.’"

Vik felt the weight of that name settle on her chest. Elias Dorian. The victim. The last person to have signed into the museum that night. His name was on the log, but there was no record of him leaving.

It was as if Elias had come back, not as a ghost, but as someone who’d been caught in the middle of something far darker than Vik had originally realized.

She leaned forward, the pieces clicking into place. "Lydia Hayes knows more than she’s letting on. And someone else is involved. Someone close to Elias."

Carrillo met her gaze. "You think she knows about the Curator’s Code?"

Vik was already reaching for her coat. "I don’t know. But we’re going to find out. And Lydia Hayes is the key."
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The rain had started to fall heavily as Vik made her way back to the museum, the rhythmic pounding of water on the pavement masking the thoughts swirling in her head. Lydia Hayes’s involvement weighed heavily on her mind, but she knew better than to rush to conclusions without more evidence. The photo of her in the restricted area—combined with the mysterious appearance of Elias’s name on the visitor log—was too much to ignore. But it was still a hunch, not a fact.

Vik parked a block away from the museum, deciding it was better not to draw attention. She needed to be cautious. Whoever was behind Elias Dorian’s death had already shown they were capable of hiding in plain sight. The last thing she needed was to be seen as an outsider or an enemy to someone inside.

She stepped out of the car, the cold rain soaking her coat in moments. She pulled the collar up and jogged across the street, her boots splashing in the puddles. As she reached the museum's grand entrance, the doors opened slowly, as if inviting her inside, though the building was closed to the public.

Inside, the air felt damp and cool, a stark contrast to the warmth of the storm outside. The dim lights flickered, casting long shadows across the marble floors. Vik’s eyes adjusted to the darkness as she moved toward the security desk. The officer on duty glanced up at her, clearly surprised to see her there again so soon.

“Detective Rae, back already?” he said, his tone cautious.

“Got some follow-up questions,” she replied, her gaze scanning the dim lobby. “Where’s Lydia Hayes?”

“Last I heard, she was still in the records room,” the officer said, gesturing toward the rear of the building. “She’s been going over the archives all day, pulling old files for you.”

Vik nodded and didn’t waste any more time. The records room was in the farthest corner of the museum, past a few galleries that weren’t on public display. As she made her way down the narrow corridor, her thoughts turned back to Lydia. The archivist had seemed composed during their earlier conversation, almost too composed. She had deflected questions with ease, avoided eye contact just enough to make Vik uneasy. There had been something in the way Lydia had spoken, something about the Curator’s Code that felt... practiced.

It didn’t take long to reach the door to the records room. It was slightly ajar, the faint hum of a fluorescent light buzzing inside. Vik pushed the door open and stepped into the room, the smell of old paper and leather books enveloping her.

Lydia Hayes was at the far end of the room, surrounded by piles of disorganized files and books. Her reading glasses rested low on her nose, and she appeared to be absorbed in something, flipping through a thick ledger with the practiced speed of someone who had spent years handling archives. But the second she heard the door open, Lydia’s head snapped up, her eyes locking on Vik’s with an unreadable expression.

“I didn’t expect you back so soon, Detective,” Lydia said, her voice cool and controlled.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Vik said, though her tone indicated otherwise. “I just need a few more answers.”

Lydia’s eyes flicked to the piles of old documents, then back to Vik. “I told you everything I know.”

“You were in here last night, weren’t you?” Vik asked, getting straight to the point.

Lydia’s lips tightened, but she didn’t flinch. “Yes. I was reviewing some old files for the museum’s upcoming anniversary exhibit. Is there something wrong with that?”

Vik crossed her arms, her stance casual but firm. “The thing is, you weren’t supposed to be in here at that hour. Only curatorial staff or the head archivist is allowed access after hours. Why didn’t anyone see you leave? The log doesn’t say you checked out.”

Lydia's posture remained relaxed, but there was a subtle shift in her gaze—just enough for Vik to notice. “I didn’t leave. I stayed to finish a few things. I’m sure there was some mix-up with the log, Detective. Those things happen.”

Vik didn’t buy it. “Funny thing about the log... it had an entry right after yours. It read ‘E. Dorian.’”

Lydia froze for the briefest moment, her eyes darting to the floor. It was enough for Vik to know she had struck a nerve.

