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Some people fall in love over coffee. Some over shared glances across crowded rooms.

Marlowe Hart and Miles Vaughn fell in love while stealing a fifty-million-dollar painting.

Well, "love" might be generous. "Combustible chemistry laced with mutual distrust and the constant threat of federal prison" would be more accurate. But when you're two of the world's most wanted art thieves forced to work together on an impossible job, you take what you can get.

The job was supposed to be simple. Three days. One penthouse. One painting. Get in, get out, disappear into the night like smoke.

But nothing about Miles Vaughn was simple. And Marlowe was about to discover that the most dangerous thing she'd ever stolen wasn't the art on the walls.

It was falling for a man who might be lying about everything.

Welcome to Manhattan, where the nights are stolen and so is everything else.
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Chapter 1: The Setup
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"You've got to be fucking kidding me."

Marlowe stared at the man standing in the doorway of the Chelsea safe house, her hand instinctively moving toward the knife strapped to her thigh. She didn't draw it. Yet.

Miles Vaughn gave her that infuriating half-smile, the one that had probably gotten him out of a dozen interrogation rooms and into twice as many beds. "Hello to you too, Hart."

"No." She turned to Orion, who sat behind the steel desk looking far too pleased with himself. "Absolutely not. I work alone."

"You worked alone," Orion corrected, his silver hair gleaming under the industrial lights. "Past tense. This job requires two sets of hands, and Vaughn here has the best hands in the business." He paused. "After yours, of course."

"Flattery." Miles stepped into the room, and Marlowe hated how her body tracked every movement. He wore black from neck to toe, the kind of tactical clothing that said I break into places for a living and I'm very good at it. "She's not susceptible to flattery, Orion. I've tried."

"When?" Marlowe demanded.

"Budapest. Though you were going by 'Nina' then." His eyes held hers, dark and unreadable. "The Kensington job. You were wearing red."

She had been wearing red. A crimson gown that cost more than most people's mortgages, designed to distract while she lifted a Degas from a private collection. She'd noticed him that night too, had clocked him the moment he walked into the gallery. Noticed him and dismissed him as another wannabe art thief playing in the shallow end of the pool.

"I remember." She kept her voice flat. "You failed that job."

"I didn't fail. I chose not to complete it." He crossed his arms, and she caught herself watching the way the fabric stretched across his shoulders. Stop it. "The client was selling the piece to fund child trafficking. I have standards."

"How noble." She looked back at Orion. "Find someone else."

"There is no one else." Orion stood, walking to the window overlooking Twenty-Third Street. "Not for this. The Carrington penthouse. Seventy-second floor. State-of-the-art security system designed by Nash Whitmore."

Marlowe's breath caught. Nash Whitmore. The man who'd designed security for half the museums in Europe. Getting past his systems required more than skill. It required art.

"I'm listening."

"Renoir. The one that went missing from the Met six years ago." Orion turned, his expression serious. "Worth fifty million. Hidden in plain sight in Oliver Carrington's private collection. He's out of town for exactly seventy-two hours, starting tomorrow night."

"Why us?" Miles asked, and Marlowe noticed he'd moved closer without her realizing. He smelled like expensive cologne and danger. "Carrington's got enemies. Someone else could take this."

"Because someone already tried." Orion pulled up a photo on his tablet. "Nina Volkov. Found her body in the Hudson two weeks ago. Same with two members of the Moretti crew. Whoever's protecting that painting isn't fucking around."

The room went quiet. Nina Volkov had been good. Not as good as Marlowe, but good enough that hearing she was dead sent ice through Marlowe's veins.

"So you're sending both of us." Miles' voice was thoughtful. "Two thieves means twice the skills. And if one goes down..."

"The other completes the job." Orion nodded. "I need that painting. My client is paying twenty million. Ten million each."

Ten million. Enough to disappear forever. Enough to stop running.

Marlowe looked at Miles, really looked at him. Dark hair that needed a cut, sharp jawline, eyes that promised he knew exactly what he was doing at all times. She'd spent five years staying off everyone's radar, working solo, trusting no one.

And now this.

"Seventy-two hours." She held his gaze. "We go in tomorrow night. We get the painting. We get out. No complications, no heroics, no—"

"No fraternizing?" Miles' smile widened. "Shame. I was looking forward to getting to know you better."

"You'll get to know my knife if you don't shut up."

