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​Part I : The Art thief


​Chapter 1: The Gilded Cage
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Cordelia’s heels clicked against the polished marble, each tap a sharp punctuation mark in the museum’s hushed reverence. The vaulted ceilings arched overhead, a modern, slightly less drafty version of the cathedrals she’d seen built centuries ago. She adjusted the sleeve of her obsidian blazer, a piece that cost more than some of the “masterpieces” hanging on these walls.

A figure materialized from between two Greek statues—Mr. Abernathy, all tweed and spectacles, his silver hair catching the recessed lighting like a tiny, academic disco ball.

“Countess Montserrat.” He extended his hand, his eyes practically twinkling. “What a pleasure to see you again. Your donation made last month’s acquisition possible.”

“The Caravaggio deserved rescue from that dreadful private collector in Munich. His taste was... questionable, to say the least.” Cordelia shook his hand, her skin cool against his warmth. “I trust the paperwork maintained my anonymity?”

“Of course.” Abernathy’s eyes crinkled. “Though the board would love to acknowledge you publicly at the gala next month. We could even put your name on a plaque, if you’re into that sort of thing.”

“That won’t be necessary. Unless you’re planning to engrave ‘Anonymous Benefactor with Impeccable Taste’ in platinum, I’ll pass.” Her gaze drifted toward the east wing. “I understand you’ve acquired something from the Venetian Renaissance?”

Abernathy brightened. “Yes! A recently authenticated Titian. Early period, remarkable condition considering its age. It’s the centerpiece of our new exhibition. Would you like to see it?”

“Lead the way. I’m dying to see if it lives up to the hype.”

Cordelia followed Abernathy through the winding galleries, her senses cataloging everything—the rotating security cameras, the pressure plates beneath certain displays, the uniformed guard who nodded at Abernathy as they passed. The museum’s security had improved since her last midnight visit in 1978. They’d clearly invested in more than just velvet ropes and fancy lighting.

“Here we are,” Abernathy announced, sweeping his arm toward the far wall. “Behold!”

The world tilted beneath her feet.

Cordelia’s breath caught in her throat. The painting hung on the wall, bathed in gentle light designed to preserve its centuries-old pigments. A young woman gazed out from the canvas, platinum hair arranged in elaborate braids interwoven with pearls. Her high-necked gown of midnight blue velvet was embroidered with silver thread, her pale hands folded demurely in her lap. But those eyes—Titian had captured them perfectly—ice blue with flecks of violet, direct and challenging despite the formal pose.

Her own eyes, staring back at her across five centuries.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Abernathy murmured. “The ‘Lady in Blue’—though some art historians believe it might be Caterina Cornaro, given the jewelry style. Personally, I think they just like saying ‘Caterina Cornaro.’”

Cordelia gripped her handbag tighter. “Who owned it previously?”

“A private collection in Switzerland. Before that, its provenance gets murky—likely hidden away during the World Wars. You know, like a very expensive game of hide-and-seek.” Abernathy leaned closer. “Look at the luminosity he achieved in the skin tones. And the detail in the lace at her cuffs! It’s practically three-dimensional!”

But Cordelia wasn’t seeing the museum gallery anymore.

Lorenzo’s studio smelled of linseed oil and turpentine, the arched windows thrown open to capture the late afternoon light. Beyond them, gondolas sliced through the canals, merchants called their wares, and somewhere a lute player serenaded the gathering twilight.

“Stop fidgeting, Delia,” Lorenzo scolded, his brush pausing mid-stroke. A smudge of blue paint marked his cheekbone. “Titian will think I commissioned a portrait of a particularly restless pigeon.”

“This bodice is pinching me,” she complained. “And my nose itches. Is this what you call art? Torture?”

“Beauty demands sacrifice.” Lorenzo winked at her over his preliminary sketch. “Besides, once Titian sees my composition, he’ll beg to paint you himself. Then you’ll be immortalized by the greatest painter in Venice. And I’ll have bragging rights for eternity.”

“I don’t need a painting for immortality,” she replied, and they shared a secret smile.

“Countess? Are you alright?”

Abernathy’s voice pulled her back. Cordelia blinked, realizing her fingernails had left crescent indentations in her palms.

“Yes. The painting simply... reminded me of someone I once knew. Or rather, someone I used to boss around in a very similar dress.”

She stepped closer, examining the bottom corner of the canvas. There—almost invisible unless you knew to look for it—a tiny dragonfly hidden in the shadowy background. Lorenzo’s signature, his private joke. He’d painted it into all his works, and had convinced Titian to include it as part of their wager over who would create the better portrait.

“The detail is remarkable.” Cordelia’s voice sounded distant to her own ears. “What’s the security protocol for new acquisitions? Do you install tiny lasers that sing opera when tripped, or something equally dramatic?”