“What does that mean, Lydia?” Vik pressed, stepping closer. “Elias Dorian wasn’t supposed to be in the museum that night. Why was his name on the log, and why was yours on a security tape in the restricted section?”

Lydia’s fingers twitched, and for the first time, the archivist seemed to struggle with her words. “I... I don’t know what you’re implying, Detective.”

“I think you know exactly what I’m implying,” Vik said, her voice cold. “You were in the records room, and Elias’s name is logged after yours. Why?”

Lydia’s gaze turned to the shelves of ancient books and scrolls, her lips pursing. For a long moment, she was silent, her thoughts locked away behind a veil of professional composure. But then, with a slow exhale, she spoke.

“You have to understand,” Lydia began, her voice softer now, “Elias wasn’t just a curator. He was... obsessed with something—something that most people in this museum don’t even know exists. He was looking for something hidden in the archives, something that had been passed down from curator to curator. And it wasn’t just about art. It was about a secret. A code.”

Vik’s heart skipped a beat. “The Curator’s Code.”

Lydia nodded, her eyes not meeting Vik’s. “I didn’t want to get involved in it. But Elias... he was relentless. He believed the Code was real. That it would lead to something more powerful than anyone could imagine.”

“Where is it?” Vik demanded. “Where’s the Code now?”

Lydia shook her head, her eyes finally locking with Vik’s, a mixture of fear and regret in them. “It’s gone. Someone else took it. And Elias paid the price.”

“Who took it?” Vik asked, her voice low, insistent.

“I can’t—” Lydia’s words faltered as she stepped back, her face turning pale. “I can’t tell you that. Not yet.”

Vik moved closer, her eyes narrowing. “Lydia, this isn’t a game. Elias Dorian is dead. Murdered. If you know something, you need to tell me. Now.”

For a moment, Lydia stood frozen, torn between fear and the truth. Then, slowly, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a crumpled envelope, handing it to Vik.

“Everything you need is in here,” Lydia whispered, her voice barely audible. “But be careful. There are people who will do anything to keep the Code hidden. You won’t be the only one looking for it.”

Vik took the envelope, her fingers brushing against Lydia’s trembling hand. “I’ll be back for the rest of your story, Lydia. Don’t think this is over.”

Lydia said nothing as Vik turned and walked toward the door.

The game was on.
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The rain had picked up, now coming down in sheets that obscured the streetlights as Vik made her way back to her car. The envelope Lydia had handed her felt like a weight in her hand, its crumpled form hinting at the urgency of the contents inside. But as much as she wanted to tear it open and dive into whatever secrets it held, she knew better than to rush. The night was far from over, and there was still much to uncover.

She slid into the driver’s seat, the envelope resting on the passenger seat beside her. The sound of the rain pounding against the roof filled the silence as she started the car and pulled into traffic. Her mind was racing. The Curator’s Code—whatever it was—had been the center of Elias Dorian’s life. It had driven him to the point of obsession, and it was clear from Lydia’s cryptic words that it was a secret worth killing for. But the question remained: who had taken the Code, and why had they killed Elias?

Vik took a deep breath as she navigated the wet streets, the glow from the streetlights casting long shadows across the city. Her phone buzzed on the dashboard, breaking her concentration. She glanced at the screen. It was a message from Carrillo: “Got the rest of the visitor logs. There’s something you need to see.”

She felt a jolt in her chest. More? She quickly tapped out a reply: “Where?”

The message came back almost immediately: “My place. Ten minutes.”

Carrillo’s apartment was on the second floor of an old building in a quieter part of town, a place far removed from the bustle of the museum district. When Vik arrived, she took the stairs two at a time, eager to find out what he had uncovered. Carrillo’s apartment was modest—just enough space for him to crash after long days at the precinct. A small kitchen area, a couch, and piles of case files scattered across the coffee table.

“Vik!” Carrillo greeted her with a tired smile as he opened the door. He stepped aside to let her in, his eyes scanning the rain-soaked streets outside before closing it behind her.

“Got something?” Vik asked, eager to get to the point.

Carrillo nodded, already pulling up a set of files on the small kitchen table. “Yeah, I think we missed something earlier. The visitor logs weren’t the only thing off.”