"See, that's the energy I was hoping for." He walked toward her, and every instinct screamed at her to step back. She didn't. "Partners who hate each other work best. No emotional complications. Just pure, professional efficiency."

He stopped inches away. Close enough that she could see the scar above his left eyebrow, the one she'd noticed in Budapest. Close enough to feel the heat radiating off his body.

"Check him for wires," Marlowe said to Orion.

Miles laughed. "You think I'm FBI?"

"I think I don't know you. And I don't work with people I don't know." She tilted her head. "So prove you're not a fed, or this conversation is over."

Something flickered in his eyes. Respect, maybe. Or irritation. With Miles Vaughn, it was hard to tell.

"Fine." He reached for the hem of his shirt.

"Wait." Marlowe stepped forward, her fingers brushing his hands away. "I'll do it."

His breath hitched. Just slightly, but she heard it.

She ran her hands up his sides, checking for the telltale bulk of a wire. His muscles tensed under her touch, and she felt an answering pull low in her stomach. Ignore it. This is work. Her hands moved to his chest, pressing lightly, searching for anything that didn't belong.

"Thorough," Miles murmured.

"Shut up."

She checked his back, his shoulders, then dropped to her knees to check his ankles. When she looked up, his eyes had darkened to something that made her pulse kick.

"Clean," she said, standing.

"Your turn."

She raised an eyebrow. "You think I'm stupid enough to wear a wire to a meeting with Orion?"

"I think you're smart enough to have him check me, which means fair is fair." Miles crossed his arms. "Unless you've got something to hide?"

Marlowe glanced at Orion, who shrugged. Bastard was enjoying this.

"Fine." She lifted her arms. "Make it quick."

Miles moved behind her, and she felt his breath against her neck. His hands started at her shoulders, pressing firmly enough to be professional but light enough to make her skin burn. He traced down her spine, and she bit the inside of her cheek to keep from reacting.

"You're tense," he said softly.

"I'm annoyed."

His hands skimmed her waist, checking the small of her back. Then lower, over her hips, and she felt him pause at the knife strapped to her thigh.

"Dangerous habit, keeping weapons so close to important arteries."

"Only dangerous if you give me a reason to use them."

He came back around to face her, his hands checking her collarbone, the hollow of her throat. His fingers lingered there, and she felt her pulse hammering against his touch.

"Clean," he said, but he didn't step back.

"Wonderful." Orion's voice cut through the tension. "Now that we've established neither of you is law enforcement, let's talk logistics."

Marlowe forced herself to step away from Miles, her body still humming with awareness. This was exactly why she worked alone. No distractions. No complications.

No men who looked at her like they could see straight through every wall she'd ever built.

"The penthouse is accessible through three entry points," Orion pulled up a schematic. "Main elevator, service elevator, and the rooftop access. All three are covered by cameras and motion sensors."

"We'll need to map the security grid first," Miles said, moving to study the screen. "Whitmore's systems adapt. They learn patterns. We can't just walk in."

"Which is why you're going in as a couple." Orion smiled. "Carrington's hosting a charity gala tomorrow night in the building's event space. Sixtieth floor. You'll attend as Mr. and Mrs. Devereux, wealthy art collectors interested in private acquisitions."

"Married." Marlowe's voice was flat. "You want us to pretend to be married."

"It's the perfect cover. You'll have access to the building, you can scout the security, and no one will question a couple stepping away from the party to explore the upper floors." Orion looked between them. "Can you handle that?"

Miles turned to her, that infuriating smile back in place. "Can you handle being married to me for seventy-two hours, Hart?"

She wanted to say no. Wanted to walk out of this safe house and never look back.

But ten million dollars was ten million dollars.

And something about the way Miles looked at her made her want to prove she could handle anything he threw at her.

"I've suffered through worse," she said.

"I'm wounded."

"You will be if you don't take this seriously."

"Oh, I'm serious." He extended his hand. "Partners?"

She looked at his hand, at the calluses that marked him as someone who'd climbed, fought, and stolen his way through life. Someone like her.

Marlowe took his hand. His grip was firm, warm, and sent electricity racing up her arm.

"Partners," she agreed. "But I have rules."

"Of course you do."

"Rule one: No heroics. We stick to the plan."

"Agreed."

"Rule two: We split everything fifty-fifty. The money, the risk, the glory."

"Naturally."

