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CASE 5: The Surgeon’s Cut

Episode 19: Face Value
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Midtown wore its wealth like a cologne. Black cars stacked at the curb. Women with winter on their throats, diamonds like frost under chandeliers. The Athena had taken its show on the road for a benefit that renamed a hospital wing and laundered three reputations in one speech. Jack Colder moved through the coat check line with Vivian on his arm and let the cameras file them under the right column.

She was a miracle of surfaces. Hair up in a way that forced the eyes to her cheek and kept them there. A mask written to look like nothing at all, only better. Fabric the color of cold water. A quiet that read as power. At the entrance a donor with a senator’s mouth smiled like he had bought shares. Vivian smiled back like he had bought the wrong thing.

Inside, champagne flutes made small planets of light. The band played money’s favorite tempo. Gallery people talked about outcomes. Medicine people talked about access. The Athena people talked about discretion and meant profit. Vivian breathed like she had been drowning and had come up in a pool where everyone drowned politely.

“There,” she said, breath near his ear.

Across the room, under a spray of orchids, a woman laughed. The mouth was Vivian’s before. The eyes were a life that had not yet been asked to carry a story like this. She wore her face casually, like a silk scarf. She touched her cheek often, a new-owner habit. The man at her elbow performed attention with the skill of someone who had graduated from it. He had the look of a client who believed in blue rooms as a ladder rather than a trap.

Vivian did not look away. “She is alive,” she said. “That is the first fact.”

“What is the second,” Jack asked.

“She is not my enemy,” Vivian said. “The man who sold us both is.”

They were seen then. That was the point. The Athena whisper moved like good gossip. Heads tilted. Hands that had paid to be steady trembled with excitement. The woman with Vivian’s mouth noticed Vivian last. She looked, paused at the almost recognition, and then smiled without knowing why she was doing it.
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