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​Chapter One: The Safety of Beige
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If Elena Corves had to describe her life in a color, it would be beige.

Not a dirty, distinct beige, but a warm, cashmere beige. Safe. Expensive. Predictable. It was the color of the walls in the apartment she shared with Mark. It was the color of the trench coat she was currently wearing while checking her watch for the third time in ten minutes. It was the color of a life where nothing unexpected ever happened, and she liked it that way.

The maître d’ of Le Jardin gave her a sympathetic, tight-lipped smile as he passed her table. The candle in the center of the white tablecloth had burned down an inch, the wax pooling lazily near the wick.

"He is coming, surely," the man said, his French accent thick. "The traffic on Fifth is terrible tonight."

"He’s on his way," Elena said, her voice sounding more confident than she felt. "He’s just wrapping up a portfolio review. It’s tax season, you know."

"Of course, Madame."

Elena took a sip of water, the ice cubes clinking softly. It wasn't just tax season. For Mark, it seemed to be 'busy season' all year round lately. But that was the price of dating a man who was ambitious. Mark was a Senior Associate at his firm now. He was building a future. Their future.

She unlocked her phone, her thumb hovering over his contact photo—a picture of him smiling on a sailboat in the Hamptons, his blond hair perfectly windswept, his teeth blindingly white. The epitome of the Good Guy. The Safe Choice.

Where are you? Dinner started 45 mins ago, she typed, then hesitated. She deleted the question mark and the accusation. Hope everything is okay at the office. Order me the souffle?

She hit send.

Her phone buzzed immediately, but it wasn't Mark.

Sarah: Has he shown up yet? Or am I coming over there to flip a table?

Elena sighed, a small smile touching her lips despite the annoyance bubbling in her chest. Sarah was the splash of neon red paint on Elena’s beige canvas. They had been friends since college, where Sarah had dragged Elena to parties she didn’t want to attend, and Elena had dragged Sarah to the library to ensure she actually graduated nursing school.

Elena: He's just late, Sar. Traffic.

Sarah: Traffic my ass. It’s 8:30 PM on a Tuesday. Unless Godzilla is eating the Brooklyn Bridge, he’s just being a disrespectful tool. Again.

Elena placed the phone face down. Sarah didn't understand. Sarah liked excitement. She dated drummers, firefighters, and one ill-advised stint with a bouncer named 'Tiny.' Sarah thrived on chaos. Elena thrived on stability. Mark was stable. He paid his bills on autopay. He called his mother on Sundays. He wore ironed shirts.

"Madame?" The maître d’ returned, looking truly pained this time. "I am afraid the kitchen is closing for the main course orders in fifteen minutes."

Elena felt the heat rise in her cheeks. The humiliation was a slow creep, prickly and hot. "I... I’ll order for both of us. He’ll be here any second."

She ordered the roast duck for herself and the steak frites for Mark—medium rare, no garnish. She knew his preferences better than she knew her own.

Twenty minutes later, the food arrived. Forty minutes later, the steak was cold, the fat congealing on the plate. Mark’s chair remained empty.

Elena signaled for the check. She paid, tipping thirty percent to apologize for taking up the table, and walked out into the cool evening air. She didn't cry. Elena didn't cry in public. That was messy, and Elena didn't do messy.

She hailed a cab, giving the driver the address not to their shared apartment, but to Mark’s office building in Midtown. If he was working himself to death, she would at least bring him the cold steak and a lecture about work-life balance.

The security guard at the front desk, a kindly older man named George, waved her through. "Late night for Mr. Henderson again, Ms. Corves?"

"Always, George."

"He’s a hard worker. Or, well, he must be. I haven't seen him come down, but the lights are off on the 14th floor."

Elena paused near the elevator bank. "The lights are off?"

"Maintenance is doing a sweep. Maybe he’s in the conference room on 15? Or he might have slipped past me during the shift change."

A prickle of unease, sharp and cold, touched the back of her neck. She thanked George and stepped into the elevator, pressing the button for the 14th floor.

The office was dark, illuminated only by the ambient city glow filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows. It was silent, save for the hum of the HVAC system. She walked to Mark’s cubicle—well, his office now.