"Rule three:" She pulled him closer, her voice dropping. "You lie to me, you betray me, you even think about double-crossing me, and I will destroy you. Understood?"

Miles' smile turned sharp. "Understood. But I have a rule too."

"What's that?"

"When this is over and we're both rich and free, you let me buy you a drink. No knives, no cons, no checking each other for wires. Just two people who pulled off the impossible."

Marlowe's heart did something complicated in her chest.

"We survive this," she said, "and I'll consider it."

"I'll take those odds."

Orion cleared his throat. "Touching. Now, let's talk about the timeline. The gala starts at eight tomorrow night. Carrington leaves for Tokyo at midnight. You have from twelve-oh-one until Sunday at noon to get into that penthouse, disable the security, get the painting, and get out."

"Seventy-two hours," Miles repeated.

"Give or take." Orion handed them each a tablet. "These contain everything you need. Guest lists, floor plans, security protocols, your cover identities. Memorize it tonight. Tomorrow, you become the Devereux."

Marlowe took the tablet, her mind already racing through scenarios. Three days to pull off a fifty-million-dollar heist with a partner she didn't trust. Three days in close proximity to a man who made her body react in ways that could get them both killed.

Three days to prove she was the best in the business.

"One more thing," Orion said. "The client wants the painting intact. No damage, no substitutions, no games. You bring back the real Renoir or you don't get paid."

"And if we get caught?" Marlowe asked.

"Don't get caught." Orion's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Because if you do, I don't know you, and neither does anyone else. You're on your own."

"Comforting," Miles said dryly.

"I'm not in the comfort business." Orion walked to the door. "I'm in the fifty-million-dollar-painting business. Don't disappoint me."

He left, and suddenly the safe house felt much smaller.

Marlowe looked at Miles, at the man who was either her partner or her biggest problem. Possibly both.

"So," he said. "Mrs. Devereux. How does it feel to be married?"

"Like a mistake I'm about to regret."

"Give it time." He moved toward the door, then paused. "For what it's worth, Hart, I'm good at this. Really good. And I don't plan on ending up in the Hudson."

"Neither do I."

"Then we'll get along fine." His eyes held hers one more time. "See you tomorrow night. Try not to miss me too much."

He left before she could respond, and Marlowe stood alone in the safe house, her pulse still racing from where he'd touched her.

This was going to be a disaster.

But disasters were her specialty.

She looked down at the tablet, at the schematic of the Carrington penthouse glowing on the screen. Seventy-two hours. One painting. One impossible job.

And one partner who looked at her like he knew all her secrets.

Marlowe smiled.

Let him try.
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Chapter 2: The Gala
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The dress cost more than most people made in a year, and Marlowe hated every expensive inch of it.

Black silk that clung to her curves and flowed to the floor, a slit up one thigh that screamed I'm dangerous but make it elegant. The kind of dress that made men look twice and women look away. Exactly what she needed for tonight.

She studied herself in the mirror of the hotel suite Orion had secured. Hair pinned up to expose her neck, makeup subtle but striking, diamond earrings that were real because fake ones got you caught at events like this. She looked like money. She looked like someone who belonged at a Park Avenue gala.

She looked like someone else.

"Better." She turned from the mirror and checked her clutch. Phone, lipstick, lockpick set disguised as a cosmetics case, and a very small, very illegal device that would let her clone any keycard she came across. Everything a well-dressed thief needed.

The knock on the door came at exactly seven-thirty.

Marlowe took a breath, slipped into her role like armor, and opened it.

Miles Vaughn stood in the hallway wearing a tuxedo that should be illegal.

"Holy shit," he said.

"Eloquent." She grabbed her clutch. "You clean up adequately."

"Adequately." He laughed, but his eyes tracked over her in a way that made heat pool in her stomach. "You look like every expensive mistake I've ever wanted to make."

"Save the charm for the marks." She stepped past him. "We're on the clock."

He caught her wrist, gently, and she turned back.

"Ground rules," he said. "If we're going to sell this marriage, we need to look comfortable with each other. That means I'm going to touch you. Your hand, your waist, your back. Nothing inappropriate, just what married couples do."

"I know how to play a role."

"I know you do." His thumb brushed the inside of her wrist, and her pulse jumped. "But you also know that if we're tense around each other, security will notice. So for tonight, for this job, we're Miles and Marlowe Devereux. We're disgustingly in love, we have terrible taste in art, and we're so rich we don't bother asking prices."