He spread out a stack of papers, pulling out a sheet that made Vik’s stomach tighten. It was a list of names, most of which were familiar from the museum’s staff. But there were others—names that didn’t belong.

One in particular caught her eye: “Maxwell Pierce.”

“That name sound familiar?” Carrillo asked, noticing her reaction.

Vik frowned, scanning the name again. “Maxwell Pierce... He’s one of the museum’s benefactors. A big donor. He’s been involved in a few private exhibits, but I didn’t think he had access to the archives.”

Carrillo leaned forward. “Exactly. That’s the thing. Pierce’s name is all over the visitor logs for the past six months. He’s been in and out of the museum almost every week, often after hours. But no one seemed to notice. And no one knew why he was there.”

Vik picked up the sheet, eyes narrowing. “After hours? That’s strange.”

Carrillo tapped the page. “What’s even stranger is that Pierce was listed as a guest during several private curatorial meetings with Elias Dorian. And when we checked his records, we found something else: Maxwell Pierce’s name is linked to another alias. An alias that showed up on the log on the night Elias was killed.”

Vik’s pulse quickened. “What alias?”

Carrillo hesitated. “Someone named ‘A. Morrow.’ The name appears only once, but it’s suspicious. It was signed in shortly before Dorian’s death and was immediately erased from the system after the fact.”

“A. Morrow...” Vik repeated the name slowly, letting it roll over her tongue. “That name doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“Me neither,” Carrillo said. “But what stands out is that Pierce has been using this alias for a while now—according to the security footage we were able to salvage, he was in the museum with Elias just before the murder. The two of them were alone in one of the back rooms for over an hour. Then, when Pierce left, Elias was dead.”

Vik sat back in her chair, trying to process the information. Maxwell Pierce. A high-profile donor, powerful, influential, and with clear ties to Elias Dorian. But why would he use an alias? Why the secrecy?

“Does anyone else know about Pierce’s involvement with Elias?” she asked.

Carrillo shook his head. “We’ve asked around, but no one seems to know anything concrete. He’s a donor, a patron of the arts, but no one’s ever seen him interact with Elias outside of these private meetings. It’s all hush-hush.”

Vik’s mind raced, and a chilling thought hit her. “What if it wasn’t just about the Code? What if Pierce was after something else? Something Elias had discovered but hadn’t yet revealed?”

Carrillo nodded grimly. “That’s what I’m starting to think. Pierce had too much access, too much interest in the Code. And if he thought Elias was close to finding it, he might have killed him to keep it from getting out.”

Vik stood up, her resolve hardening. “We need to talk to Maxwell Pierce. And we need to do it fast. If he’s involved, he’ll have answers. And if he’s hiding something, I’ll make sure it comes to light.”

Carrillo looked up from his papers, his expression unreadable. “But be careful, Vik. This thing goes deeper than we thought. Whoever’s involved is playing a long game.”

Vik walked toward the door, her mind set. “I didn’t get into this line of work to play it safe, Carrillo. And I’m not backing down now.”

Maxwell Pierce’s penthouse was as grand as his reputation—a sleek, modern fortress high above the city’s skyline. Vik stood at the front door, the cold rain still falling around her, and for the first time in a long while, she felt a nagging sense of unease. Something about this whole case was beginning to feel like a noose slowly tightening around her neck. But she wasn’t backing down. Not now. Not ever.

She rang the bell.
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Maxwell Pierce’s penthouse loomed before Vik like a fortress—glass walls reflecting the stormy city below, its cold, modern lines cutting into the skyline like a blade. She stood on the polished marble doorstep, the rain a steady drumbeat on the rooftop above. As her knuckles rapped on the door, she felt a strange stillness in the air, as if the city itself was holding its breath. She wasn’t sure if it was the building or the man she was about to face, but something about this moment felt like the calm before a storm.

The door opened almost instantly, and Vik was greeted by the sight of a tall, immaculately dressed man—Maxwell Pierce. His tailored suit was dark, almost black, with faint silver threads running through it. His eyes were cold, distant, the kind of eyes that told you nothing, and everything, all at once.

“Detective Rae,” he said, his voice smooth and effortless, as though he were welcoming a guest to his private gallery. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

Vik didn’t flinch. She had learned to stand firm in moments like this. “I wasn’t expecting to be here either, Mr. Pierce. But I think you have some answers I need.”