It was empty. His computer was off. His coat was gone.

He wasn't here. He hadn't been here for hours.

Elena took her phone out and dialed him. It went straight to voicemail. Hi, this is Mark. Leave a message.

She stood in the dark office, the bag of cold food heavy in her hand. If he wasn't here, and he wasn't at the restaurant, where was he? A hospital?

Panic, sudden and gripping, seized her. She called Sarah.

"Did you dump him?" Sarah answered on the first ring, background noise suggesting she was on a break in the ER breakroom.

"He never showed," Elena said, her voice trembling. "And he’s not at work. I’m at his office. Sarah, what if he’s hurt? What if he was in an accident?"

"El, stop," Sarah said, her voice dropping an octave, shifting from best friend to nurse mode. "If he was in an accident, his emergency contact would be called. That’s you. Has the hospital called?"

"No."

"Then he’s not hurt. Go home. Maybe he’s there. Maybe his battery died and he fell asleep. It’s Mark. He probably fell asleep watching CSPAN or whatever boring thing he does."

"CNBC," Elena corrected automatically.

"Go home, Elena."

Elena took a cab back to their apartment in the Upper West Side. It was a stretch for their budget, but Mark insisted on the location. Appearance is everything, he always said.

She unlocked the door. The apartment was dark.

"Mark?" she called out, toeing off her heels.

Silence.

She walked into the living room, flipping on the light. The apartment was exactly as she had left it. Neat. Tidy. Beige.

She went to the kitchen to dump the expensive leftovers into the trash. As she opened the bin, she paused.

Sitting right on top of the garbage, resting on a bed of coffee grounds, was a receipt.

Elena wasn't the type to snoop, but it was right there. She picked it up, shaking off a few coffee granules. It was from The Sapphire Lounge. Time stamped 7:45 PM tonight.

He wasn't at work. He was at a bar. A bar downtown that she knew for a fact had a cover charge of fifty dollars and bottle service that cost more than her monthly student loan payment.

She stared at the receipt. Two Martinis. One Bourbon. One dozen oysters.

Oysters. Mark was allergic to shellfish.

The world tilted slightly on its axis. The beige walls seemed to close in. Mark wasn't dead in a ditch. He was out drinking bourbon and buying oysters for someone who wasn't her, while she sat alone at Le Jardin like a pathetic cliché.

She didn't scream. Instead, a cold, focused clarity washed over her. It was the same focus she used when restoring a Renaissance painting, peeling back layers of varnish to find the rot underneath.

She walked into the bedroom. She needed to know. Now.

Mark kept a locked drawer in his nightstand. He said it was for client confidentiality. She had never questioned it because she respected boundaries. Tonight, she didn't give a damn about boundaries.

She went to the closet, dug into his gym bag, and found the spare key he thought he’d hidden so well.

She opened the nightstand drawer.

There were no client files.

There was a second phone—a burner, cheap plastic. There was a stack of letters wrapped in a rubber band. And there was a small velvet box.

Elena’s heart skipped a beat. A ring? Was she wrong? Was he planning a surprise so elaborate that he missed dinner? She opened the box.

It wasn't a ring. It was a pair of diamond earrings. Not her style at all—gaudy, flashy, huge.

She set the box down and picked up the letters. They weren't love letters. They were notices.

Final Notice. Overdue. Collections.

Credit card bills. Three of them. All maxed out. One in his name, two in...

Elena gasped. Two in her name.

She scrambled for the papers, her hands shaking. He had opened cards in her name. Total debt: forty-five thousand dollars.

But the paper at the bottom wasn't a bank statement. It was a single sheet of heavy, cream-colored cardstock. It looked like a wedding invitation, but the handwritten scrawl in black ink was far from celebratory.

Mr. Henderson,

Patience is a virtue, but ours has expired. The principal is $150,000. The interest is $50,000. You have until Friday.

The Rossis do not forgive. The Rossis do not forget.

Pay up, or we take collateral.

Elena dropped the paper as if it burned her skin. The Rossis. Even in her safe, beige life, she knew that name. They weren't just loan sharks; they were the crime family of the city.