"Got it."

"And one more thing." He pulled her closer, his voice dropping. "If something goes wrong, if we get separated or if you sense danger, our safe word is 'Budapest.' You say that, I come running."

"Why Budapest?"

"Because that's where I first noticed you couldn't take your eyes off me."

She pulled her wrist free. "You're delusional."

"Probably." He offered his arm. "Ready, Mrs. Devereux?"

Marlowe looked at his arm, at the decision point she was crossing. Once they walked into that gala, they were committed. No backing out, no changing her mind.

She took his arm.

"Let's go steal a painting."

* * *
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The Carrington Tower rose into the Manhattan skyline like a middle finger to gravity, all glass and steel and obscene wealth. The kind of building where hedge fund managers kept their mistresses and oligarchs hid their money.

And somewhere on the seventy-second floor, a fifty-million-dollar Renoir waited.

Marlowe stepped out of the town car with practiced grace, letting Miles take her hand. His fingers closed around hers, warm and steady, and she reminded herself this was just a job.

Just a job where her partner looked like sin in a tuxedo.

They moved through the lobby—marble floors, abstract sculptures, doormen who probably made more than teachers—and headed for the elevator bank. A security guard checked their names against a list.

"Mr. and Mrs. Devereux," Miles said smoothly. "We're here for the Carrington Foundation Gala."

The guard scanned his tablet. "Floor sixty. Enjoy your evening."

The elevator ride was silent. Marlowe watched the numbers climb, feeling Miles' presence beside her like a live wire. When they hit sixty, the doors opened onto another world.

String quartet playing Vivaldi. Crystal chandeliers dripping light. Wait staff gliding through the crowd with champagne and canapés. And everywhere, the kind of people who measured their net worth in buildings instead of dollars.

"Showtime," Miles murmured against her ear.

They stepped into the crowd.

Marlowe took a champagne flute from a passing waiter and surveyed the room with practiced casualness. Three security cameras she could see, probably six more hidden. Guards positioned at every exit, dressed in suits but with the telltale bulk of firearms underneath. Guests clustered in conversation circles, their laughter carefully modulated to project success without desperation.

"Security's tight," she said under her breath.

"Whitmore's work." Miles guided her toward the windows overlooking Central Park. "See the guy by the north exit? Earpiece, slight bulge under his left arm. Ex-military if I'm reading his posture right."

"There's another by the bar. And two more pretending to be servers."

"Four guards for a party of maybe eighty people." Miles sipped his champagne. "That's excessive."

"Or they're expecting trouble."

"Cheerful thought."

A woman in crimson approached them, her smile bright and predatory. "You must be the Devereux! Oliver told me to expect new faces tonight. I'm Olive Westbrook, chair of the foundation."

Marlowe turned on her megawatt smile. "Olive, what a pleasure. Your event is absolutely stunning."

"You're too kind." Olive's eyes were sharp, assessing. "Oliver mentioned you're collectors? What's your focus?"

"Impressionists," Miles said smoothly, his hand settling on the small of Marlowe's back. "My wife has a particular weakness for Monet, but I've been trying to convince her that Renoir deserves more appreciation."

"Renoir." Olive's smile cooled slightly. "Interesting choice. Most contemporary collectors find him too sentimental."

"Most contemporary collectors lack imagination," Marlowe said. "Renoir understood something essential about beauty. He didn't apologize for it."

Olive studied her for a long moment, then laughed. "I like you. Come, let me introduce you to some people who might share your... unique perspective."

They spent the next hour being paraded through the crowd, shaking hands with billionaires and their wives, laughing at jokes that weren't funny, pretending to care about foundation missions and tax-deductible contributions. All the while, Marlowe mapped the room.

Camera coverage was nearly complete. The guards rotated positions every twenty minutes. The elevator required a keycard after ten PM. And the stairwell access was locked behind a door that needed both a keycard and a fingerprint scan.

Getting to the seventy-second floor was going to be complicated.

"You're thinking too hard," Miles murmured when they finally had a moment alone by the windows. "Your eyes get this look when you're planning. It's going to give us away."

"I'm admiring the view."

"You're calculating angles and timing guard rotations." He turned her to face him, and suddenly they were very close. "Dance with me."

"What?"

"They're starting the music. Married couples dance." His hand found her waist. "And it'll give us a reason to move around the room, check the other exits."