He raised an eyebrow, but his smile remained unshaken. “Answers? About what, exactly?”

Vik stepped inside without waiting for an invitation. She had no time to play games. The entryway was just as impressive as the exterior—a large open space with marble floors, abstract art on the walls, and floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased the panoramic city view. Everything screamed wealth and power, but there was a coldness to it, as if the man who lived here had made sure there was nothing personal, nothing revealing.

“I’m investigating the murder of Elias Dorian,” Vik said, her voice firm, but her eyes scanning the room. “I have reason to believe you were involved.”

Pierce closed the door behind her, his expression unreadable. “Elias... tragic. A brilliant mind, yes. But involved in things that—well, you know. Sometimes people get too obsessed with their work.”

“Is that why he’s dead?” Vik asked, not backing down an inch.

He chuckled softly, his eyes never leaving hers. “If you’re implying that I had something to do with Elias’s death, Detective, you’re barking up the wrong tree. I respected him. He was... a bit eccentric, but who isn’t in the world of art?”

Vik could see the cracks in his veneer. His words were smooth, but there was a certain tightness around his eyes, a flicker of unease that he couldn’t quite mask. “I’m not so sure. I’ve seen the visitor logs. Your name is all over them. You’ve been in and out of the museum after hours for months.”

Pierce’s smile faltered for a brief second, but then he recovered, his posture shifting to something more controlled. “I’m a patron of the arts, Detective. I’ve donated millions to the museum over the years. I have every right to visit whenever I choose.”

Vik didn’t buy it. “That’s not what the records say. They show you were visiting at night, alone with Elias in the archives. No one saw you leave the building on the night he was murdered. The only thing we have after that is a mysterious name—‘A. Morrow’—that’s tied to you.”

Pierce’s eyes narrowed just slightly, but his composure remained intact. “You’re making a leap, Detective. What does a name on a log really tell you? It’s easy to mistake one signature for another. And as for Elias... Well, he was always playing at something. Chasing down old legends. Obsessions, you know?”

Vik took a step closer, her eyes locked on his. “It’s not just a name. It’s a connection. And it means you were there. You were with him. And now, Elias is dead. You might be able to lie your way through this, but you can’t hide the truth. Not from me.”

There was a long silence between them. Pierce’s expression remained composed, but Vik could see his jaw tighten, his fingers flexing at his sides. He was good, but he wasn’t perfect. The cracks were beginning to show.

“Look,” he said after a moment, his voice quieter now, more guarded, “Elias was chasing something. Something in the museum’s archives that wasn’t meant to be found. I didn’t want any part of it. But when someone with his determination comes to you for help... well, you don’t say no. He was obsessed with the Curator’s Code, and I told him to let it go. But you know how it is—once someone like him sinks their teeth into something, they don’t let go.”

Vik’s heart skipped a beat. “The Curator’s Code,” she repeated. “What did he think it was?”

Pierce’s eyes flickered, and for the first time, a flash of something real passed through him—fear. He quickly masked it with another cold smile. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Detective. It’s nothing but a legend. A myth. A story passed down through generations of curators. People used to say that the Code was a map to something hidden within the museum—something priceless. But that’s all it is: a story. A fairy tale for old men who think they’re chasing treasure.”

Vik leaned in, her voice hard. “But you don’t believe that, do you?”

Pierce’s eyes darkened, the smile slipping from his face. “Does it matter what I believe? Elias thought he could find it. I warned him... I told him to stop, but he wouldn’t listen. And now, he’s dead. There’s your answer.”

Vik stepped back, her mind racing. She didn’t fully buy his story, but there was something in his tone that hinted at deeper layers, something hidden just below the surface. Elias Dorian had been searching for something, something that Maxwell Pierce knew about—or at least, that he was willing to acknowledge. But what was it? And why had Elias been so desperate to find it?

“Let’s get something straight, Pierce,” Vik said, her voice cold. “I’m not leaving here without answers. You might think you can dodge my questions, but I’ll find the truth—one way or another. And if you’re hiding something, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

Pierce’s gaze lingered on her for a long moment, a strange mix of irritation and something darker in his eyes. Then, with a subtle nod, he spoke.

“Fine. You want the truth? You won’t find it in here. But there’s a place—a place where Elias went before he died. If you want answers, you’ll go there. But be warned, Detective: some things are better left buried.”