The front door lock clicked.

Elena froze. She was sitting on the floor, surrounded by the debris of his lies—the debt, the burner phone, the other woman’s earrings, the death threat.

The door opened.

"Elena?" Mark’s voice called out. He sounded cheerful. Slightly slurred. "Babe, I am so sorry. My battery died and the meeting ran late, and—"

Mark walked into the bedroom. He was wearing his suit, but his tie was loose, and there was a faint smear of lipstick—red, bright, violent red—on his collar.

He stopped dead when he saw her. He looked at the open drawer. He looked at the papers scattered on the rug.

The charming, golden-boy smile slid off his face like wet paint, revealing something panicked and pathetic underneath.

"El," he stammered, putting his hands up. "I can explain."

Elena stood up. She was wearing her sensible beige trench coat. She looked at the man she had planned to marry, the man she thought was her safe harbor.

"You missed dinner," she said, her voice terrifyingly calm.

"I... what?"

"You missed dinner," she repeated. She picked up the cream-colored cardstock with the heavy black ink. "But I think that’s the least of your problems, Mark."

She looked at the date on the letter. Friday. Today was Tuesday.

"You have three days," she whispered.

"No," Mark said, his face paling as he looked at the letter in her hand. "No, El... we have three days. You have to help me. They know where you work."

The silence that followed was heavy enough to crush bone.

"Excuse me?"

"They know about you," Mark said, sweating now. "I... I may have used your gallery as collateral assurance. I told them my fiancée runs the archives. I told them you could move things for them if I couldn't pay."

The beige world didn't just crack. It shattered.

Elena looked at him, really looked at him, and saw the rot she had been painting over for two years.

She didn't scream. She didn't cry. She reached into her pocket, pulled out her phone, and dialed Sarah.

"I'm coming over," Elena said into the phone, her eyes locked on Mark’s terrified face. "And bring your bat. The one you keep under the bed."

"On it," Sarah said, no questions asked.

Elena hung up. She walked past Mark, shouldering him hard enough to make him stumble.

"Where are you going?" he cried out. "Elena, you can't leave me! They'll kill me!"

She paused at the doorway, looking back at the ruins of her safe life.

"That," she said, "sounds like a 'you' problem."

She slammed the door.

But as she walked down the hallway, the trembling started. He had used her name. He had used her gallery. The Rossis weren't just coming for Mark. They were coming for her.

She stepped out onto the street, the city lights blurring through the tears she finally allowed to fall. She had to run.

No.

Elena stopped on the sidewalk. She wiped her face. She was an archivist. She was a restorer. She fixed things that were broken. She uncovered the truth hidden beneath layers of dirt.

She wasn't going to run. She was going to find the Rossis before they found her. And she was going to make Mark Henderson regret the day he ever learned her name.
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​Chapter Two: Liquidation Value
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Sarah’s apartment smelled of antiseptic and takeout curry—a scent that usually comforted Elena, reminding her of late-night study sessions and shared secrets. Tonight, however, the air felt thin, insufficient to fill her lungs.

Elena sat on the lumpy futon, her hands wrapped around a mug of cheap Pinot Grigio. She wasn't drinking it. She was just holding it, using the ceramic warmth to ground herself while Sarah paced the length of the small living room like a caged tigress.

"I’m calling the cops," Sarah said, pivoting on her heel. She was still in her scrubs, her dark curls pulled back in a messy bun that defied gravity. "I’m calling the cops, and then I’m calling my brother to go over there and break Mark’s kneecaps. In that order."

"No police," Elena said, her voice sounding raspy. "Mark said it was the Rossis, Sarah."

Sarah stopped. The color drained from her face, leaving her looking younger and infinitely more frightened. "The Rossis? As in, the Rossis? The ones who run the docks? The ones who... Elena, you can’t be serious."

"I saw the letterhead. It was embossed. Criminals don't emboss unless they’re organized." Elena set the mug down on the coffee table, next to a stack of medical journals. "He owes them one hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Plus interest."

"And he put it in your name?" Sarah whispered, the rage simmering down into horror.