Marlowe let him pull her onto the small dance floor, hyper-aware of every point of contact between their bodies. His hand at her waist, her hand on his shoulder, their other hands clasped. He moved with surprising grace, leading her through the crowd.

"You're a good dancer," she said.

"Surprised?"

"You strike me more as a 'smash and grab' type."

"I'm multifaceted." He spun her slightly, and she caught a glimpse of the service hallway. "See that door behind the bar? That's our way up."

"It's monitored."

"Everything's monitored. We just need to time it right." He pulled her closer, and she felt his breath against her temple. "When the guards change positions at ten-twenty, there's a forty-second window where the hallway camera angles overlap. We slip through there."

"And the lock?"

"I cloned a keycard off that waiter twenty minutes ago." His smile was wicked. "While you were busy charming Olive."

Marlowe's respect for him ticked up a notch. "Impressive."

"I told you I'm good at this."

"You also told me you have standards. Was that true, what you said about Budapest?"

His eyes darkened. "About the child trafficking? Yes. I don't work for monsters."

"But you work for Orion."

"Orion's a businessman. Amoral, maybe, but not evil." Miles guided her through another turn. "There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"You tell me. You're working for him too."

Fair point. Marlowe didn't have the moral high ground here. She was a thief, and thieves didn't get to be righteous.

But something about Miles' conviction made her curious.

"Why do you do this?" she asked. "You're clearly talented. You could probably make legitimate money if you wanted."

"Could say the same about you."

"I asked first."

Miles was quiet for a moment, and she thought he wouldn't answer. Then: "I grew up in foster care. Bounced between twelve different families before I aged out at eighteen. Never had anything that was really mine. No home, no family, no security."

His hand tightened on her waist.

"Stealing was how I survived. And then I realized I was good at it. Really good. Good enough that I could choose my jobs, work with people I respected, make enough money to never be vulnerable again." He met her eyes. "So that's why. What about you?"

Marlowe felt something crack in her chest. She'd spent five years not talking about herself, not letting anyone close enough to ask questions.

But there was something about Miles that made her want to answer.

"My father was a con man," she said quietly. "The best I've ever seen. He taught me everything—how to read people, how to create false identities, how to disappear when things got hot."

"Was?"

"He died when I was nineteen. Heart attack in the middle of a job in Prague. I finished the con for him, delivered the payout to his partner, and then I kept going." She swallowed. "Because if I stopped, I'd have to think about the fact that he's gone. And I'm not ready for that."

Miles didn't offer sympathy. Didn't tell her he was sorry or that time heals all wounds. He just nodded, like he understood exactly what she meant.

"We're quite a pair," he said.

"Two broken people stealing pretty things."

"Maybe that's why we're good at it."

The song ended, and they separated slightly, but Miles' hand lingered on her waist.

"Ten-fifteen," he said. "Five minutes until the window."

Marlowe nodded, her game face sliding back into place. Time to focus.

They drifted toward the bar, casual and unhurried. Miles ordered another champagne. Marlowe checked her phone, making a show of scrolling through messages. All the while watching the guards, timing their movements.

Ten-eighteen. The north guard started his rotation.

Ten-nineteen. The south guard followed.

Ten-twenty. The hallway behind the bar was clear.

"Now," Miles breathed.

They moved as one, slipping behind the bar and through the service door before anyone could notice. The hallway beyond was industrial and cold, all concrete and fluorescent lights. Miles pulled the cloned keycard from his pocket and swiped it at the elevator panel.

The elevator dinged.

They stepped inside, and Miles hit the button for seventy-two.

Marlowe's heart hammered as they rose. This was it. They were committed now. If the security system caught them, if someone checked the logs, if anything went wrong—

The elevator stopped at seventy-two.

The doors opened onto darkness.

Miles pulled a small flashlight from his jacket pocket, the beam cutting through the shadows. The penthouse was a maze of hallways and rooms, all sleek modern design and obscene square footage.

"Carrington's office is northwest corner," Miles whispered. "That's where Orion's intel says the painting is kept."

They moved through the penthouse like ghosts, Marlowe's heart in her throat. Every shadow could be a guard. Every sound could be their downfall.

They reached the office door. Miles pulled out his lockpick set.

"Keep watch," he murmured.

Marlowe positioned herself where she could see both approaches, her body thrumming with adrenaline. This was the dangerous part. The moment when everything could go sideways.

The lock clicked.