Vik’s pulse quickened. “Where?”

Pierce didn’t answer immediately. He simply walked over to a nearby bookshelf, pulling down an old, leather-bound book. It was thick, its pages yellowed with age. He opened it, revealing a set of coordinates scribbled on the inside cover.

“Here,” he said, handing it to her. “Go to these coordinates. You’ll find the answer you’re looking for. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Vik took the book, her fingers brushing against the old pages. There it was—her next move. A place tied to the mystery. But what was waiting for her there? And what had Maxwell Pierce just set in motion?
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The rain had stopped by the time Vik left Pierce’s penthouse, but the air was thick with tension, and the city lights flickered in the distance, casting long shadows over the streets. The leather-bound book burned in her hands, a strange weight in the pit of her stomach. Inside it were coordinates—coordinates that Pierce had given her without hesitation, but with something in his eyes that she couldn’t quite place. Fear? Regret? It was hard to tell.

As Vik made her way back to her car, she replayed the conversation in her head. Pierce had been too smooth, too calculated. His refusal to tell her anything concrete—his diversion to the myth of the Curator’s Code—felt like a cover. The more he spoke, the more Vik realized that Elias Dorian’s death wasn’t just the result of an obsession gone wrong; it was the culmination of a dangerous game, one that Pierce had been playing in the shadows.

She needed answers. Fast.

Vik spent the next hour navigating through the quiet streets, her fingers tight around the book as she searched for the coordinates. The location was outside the city, in a stretch of land near the outskirts where old warehouses and abandoned buildings lay in ruins. The place was isolated—perfect for something like this. She pulled into a gas station, hoping to get a better sense of where she was heading. The GPS didn’t even recognize the address—it seemed to be buried in some forgotten part of the map, a place no one bothered with anymore.

A small, weathered sign near the station pointed her toward the old industrial district. “A place better left buried,” Pierce’s words echoed in her mind.

She didn’t hesitate. The rain might have stopped, but the storm still lingered in her thoughts. She wasn’t about to back down now.

The drive took another thirty minutes, the road getting narrower with each mile. The buildings around her became fewer and farther apart, replaced by rusting fences, cracked concrete, and overgrown weeds. Eventually, the GPS led her to a stretch of land that seemed entirely desolate. A solitary warehouse stood in the distance, its walls marred with years of neglect. Graffiti was sprayed on the sides, some of it so old it had faded into the stone. But something about the place felt... off. Like a piece of history that had been buried and forgotten, only to be unearthed again.

Vik parked her car at the edge of the gravel lot, the headlights illuminating the derelict structure. The warehouse looked abandoned, but something about it still felt alive—like there was more to it than met the eye.

She grabbed the book and stepped out into the cold, her boots crunching on the gravel as she made her way toward the entrance. The air was thick with dust and decay, and the faint scent of rust and mold lingered in the damp atmosphere. She pulled her coat tighter around her, the chill seeping into her bones.

As she neared the warehouse, she noticed the faintest glow coming from the far side. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to suggest that someone had been here recently. She hesitated for a moment, considering whether or not to go in. But the coordinates had led her here. There was no turning back now.

With a steady breath, Vik pushed open the rusted metal door.

The inside of the warehouse was dimly lit, the shadows stretching long across the empty space. The air smelled of old wood and dust, but there was an undercurrent of something else—something metallic, like fresh blood. Vik’s instincts flared, and she reached for her gun, the cold metal reassuring in her palm.

She moved quietly through the space, her footsteps echoing in the emptiness. There were crates stacked high, some broken open and abandoned, others still sealed tight. But it wasn’t the crates that caught her attention. It was the large, rusted table in the center of the room.

It was covered in old maps and papers, all strewn haphazardly across the surface. Some of them were torn, others folded and marked with red ink. But there was one document at the center—a large, yellowed sheet of paper with intricate symbols and strange markings.

Vik stepped closer, her heart pounding in her chest as she examined the paper. The symbols weren’t just random drawings—they were a map, a map to something hidden, something important. She reached out to touch it, but as her fingers brushed the surface, the air around her shifted. A low, menacing hum filled the room, and the lights flickered.

Suddenly, the sound of footsteps echoed from the darkness behind her.