If Abernathy found the question strange, he didn’t show it. “Standard museum procedure—alarm system, motion sensors after hours. For exceptional pieces like this, we rotate security personnel every four hours. It’s a bit like a shift at a very quiet night club.”

She nodded, memorizing the camera angles, noting the placement of the infrared sensors near the baseboards.

“It’s extraordinary that such works survive the centuries,” Abernathy continued. “All the wars, the fires, the neglect—yet here she is, looking at us across time. Almost like she’s alive. Or at least, like she’s judging our fashion choices.”

“Almost,” Cordelia agreed.

An emotion she hadn’t permitted herself to feel in decades washed over her—raw, unfiltered longing. The portrait represented more than Lorenzo, more than their shared past. It captured a moment when she’d still felt human, when Venice had been a wonder rather than another city she’d outlived.

“I should go. Thank you for showing me the exhibition. It was... enlightening.” She extended her hand to Abernathy.

“Our pleasure. Will you attend the Renaissance gala next month? We’re serving tiny quiches and sparkling wine.”

“Perhaps. If I’m not busy rescuing other masterpieces from questionable owners.” Her mind was already elsewhere, calculating. The security rotation, the museum’s closure at 9 p.m., the service entrance with its outdated lock system.

The painting belonged with her. Lorenzo would have wanted it that way.

As Cordelia walked through the remaining galleries, her path to the exit deliberately casual, she formulated her plan. The night guard changed shifts at 1 a.m. The secondary alarm system had a three-minute delay—she’d learned that during a fundraising committee meeting. The display lighting in the Renaissance wing connected to a separate circuit from the security system.

She paused before a Caravaggio, pretending interest while watching the security guard’s routine patrol pattern.

The painting would be hers by tomorrow. A small theft in the grand scheme of things—reclaiming a piece of her own history, a memory made tangible by oil and canvas.

Cordelia stepped into the late afternoon sunlight, her skin prickling beneath her designer sunglasses. The weight of centuries pressed against her shoulders. That painting—Lorenzo’s final gift—called to her across time, whispering promises of recaptured moments and ghosts laid to rest.

Tonight, she would answer its call. And maybe snag a few of those tiny quiches on the way out.
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​Chapter 2: The Empty Frame
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The new moon cast no telltale shadows as Cordelia approached the museum's west side. Her black outfit—tailored pants, fitted turtleneck, soft-soled boots—was basically a walking invisibility cloak. A gentle breeze carried the scent of rain-washed concrete and night-blooming jasmine from the museum's gardens. "They really need to invest in some better landscaping," she thought, wrinkling her nose.

She circled to the loading dock, where deliveries arrived and crates departed. Earlier reconnaissance had revealed the service entrance's vulnerability: an electronic lock with an outdated circuit board and a security camera with a seven-second blind spot during its rotation cycle. "Seriously, guys? This is like something out of a 1980s spy movie."

She pressed her back against the brick wall, counting heartbeats. Three... four... five...

The camera swiveled away. Cordelia moved.

Her fingers extracted a slim device from her jacket pocket—technology stolen from a Russian spy in 1986, modified by a hacker she'd had a fling with in Prague last winter. "Honestly, my dating life is like a weird James Bond film," she mused.

She pressed the device against the keypad. Green numbers flashed, algorithms breaking the code in seconds. "Take that, outdated technology!"

Click.

The door yielded without protest.

Inside, darkness embraced her. Human eyes would have found the loading bay impenetrable, but Cordelia's pupils dilated, irises glowing momentarily before adjusting. The world transformed into shades of blue and gray, objects defined by temperature gradients rather than illumination. "It's like having built-in night vision goggles," she thought, "but without the bulky design."

A security guard's footsteps echoed from two corridors away. Cordelia measured his gait—tired, distracted, heading toward the staff break room. Seventy-four seconds until his return. "Someone needs a coffee break," she smirked.

She glided across the concrete floor, her movements fluid as water. A red laser grid crisscrossed the main corridor—child's play. Cordelia bent backward at an impossible angle, her spine arching as she slipped beneath the beams, then twisted sideways through the vertical sensors. "This is almost too easy," she thought. "They should hire me as a consultant."

The pressure plates beneath the expensive marble flooring presented a greater challenge. She lightened her step, distributing her weight precisely, moving with the careful deliberation of a ballerina en pointe. "Years of ballet lessons finally paying off," she muttered.

"Lorenzo," she whispered to herself. "Always making me work for you, even after all these centuries."

The Renaissance wing loomed ahead. Cordelia's pace slowed, not from caution but reverence. These halls housed memories trapped in oil and canvas—faces she'd known, places she'd walked, a world she'd outlived.