Miles pushed the door open, and they stepped inside.

The office was massive. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. A desk that probably cost six figures. And on the far wall, lit by carefully positioned gallery lights, was the painting.

Marlowe's breath caught.

The Renoir was more beautiful than the photos suggested. A young woman in dappled sunlight, her expression caught between joy and something deeper. It practically glowed in the darkness, all soft pinks and golds and luminous skin.

"There you are," Miles breathed.

They moved toward it together, and Marlowe felt a strange moment of connection. They were about to steal something priceless and irreplaceable, and they both recognized how magnificent it was.

Maybe Miles had been right. Maybe that's why they were good at this.

Miles pulled out his phone and snapped photos of the frame, the mounting hardware, the alarm sensors. "We'll need to bypass the weight sensor when we remove it. And there's probably a silent alarm connected to building security."

"So we can't take it tonight."

"No. Tonight was reconnaissance." He looked at her, his eyes bright in the darkness. "But now we know exactly what we're up against."

Marlowe nodded, already planning. They'd need to cut power to this section of the building, or spoof the security feed, or—

Voices in the hallway.

Miles grabbed her arm, pulling her toward the shadows behind the desk. They pressed against the wall, barely breathing, as the office door swung open.

Two guards entered, their flashlights sweeping the room.

"Thought I saw movement on the cameras," one said.

"Probably just the feed glitching again. Whitmore's system has been buggy all week."

They circled the room, their lights passing inches from where Marlowe and Miles hid. She could feel Miles' heartbeat against her back, could feel the tension in his body.

If they were caught now, it was over. Federal charges. Prison.

The end of everything.

One of the guards stopped near the painting, studying it with his flashlight.

"Pretty," he said.

"And worth more than we'll make in our lifetimes." The other guard laughed. "Come on. Nothing here."

They left, and Marlowe counted to thirty before allowing herself to breathe.

"That was too close," she whispered.

"Agreed. We need to move."

They slipped out of the office and back toward the elevator, moving faster now. Every second in the penthouse was a second closer to getting caught.

The elevator doors opened.

They stepped inside, and Miles hit the button for sixty.

As they descended, Marlowe felt him looking at her.

"What?" she asked.

"You didn't panic."

"Why would I panic?"

"Most people would have panicked." His smile was soft. "But you kept your head. You counted, waited for the right moment to move. You're good under pressure."

"So are you."

"We make a decent team."

The elevator dinged, and they stepped back into the gala, sliding seamlessly into their roles as the wealthy, vapid Devereux. No one had noticed their absence. The party continued, oblivious.

But everything had changed.

They'd seen the painting. They'd mapped the security. They knew what they were up against.

Now they just had to figure out how to beat it.

Marlowe took another champagne flute and moved back into the crowd, Miles at her side. They stayed for another forty minutes, maintaining their cover, then said their goodbyes to Olive and the other guests.

The town car was waiting when they exited the building.

Neither of them spoke until they were blocks away, the Carrington Tower disappearing behind them.

"Tomorrow night," Miles said. "We go back. But this time, we bring the painting out with us."

Marlowe looked at him, at this man who was either her salvation or her destruction.

"Tomorrow night," she agreed.

And wondered which one of them would betray the other first.
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Chapter 3: The Plan
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Marlowe woke to sunlight streaming through the hotel windows and the immediate, disorienting awareness that someone else was in her room.

She was out of bed with her knife in hand before her brain caught up with her instincts.

Miles stood by the window, holding two coffee cups and looking entirely too amused.

"Good morning to you too," he said. "Though I have to say, the knife is a bit much before caffeine."

"How did you get in here?"

"I picked the lock. Obviously." He held out one of the cups. "Peace offering. Black, two sugars. I guessed."

Marlowe lowered the knife but didn't put it away. "You broke into my hotel room."

"We're partners. I wanted to go over the plan before tonight." His eyes traveled over her, taking in her tank top and sleep shorts, and something heated flickered in his expression before he looked away. "But I can come back if you need time to make yourself decent."

"I'm plenty decent." She snatched the coffee from his hand, annoyed that he'd guessed right about how she took it. "Talk while I get dressed."

She grabbed clothes from her bag and disappeared into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked so she could hear him.

"The security system is the main problem," Miles called. "Whitmore designed it with redundancies. We shut down one sensor, three others activate. We spoof the cameras, the motion detectors kick in."