"He used the gallery as collateral assurance," Elena corrected, the words tasting like ash. "He told them I could move assets. That implies laundering, Sarah. He told a crime family that his fiancée—who specializes in 17th-century restoration, for God's sake—could help them fence stolen goods or clean money."

Elena opened her laptop. She had connected to Sarah’s Wi-Fi automatically; she spent enough time here escaping Mark’s obsession with "quiet evenings."

"What are you doing?" Sarah asked, sitting next to her, her thigh pressing warmly against Elena’s.

"I need to see the damage. The letter mentioned credit cards. I need to check my savings."

Elena’s fingers flew across the keyboard. She logged into her banking portal. She was meticulous with money. She had a 'Rainy Day' fund, a 'Future House' fund, and her standard checking account.

She clicked on Savings.

The page loaded.

Balance: $42.18

Elena stared at the screen. She didn't blink. She couldn't. It was like looking at a blank canvas where a masterpiece used to be. The paint had been scraped away, leaving nothing but raw, ugly canvas.

"No," Sarah breathed, leaning in. "Elena, that account had thirty grand in it. You’ve been saving since grad school."

"He had my passwords," Elena said, her voice devoid of emotion. "He said it was for emergencies. In case something happened to me."

She clicked on the transaction history. Transfer to CryptoWallet. Transfer to CashApp. Withdrawal. Withdrawal.

It was a systematic gutting of her life. He hadn't just cheated on her with another woman; he had financed the affair—and his gambling—with the money she had saved by eating ramen and working overtime restoring cracked frescoes.

"I’m going to kill him," Sarah said, standing up again. "I am actually going to commit homicide."

"You can't," Elena said, closing the laptop with a snap. "The Rossis might beat you to it."

She stood up, smoothing the wrinkles in her beige trench coat. The coat felt like a costume now. A costume of a woman who was safe and solvent.

"Where are you going?" Sarah asked, stepping in front of the door. "You are not leaving. You’re staying here. We’ll figure this out in the morning."

"I need my passport, Sarah. And my grandmother’s locket. And the hard drive with the gallery archives."

"Buy a new hard drive. Forget the locket."

"I can't," Elena said, meeting her friend's eyes. "If Mark runs—and he will run—he’s going to take whatever he can to pawn. Or worse, he’ll leave my ID there for the collectors to find so they can track me down easier. I need to scrub that apartment of me."

Sarah stared at her for a long moment, assessing her like a triage nurse deciding if a patient was stable enough to move.

"I’m coming with you," Sarah said, grabbing her keys.

"No. You stay here. Keep the car running if you want, but don't come up. If... if the Rossis are there, I don't want you involved. You have a nursing license to protect."

"Screw my license, I have a best friend to protect!"

"Sarah, please." Elena gripped Sarah’s arm. "I need you to be my extraction point. If I’m not down in fifteen minutes, you call the police. Rossis or not."

Sarah’s jaw worked, but she finally nodded. "Fifteen minutes. And keep your phone on."

The apartment building on the Upper West Side looked the same as it always did. The doorman, distracted by a delivery, didn't look up as Elena slipped into the lobby. She took the elevator up, watching the numbers climb.

10... 11... 12...

Her heart was hammering against her ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage. She wasn't a brave person. She was the person who double-checked that the oven was off three times before leaving the house. She was the person who read the terms and conditions.

But anger was a potent fuel. It burned hotter than fear.

She reached her floor and walked to the door. It was unlocked.

She pushed it open.

The apartment was in chaos. Drawers were pulled out, clothes scattered across the floor like dropped petals. It looked like a storm had passed through the beige sanctuary.

Mark was in the bedroom, frantically stuffing shirts into a duffel bag. He was sweating, his hair disheveled, his eyes wild. He looked up when she entered, and for a second, she saw relief on his face.

"Elena! Thank God. You came back."

He moved toward her, reaching out. Elena sidestepped him, walking straight to the closet. She reached for the safe box on the top shelf.

"El, listen to me," Mark stammered, following her. "We have to go. Like, right now. I have a buddy in Jersey who can lend us a car. We can go to your aunt’s place in Vermont. Lay low for a few weeks."

Elena found the box. She opened it. Her passport was there. The locket was there.