She turned the final corner.

The spotlights remained active, small islands of illumination in the darkness. They highlighted Botticellis, da Vincis, Michelangelos—masters whose hands she'd shaken, whose wine she'd sipped. "Ah, memories," she sighed.

And there, on the far wall, the spotlight shone on... nothing.

Cordelia froze. An empty space gaped where Titian's portrait should have hung. The slight discoloration of the wall marked its recent removal.

"No." The word escaped her lips, a soft exhalation of disbelief. "They can't have..."

She crossed the gallery in three rapid strides, hands outstretched toward the vacant wall. Her fingertips brushed the cool plaster. No alarm triggered—the painting's removal had been authorized.

"Damn it." Cordelia pressed her palm flat against the wall. "Where did they take you, my dear Lorenzo?"

A sudden tingling sensation spread up her arm. Static electricity prickled across her skin, raising the fine hairs at the nape of her neck. The air temperature dropped three degrees in an instant.

Cordelia withdrew her hand, examining her tingling fingertips. This wasn't normal electricity. This was...

"Delia, hold still. The light's perfect."

The voice came from nowhere and everywhere, words spoken in a Venetian accent she hadn't heard in centuries. Lorenzo's voice.

Cordelia spun around, scanning the empty gallery. "Lorenzo? Is that you, you old scoundrel?"

No response—but the air shimmered like heat waves rising from summer pavement. The gallery lights flickered, dimming momentarily before stabilizing. "Okay, that's just showing off," she muttered.

She pressed her hand back to the wall, focusing her senses. The energy signature felt familiar—like Lorenzo's presence but distorted, fragmented.

"Sei sempre stata la mia musa prediletta." You were always my favorite muse.

The words floated around her, a phantom carried on non-existent air currents. Cordelia closed her eyes, concentrating.

"Aiutami, Delia. Sono intrappolato." Help me, Delia. I'm trapped.

"Lorenzo, where are you? Where's the painting?"

The air before her rippled. For a heartbeat, she glimpsed Lorenzo's studio—sunlight streaming through arched windows, canvas stretched on wooden frames, the scent of linseed oil and turpentine sharp in her nostrils.

"Seguimi..." Follow me.

The vision evaporated, replaced by a tugging sensation. Something pulled at her awareness, a thread of energy leading away from the empty wall, through the gallery doors, toward the curator's offices.

Cordelia hesitated. Six hundred years of survival had taught her caution, and following supernatural manifestations ranked high on her list of potentially fatal decisions. But this was Lorenzo—or something connected to him. "Fine," she sighed. "But if this is a prank, Lorenzo, I'm coming back to haunt you."

The energy signature grew stronger as she approached the administrative wing. Voices echoed from somewhere ahead—actual voices, not spectral whispers. Cordelia flattened herself against the wall, listening.

"...delivery scheduled for tomorrow night." A man's voice, unfamiliar, with an Italian accent.

"The collector was very specific about handling procedures." A man responded—the museum's head curator, Mr. Abernathy.

"Six million euros is sufficient to ensure discretion, no?"

Cordelia's eyes narrowed. A private sale, then. The painting had been acquired just to be flipped to a higher bidder. "That two-faced, art-peddling—" she began, then caught herself. "No, Cordelia, focus. Revenge can wait."

With a renewed sense of purpose, she crept closer to the voices, eavesdropping on their conversation. This was bigger than she'd initially thought. Much bigger.
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​Chapter 3: The Collector
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The spectral echo pulled Cordelia through rain-slicked streets, threading between skyscrapers and condos that had rudely replaced perfectly good orchards. She cupped the essence in her mind like a wonky compass needle, trembling vaguely north. "Honestly, Lorenzo, your sense of direction is as bad as it was in the 16th century," she muttered.

Her first stop was the Atelier Gallery, a front for antiquities with suspiciously murky origins. Xavier Leblanc—fence, dealer, and purveyor of secrets—looked like he’d seen a ghost when Cordelia swept through his door at precisely 3:17 AM. "He probably thought I was here to reclaim that 'ancient Egyptian artifact' he sold me, which turned out to be a tourist trinket," she mused.

"Countess." His pulse accelerated. "I haven't seen you since that... business with the Fabergé egg."

"The Titian portrait from the Westmore Museum." Cordelia leaned across his desk, close enough to smell the fear-sweat beading along his hairline. "Who acquired it? And don't give me the 'I don't know' routine, Xavier. We both know you'd sell your grandmother for a rare stamp."

"I don't—"

She placed a finger on his lips. "Xavier. You monitor every significant art movement in this city. Don't waste my immortality with protestations of ignorance. I have seen kingdoms rise and fall, I have no patience for your little games."