Vik spun around, her gun raised.

A figure stepped into the dim light—a tall man in a dark coat, his face hidden beneath the brim of a hat. He didn’t move, just stood there, watching her.

“Who the hell are you?” Vik demanded, her voice steady but laced with tension.

The man didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he took a slow, deliberate step forward. “You’ve come looking for answers,” he said, his voice low and smooth, like he had rehearsed this moment a thousand times.

“Who are you?” Vik repeated, more forcefully this time. She couldn’t afford to waste any time. Not now. Not with everything on the line.

“I’m someone who knows the price of seeking the truth,” the man said. “And I know you’re not ready for it.”

Vik narrowed her eyes. “Try me.”

He smiled, though it wasn’t a reassuring one. “Elias Dorian wasn’t the only one obsessed with the Curator’s Code. He wasn’t even the first. But he was the last who came this close to finding it.”

Vik’s blood ran cold. “What are you talking about?”

“The Code,” the man said, stepping closer, “isn’t just a legend. It’s a key. A key to something much bigger than you can imagine. And you’re getting too close to finding it. Too close to opening the door.”

Vik’s mind raced, trying to process what he was saying. “Who are you working for?”

The man laughed softly, his voice dripping with irony. “I’m working for whoever is still alive to keep the Code from falling into the wrong hands. And you, Detective, are dangerously close to making a mistake.”

Vik’s grip on her gun tightened. “I don’t make mistakes.”

“Then you’ll be dead before you can make the right choice,” he said, the smile never leaving his lips.

The man stepped back into the shadows, disappearing into the dark corner of the warehouse. Vik’s eyes darted around the room, but he was gone, vanishing without a trace.

She exhaled sharply, her heart racing. There was something more here—something dangerous. Whoever this man was, he knew more than he was letting on. And it was clear: the closer she got to uncovering the truth, the more people would be willing to kill to keep it hidden.

The game had changed. And Vik was in deeper than she ever imagined.
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Vik stood motionless in the center of the warehouse, her gun still raised, her senses heightened, every instinct screaming at her to move, to chase the figure who had just disappeared into the shadows. But there was nothing—no trace of him. It was like he’d never been there at all.

Her breath came in short bursts, the adrenaline of the encounter making her pulse race. Who was that man? What did he know about the Curator’s Code? And why did he sound like he was trying to warn her off? She had only just started digging, and already, the stakes were higher than she could’ve imagined.

Her gaze flicked back to the table in the center of the room, the map still spread out before her. The symbols on the yellowed paper weren’t just random. She knew that now. The map wasn’t just some scribbled artifact—it was a blueprint, a key to something more, something deeply hidden, and possibly dangerous.

Vik moved toward it, her eyes scanning the strange markings. The map seemed to be pointing to specific locations, areas within the city that had some historical significance, landmarks that looked familiar but were far from obvious. And at the very center of it all was one word: “The Vault.”

Her heart skipped a beat. The Vault. She had heard whispers of it before, legends passed around in hushed voices in museum circles, talk of an ancient collection so valuable, so dangerous, that it had been sealed away, its contents lost to time. But no one had ever been able to confirm its existence. Until now.

A voice broke through her thoughts. “You’re not going to find it, you know.”

Vik spun around, her gun ready, but the figure that stepped from the shadows was not the man who had warned her earlier. This was someone she recognized—a woman, dressed in the same kind of dark, practical clothes as Vik herself. She had a confident, almost predatory air about her, a glint of something calculating in her sharp blue eyes.

“Detective Vik Rae, if I’m not mistaken?” the woman asked, her voice smooth but carrying an edge.

Vik didn’t lower her gun. “Who the hell are you?”

The woman smirked. “You can call me Lyla. I’m the one who’s been keeping an eye on you.”

Vik’s brows furrowed. “Keeping an eye on me?”

“Isn’t that what you do?” Lyla took a step closer, eyes flicking to the map on the table. “Investigating things you shouldn’t. Looking for answers that can get you killed.”

“Answers are what I do,” Vik replied. “And you’re obviously not here to help me.”

Lyla shrugged. “Not here to help, no. But I’m here to make sure you don’t get yourself killed. See, you’re asking the right questions, but the people you’re asking them to aren’t just going to sit by and let you
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