"There is no we, Mark," she said, shoving the items into her purse. She turned to the desk and grabbed her external hard drive.

"You don't understand!" Mark grabbed her arm. His grip was tight, desperate. "These guys... they aren't banks, Elena. They don't send stern letters. They send people with hammers. If they can't find me, they’ll look for you. I’m trying to protect you!"

Elena looked down at his hand on her arm. Then she looked up at his face. "Protect me? You stole thirty thousand dollars from me. You opened credit cards in my name. You told the mafia I was your accomplice."

She wrenched her arm free. "You aren't trying to protect me. You’re trying to use me as a shield. If I’m with you, maybe they’ll hesitate. Or maybe you can trade me to settle the interest."

Mark flinched as if she’d slapped him. "I would never—"

"You bought her oysters," Elena said quietly. It was such a stupid detail, but it was the one that hurt the most. "You’re allergic. Which means you just sat there and watched her eat them while spending my mortgage fund."

Mark’s face crumbled. The panic overtook the charm completely. He zipped the bag shut.

"I thought I could win it back," he whispered, his voice cracking. "I had a system. I was up, El. I was up fifty grand last month. I was going to pay off the house. I was going to surprise you."

"Goodbye, Mark."

"You can't stay here!" he shouted, backing toward the door. "They’re coming tonight! That’s why I’m leaving. The deadline was Friday, but I got a text. They moved the timeline up. They’re coming to collect now."

Elena froze. "Now?"

"Get out," Mark said, opening the front door. He looked down the hallway, terrified. "I’m sorry, Elena. I really am. I love you."

"You love yourself," she said.

He didn't argue. He turned and ran. She heard his footsteps pounding down the hallway, heading for the stairwell instead of the elevator.

Elena stood in the middle of the ruined living room.

Run, her brain screamed. Follow him. Not with him, but away. Get to Sarah’s car.

She took a step toward the door.

She stopped.

If she ran, she was a fugitive. She would spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder. She would lose the gallery. She would lose her reputation. She would never be able to restore a painting again without wondering if a Rossi enforcer was waiting in the shadows.

Mark was a runner. Mark was a coward.

Elena looked at the mess on the floor. She looked at the beige walls.

If she ran, she was guilty.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She reached into her purse and gripped the hard drive.

No.

She walked to the front door. She didn't walk through it. She closed it.

She threw the deadbolt. Then the chain.

She went to the kitchen. She poured the rest of the expensive wine Mark had left open into a glass. She sat down on the beige sofa, facing the door.

She checked her watch. Ten minutes since she left Sarah.

She texted Sarah: He’s gone. Do not come up. Wait for my signal.

Sarah: WHAT? GET OUT OF THERE!

Elena: If I run, I lose everything. I’m going to handle this.

Sarah: Elena Corves, if you die, I am going to resurrect you and kill you myself.

Elena put the phone down. She took a sip of wine. It was bitter.

She waited.

One minute passed. The silence of the apartment was heavy, pressing against her ears.

Three minutes passed.

Then, there it was.

It wasn't a frantic pounding. It wasn't a kick.

It was three distinct, rhythmic raps on the wood. Knock. Knock. Knock.

Polite. Professional. Terrifying.

Elena stood up. Her legs felt like lead, but her hands were steady. She smoothed her trench coat. She walked to the door.

She didn't ask "Who is it?" She knew who it was.

She undid the chain. She unlocked the deadbolt.

She opened the door.

Two men stood in the hallway. They were dressed in dark suits that cost more than her car. The one on the left was massive, a wall of muscle with a neck as thick as a tree trunk.

The one on the right was different. He was tall, leaner, with sharp features and eyes the color of cold espresso. He wasn't holding a weapon. He was checking his cuticles.

He looked up, his gaze landing on Elena. He didn't look surprised. He looked... bored.

"Mark Henderson?" the man asked. His voice was smooth, a baritone that vibrated in the air.

"He’s not here," Elena said. She was proud that her voice didn't shake.

The man raised an eyebrow. He looked past her, into the wrecked apartment. " clearly. He seems to have left in a hurry."

"He did."

"And you are?"