"So we need to kill all of it at once." Marlowe pulled on dark jeans and a black shirt. "Power outage?"

"Too obvious. Building security would be all over the penthouse within minutes."

"Then we need to convince the system nothing's wrong while we're stealing the painting."

"Exactly." She heard him moving around the room. "I've been thinking about that. The weight sensor under the Renoir is the critical piece. We remove the painting, the sensor triggers, alarms go off."

Marlowe emerged from the bathroom, pulling her hair into a ponytail. "So we replace the weight. Use something that matches the painting's exact mass."

"Already thought of that. I had Nash's specifications pulled last night." Miles had his laptop open on the desk, schematics covering the screen. "The painting weighs exactly twenty-three-point-six kilograms. Frame included."

"We need something that weighs exactly that much."

"And has the same dimensions. And is thin enough to hang in place of the original without anyone noticing immediately." Miles looked up at her. "Any ideas?"

Marlowe studied the specs, her mind racing. Twenty-three-point-six kilograms. Roughly fifty-two pounds. The dimensions were sixty-eight by eighty-seven centimeters.

"Carbon fiber composite," she said slowly. "Cut to size, layered to match the weight distribution. We could even print a replica of the painting on the front."

"Where are we going to get carbon fiber composite by tonight?"

"We're not." She grabbed her phone and pulled up a contact. "But I know someone who is."

* * *
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Olive's workshop was in Red Hook, tucked between a vodka distillery and an organic kombucha brewery. The kind of place you'd never notice unless you knew what to look for.

Miles parked the rental car and followed Marlowe down the alley to a unmarked steel door.

"Who is this person?" he asked.

"Someone who doesn't ask questions." Marlowe knocked three times, paused, then knocked twice more.

The door opened a crack.

A woman in her fifties peered out, her gray hair tied back with a bandana, safety goggles pushed up on her forehead. When she saw Marlowe, she smiled.

"Hart. Heard you were dead."

"Heard the same about you." Marlowe gestured to Miles. "He's with me."

Olive looked Miles up and down, assessing. Then she opened the door fully. "Come in. But if either of you touches anything without asking, I'll shoot you."

The workshop was chaos made manifest. Half-finished sculptures, welding equipment, racks of metal and composite materials, and what looked like the skeleton of a small aircraft hanging from the ceiling.

"You're a fabricator," Miles said.

"I'm an artist." Olive pulled off her goggles. "The fabrication is just how I pay the bills. What do you need, Hart?"

"Carbon fiber composite panel. Sixty-eight by eighty-seven centimeters. Weight exactly twenty-three-point-six kilograms. And I need it by six tonight."

Olive whistled. "That's specific. And expensive."

"Money's not an issue."

"It never is with you." Olive moved to a computer terminal and started pulling up specifications. "I can do it. But I'll need fifteen thousand. Half now, half on delivery."

"Done." Marlowe pulled out a prepaid credit card and handed it over.

While Olive processed the payment, Miles wandered the workshop, examining the various projects in progress. He stopped at a sculpture of twisted metal that looked like frozen flame.

"This is beautiful," he said.

Olive glanced over. "You have good taste. That's a commission for a gallery in Chelsea. Sells for eighty thousand if you're interested."

"I'm more in the business of acquiring art than purchasing it."

"Figured as much." Olive looked between them. "Whatever you two are planning, be careful. Word on the street is that the Moretti crew got taken out because they pissed off someone powerful."

"We heard," Marlowe said. "Any idea who?"

"No names. But I've been hearing whispers about a new player in town. Someone who's cleaning up the art theft game, taking out anyone who works outside their organization." Olive's expression was serious. "If you're going after something big, make sure it's not connected to them."

Marlowe and Miles exchanged a glance.

"Thanks for the warning," Marlowe said.

"Don't thank me. Just don't die. You're one of my best customers." Olive turned back to her terminal. "I'll have your panel ready by six. Come to the back entrance."

They left the workshop, and Miles waited until they were in the car before speaking.

"New player taking out competition," he said. "Think it's connected to our job?"

"I don't know. But if someone's trying to consolidate the art theft market..." Marlowe stared out the window at the Brooklyn skyline. "We need to finish this job and get out before we become targets."

"Agreed." Miles started the car. "What's next on the list?"

"We need an exit strategy. Once we have the painting, the building's going to go into lockdown. We can't just walk out the front door."
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