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He looked back at the masks on the console. The middle one had a mark at the temple, a little gouge where the tool had slipped and been sanded smooth. On Vivian’s old photograph there was a freckle at that spot.

The woman with Vivian’s mouth tugged off a pair of gloves. Her left wrist had a watch mark that had not settled yet. The new plastic watch sat too high. That detail cut in like a knife from a different case.

“Names,” Jack said.

“No,” Whitaker said.

“You have a ledger downstairs with letters that stand for galleries,” Jack said. “A for Athena. B for Bellwether. C for Crowne. You think your alphabet is a secret. It is not.”

Whitaker did not bother to deny the ledger. He looked at the woman. He looked at Jack. He put a hand on the back of a chair like men do when they measure distance.

“This is a private club,” he said.

“This is a crime scene,” Jack said.

The woman with Vivian’s mouth laughed. It was a sound that had borrowed someone else’s youth.

“Crime requires victims,” she said. “I requested the face. I paid for the face. The doctor provided a face. The only crime here is desire with better lighting.”

Vivian’s phone rang in Jack’s pocket.

He did not remember putting her number in. He answered without taking it out. He kept his eyes on Whitaker.

“Mr. Colder,” Vivian said. “Somebody just called me from a blocked number and said, This round is yours. Gallery A is closing in one hour. If you want your mold back, come alone.”

“Do not move,” Jack said.

“I am already in the elevator,” she said, and then the line went dead.

Jack put the phone away and looked at the masks again. He looked at the woman with the borrowed mouth. He looked at Whitaker, who had begun to understand that someone else had scheduled the evening.

“Where,” Jack said.

Whitaker smiled the way men smile when they treat panic like a negotiation. “Where do you think.”

“Sub one,” Jack said. “Imaging. Blue walls. Calming light.”

“Gallery,” Whitaker said. “Not room. Do keep up.”

Jack turned for the door.

Whitaker said, “You cannot stop a woman from walking into her own mistake.”

Jack did not stop. He did not explain that he never tried to stop anyone from doing anything. He took the hall at a pace that made cameras misjudge focus. He hit the elevator and pressed the call. It did not come.

The light over the door went from green to red.

The stairwell door at the far end opened with a quiet he hated.

He was already running when the first alarm decided to announce itself.

The siren chopped the quiet in even beats. White strobes rolled the hall into frames. The elevator stayed red. The stair door sighed like a cue from the booth.

Jack took the stairs. Two flights down, one right, a service corridor that smelled like chilled glue and new paint. A green EXIT sign hummed. Another sign, smaller, brass, said A. A for Athena. A for Gallery.

He eased the last corner and saw the door. Frosted panel. Blue light pouring around the edge like water under a threshold. A camera bubble watched the handle. An access pad waited for a card he did not have.

He looked up and found the small pinhole the fire inspector never sees. The paperclip in his pocket went quiet into the hole. He counted one breath. The light blinked green.

Inside, the room felt like quiet money. Soft blue walls. Floor that gave a little underfoot. A velvet curtain on a cable to shape the space into smaller, intimate lies. A plinth in the center with a tray and a case that smoked cold around the seam. Two attendants in pale gray. Masks on. Eyes sharp. A third worker held a tablet. She wore a hairnet and patience. Margo.

Vivian nearly reached the case before she realized she was shaking.

“Do not touch it yet,” Jack said.

She jumped. She had not heard him come in. Her robe was clinic white, ties cinched too tight. Her eyes were wrong for the light. Hope does that. It thinks it can take the angle back.

Margo smiled without warmth. “Ms. Locke asked to see her archived pattern. We are providing a courtesy.”

“Courtesy with a ledger,” Jack said. He lifted the phone and showed the photo of Transfers with the A stamped for the date that remade Vivian. “A is not anesthesia. A is Athena.”

Margo did not flinch. She tapped the tablet. The attendants opened the case. Cold rolled out. Inside lay the silicone negative, her old face in reverse, a clean basin of a woman who had not yet paid to be perfected.

Vivian’s hand rose as if it could learn to be steady in a second. “That is mine.”

“Pattern,” Margo said. “Owned by the practice under the elective image clause.”

Vivian looked at Jack. “I did not sign a clause.”

“You signed twelve,” Jack said. “They nested them like dolls. You were busy trying a new verb.”

The elevator at the far wall pinged. The door opened onto Dr. Harlan Whitaker and the woman with Vivian’s mouth. She had no hood now. She had a coat that cost more than ethics and the kind of delighted calm that says the room has always been set for her.

Whitaker took in the composition. His tone was perfect for donors. “Vivian. You should not be down here. The gallery is for fittings.”

“For theft,” she said. “For auction.”

“No auction,” Whitaker said. “No theft. You paid me to understand your face. Then the city paid me to remember it.”

Vivian laughed once. The sound hurt the air. “I paid you to leave with my face.”

The woman with her mouth studied Vivian like a mirror made by a mean god. She was younger by money. She had a left wrist ringed white where a watch had been before last week’s clinic bracelet. She touched her cheek with two fingers as if confirming a wish.

“She asked for a pattern,” the woman said. “I asked for a feeling.”

“And did you get it,” Jack said.

She smiled. It was Vivian’s smile without Vivian’s life. “I got an admission.”

Alarms cut. The strobes went quiet. The blue light held. The silence that follows a siren always tells more truth than the sound. Jack heard one more thing under the quiet. A hum in the wall. A vacuum pull. A negative pressure unit hidden behind a paneled door. Blue rooms love clean air.

“Here is what happens next,” Margo said lightly, like a concierge. “Ms. Locke signs an access acknowledgment for a courtesy viewing. She may touch the pattern for two minutes. The attendants will rehouse the pattern. Dr. Whitaker will complete a planned fitting in an adjoining space. Then the gallery returns to private.”

“No,” Jack said. “Here is what happens. Ms. Locke takes what was hers. You copy the form and the legal misery it contains. I leave with a list of every letter in that ledger. Tomorrow, a judge who hates your paint color drags your elevator to ground level.”

Whitaker stepped closer. “You do not have a judge. You have a phone that rings without a number and a set of rooms that indulge you.”

“Rooms are my business,” Jack said. “Your gallery is a room.”

“Your threats are crude,” Margo said. “Our language is paper.”

Vivian laid her palm on Jack’s sleeve. “I did not come for paper. I came for a thing I can break.”

Jack nodded once. He opened the case, slow, as if a camera would understand respect. Cold breathed across his wrist. He lifted the silicone with both hands. It was lighter than he expected and heavier than regret. He held it up to the blue light. The freckle dimple at the temple was there in reverse. The chin he had seen in the lab was this chin.

“Bag,” he said.

Margo offered a stiff smile. “Bag for a courtesy. Chain of custody in-house.”

Whitaker lifted a gloved hand, prim, surgeon calm. “We cannot release a pattern. Policy.”

Vivian did not wait for permission. She took the mold the way a diver takes air. Her hands had been steady every time a cop came home bleeding. They were steady now. She looked at Whitaker. She looked at the woman who wore her. She did not ask again.

Margo flicked a glance at the attendants. One stepped left to block the door. The other stepped right to the wall where the hidden vacuum pump ticked. Good air can become bad air if you ask the room for it.

Jack set his phone on the plinth. He let the camera point at the ceiling bubble and record the bubble looking
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