"Elena Corves." She stood straighter, blocking the doorway. "His ex-fiancée. As of about twenty minutes ago."

The man’s lips quirked—not a smile, but a twitch of amusement. "Bad breakup?"

"The worst. He stole my money, cheated on me, and apparently owes you a significant sum."

The big man stepped forward, trying to intimidate her. Elena didn't flinch. She kept her eyes on the one who was clearly in charge.

"The debt is one hundred and fifty thousand," the leader said. "Plus fees."

"I know," Elena said. "I saw the letter."

"Then you know that we are here to collect. Or to take collateral."

He took a step forward.

Elena didn't step back.

"He’s gone," she said. "He took the back stairs. He’s heading for Jersey. If you leave now, you might catch him on the bridge."

The man paused. He studied her face, looking for the lie. He looked at her sensible shoes, her beige coat, her knuckles white where she gripped the doorframe.

"And why would you tell us that?" he asked softly. "I thought you were the faithful little woman running the gallery."

"I was," Elena said. A spark of cold anger flared in her chest, burning away the last of the fear. "Then I found out he was betting my life on a pair of deuces."

She met his gaze, the cold espresso eyes widening slightly.

"I’m not the collateral, Mr...?"

"Rossi," he said. "Leo Rossi."

"I’m not the collateral, Mr. Rossi," Elena declared, her chin lifting. "I’m the other creditor. And I’d like to negotiate a deal."

Leo Rossi stared at her. The boredom vanished, replaced by a sharp, predatory interest. He tilted his head.

"A deal," he repeated, tasting the word.

"Yes. But not here. And not while your friend is breathing down my neck."

Leo held her gaze for a long, stretched second. Then, he chuckled. It was a dark, dry sound.

"Wait in the car, Luca," Leo said to the giant.

"Boss?" Luca grunted, confused.

"Wait in the car."

Luca frowned but turned and marched toward the elevator.

Leo Rossi stepped into the doorway, crossing the threshold into her beige sanctuary. He smelled of expensive cologne, tobacco, and danger.

"Okay, Ms. Corves," Leo said, closing the door behind him. "You have five minutes. Convince me why I shouldn't burn this building down with you inside it."
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Five minutes.

In Elena’s line of work, five minutes was nothing. It took five minutes just to prepare a solvent mixture to clean a square inch of a canvas. It took hours to fix a tear, weeks to retouch a faded varnish.

But standing in her living room, watching Leo Rossi casually inspect a framed print of a generic seascape on her wall, five minutes felt like a lifetime.

"Generic," Leo commented, not looking at her. "Hotel art. Bed, Bath, and Beyond?"

"Crate & Barrel," Elena corrected, her hands clasped tightly in front of her to hide the tremor. "And you’re wasting my time, Mr. Rossi."

Leo turned slowly. The movement was predatory—smooth, controlled, unnecessary energy conserved for the strike. He walked over to the beige sofa and sat down, spreading his arms along the backrest as if he owned the place. In a way, Elena realized with a sick lurch, he did. Or at least, he owned the debt attached to it.

"Tick tock, Ms. Corves," he said softly. "Two minutes gone on interior design critique. Why shouldn't I call Luca back up here to strip the copper wiring out of the walls?"

"Because copper wiring is worth pennies compared to what Mark owes you," Elena said. She walked to the armchair opposite him but didn't sit. She needed the height advantage, however slight. "And because Mark Henderson is a mediocre accountant with a gambling addiction, but he’s a savant at hiding things. If you chase him now, he’ll panic and dump the assets. You’ll get nothing but a fugitive in a Jersey motel room."

"We’re very good at extracting assets from fugitives."

"Physical assets, maybe. But Mark deals in crypto and offshore shell accounts. He thinks he’s smarter than the IRS. He definitely thinks he’s smarter than you."

Leo’s eyes narrowed slightly. The insult to his intelligence didn't seem to anger him; it seemed to bore him. "Everyone thinks they’re smarter than us. Until they aren't. Go on."

"He told you he was broke," Elena said. "That’s why he asked for the extension. But tonight, before he ran, he told me he was 'up'. He said he had won fifty thousand dollars last month."

Leo went still. "He didn't make a payment last month. He paid the vig—the interest—but not the principal."

"Exactly. He was hoarding it. He has fifty thousand dollars sitting in a digital wallet somewhere, and he was planning to use it to buy his way out or run away with it. If you catch him, he’ll claim he lost it. He’ll cry, he’ll beg, and you’ll never see that money."

"And you know where it is?"

"I know his passwords," Elena lied.

She didn't know them. Not all of them. But she knew Mark. She knew he used variations of his high school mascot and the year he graduated. She knew he was lazy.

"I can get you the fifty thousand tonight," Elena said, bluffing with the same steady hand she used to apply gold leaf. "That’s a third of the principal. Immediate liquidity."

Leo drummed his fingers on the armrest. He looked at her, really looked at her, stripping away the beige coat and the sensible shoes. He was assessing her value. In her world, it was called establishing provenance—determining if the object in front of you was a fake or the real deal.

"Fifty grand is a nice start," Leo admitted. "But it leaves a hundred thousand on the table. Plus the interest. Why should I let you walk away for a fraction of the debt?"

"Because I’m not walking away," Elena said.

This was the cliff. The moment she had to jump.

"I want to buy the debt."

Leo blinked. It was the first genuine reaction she had wrung out of him. "Excuse me?"

"Mark owes you. You want your money. I want Mark to suffer." Elena’s voice dropped, the cold anger surfacing again. "If I recover the fifty thousand for you, I want you to transfer the remaining debt to me. I become the holder. Mark answers to me."

Leo threw his head back and laughed. It wasn't a pleasant sound; it was dry and sharp, like a bark. "You want to become a loan shark, Ms. Corves? You? You look like you apologize to the furniture when you bump into it."

"I’m an art restorer," she said defensively. "I fix things."

"This isn't a cracked painting. This is a hundred grand in bad debt. How do you plan to pay us the rest? Because if we transfer the debt to you, you owe us. Mark becomes your problem, but the money becomes your burden."

"I have skills," Elena said. "Mark said he offered you the gallery. He offered to launder money through my archives. That was stupid. It would leave a paper trail a mile wide. You don't launder money through acquisition; you launder it through valuation."

Leo stopped laughing. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his eyes locking onto hers. The air in the room shifted, becoming heavier, charged with electricity.

"Explain," he commanded.

"If you buy a painting for ten thousand and sell it for a million, the IRS asks questions. But if you find a 'lost master' in a garage sale, pay a restorer to authenticate it, and then sell it... the value increase is justified. It’s capital gains. It’s clean."

Elena took a breath. "I don't just fix paintings. I authenticate them. I sign the papers that tell the world what something is worth. Mark offered you a washing machine. I’m offering you the mint."

Silence stretched between them. Elena could hear the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. She could hear her own heart thudding in her ears. Had she gone too far? Had she just admitted to a felony to a man who could kill her without blinking?

Leo stood up. He walked over to her, invading her personal space. He smelled of rain and gun oil. He towered over her, but Elena refused to step back. She tilted her head up, meeting his gaze.

"You realize," Leo said softly, "that if you are lying about your abilities, or if you are trying to set us up, I won't send Luca. I’ll come back myself."

"I’m not lying," Elena whispered. "I just want my life back. And I want to be the one holding the leash when Mark Henderson finally gets caught."

Leo studied her face for another long moment. Then, he reached into his jacket pocket. Elena flinched, expecting a weapon.

He pulled out a silver cigarette case. He didn't open it. He just tapped it against his palm.

"Get your coat," he said.

"What?"

"You said you can get the fifty grand tonight. And you made a bold pitch about valuation. But I don't do business in apartments that smell like fear and cheap wine."

He turned and walked toward the door.

"Where are we going?" Elena asked, panic flaring again.

Leo opened the door, revealing Luca standing in the hallway, looking bored and checking his phone.

"My office," Leo said, looking back at her over his shoulder. A small, dangerous smile played on his lips. "You wanted to negotiate, Ms. Corves. Welcome to the table."

The car was a black SUV with tinted windows, the kind that swallowed light. Elena sat






















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