Twenty minutes and several thinly veiled threats later, Cordelia departed with a name: Elias Thorne. "Finally, some progress," she sighed.

The next forty-eight hours vanished into a blur of research. Cordelia accessed digitized records, scrolled through auction catalogs, and extracted information from terrified gallery assistants. Thorne's pattern emerged: Renaissance acquisitions with occult connections, purchased through shell companies, paid in cryptocurrency and, oddly, ancient gold coins. "Cryptocurrency? Seriously? He's like a villain from a bad tech thriller," she thought.

On the third night, she found his mansion on the city's northern edge. A gothic monstrosity with spires that looked like they were trying to pierce the low-hanging clouds, it was surrounded by wrought-iron gates that screamed "keep out, peasants!" "This place is so cliché, it's practically auditioning for a horror movie," Cordelia observed, perched atop a neighboring building, binoculars focused on the east wing.

The grand windows revealed glimpses of artwork, each piece museum-worthy. No Titian portrait appeared, but the spectral echo pulsed stronger here.

"Lorenzo," she whispered, "what connects you to this place? Is it the dramatic architecture? You always did have a flair for the theatrical."

A guard with a Doberman rounded the perimeter. Cordelia remained motionless until they passed. The night stretched into morning, sunrise forcing her retreat. "This is getting tedious," she grumbled. "I'm too old for stakeouts."

She returned the following evening. And the next. And the next. "If I had a nickel for every night I've spent spying on creepy mansions, I'd have... well, a lot of nickels," she mused.

On the fifth night, her patience yielded results.

Elias Thorne emerged onto a stone balcony overlooking his gardens. In the moonlight, his profile cut a patrician silhouette—aquiline nose, high forehead, silver hair swept back from his temples. Despite his evident seventy-plus years, he moved with unusual grace, no trace of arthritic hesitation. "He moves like a cat," Cordelia noted. "A very rich, very creepy cat."

Cordelia focused her enhanced vision. Thorne's silk dressing gown bore an embroidered emblem: a dragonfly.

The same sigil Lorenzo had hidden in his paintings. "Well, isn't that just precious?" she muttered. "A dragonfly? He's either a sentimental collector or a super-villain with a bug fetish."

Her breath caught. Coincidence seemed improbable. "Or, you know, he's involved in some ancient, twisted plot," she reminded herself.

Thorne turned, disappearing inside. Cordelia shifted position, following his movement through various windows. He walked through galleries displaying Egyptian sarcophagi, medieval reliquaries, and Renaissance masterpieces. His pace slowed before each artwork, head tilted as if listening. "Is he talking to the paintings?" she wondered. "Is that a thing now?"

"Peculiar," Cordelia murmured. "And not in a good way."

More peculiar still: the mystical disruption surrounding him. Her vampiric senses detected fluctuations in the energy field, similar to what she'd experienced at the museum. "He's radiating weirdness," she concluded.

Near dawn, Cordelia infiltrated the mansion's computer network through an unsecured service line. Financial records revealed Thorne's family wealth originated in fifteenth-century Venice. Historical documents detailed accusations of witchcraft against his ancestors. News articles highlighted his philanthropy alongside whispered rumors of occult obsessions. "Witchcraft? Occult obsessions? Bingo," she thought.

Most significantly, Thorne collected artifacts with specific provenance: items once owned by artists who died under mysterious circumstances. "That's not a hobby, that's a red flag," she noted.

Cordelia sent an encrypted message to her contact at Interpol, requesting deeper background. The response arrived within hours: Thorne descended from the Contarini family—Lorenzo's patrons and, eventually, his murderers. "Well, that explains the creepy vibe," she thought.

The pieces aligned with terrible clarity. "This is getting personal," she muttered.

On the seventh night, Cordelia observed Thorne enter a chamber previously closed to her surveillance. Through a gap in the curtains, she glimpsed gilt frames and velvet walls. The room held his most valuable acquisitions.

There, illuminated by subtle lighting, hung the Titian portrait.

Thorne approached it with reverence. His weathered hand reached toward the canvas, fingers hovering centimeters from the painted surface. Energy crackled between his skin and the pigments—visible even from Cordelia's distant vantage. "Okay, now he's definitely having a conversation with a painting," she said.

"I have found you.," Thorne whispered to the painting. "After all these centuries."

The portrait's surface rippled. The painted Cordelia shifted position subtly, her gaze fixing on Thorne. "Creepy," she thought.

"She'll come for you, old friend," Thorne continued. "My trap is set."

Cordelia recoiled. Trap? What game was this ancient mortal playing? "He thinks he can trap me?" she scoffed. "Please. I've been around since before he was a twinkle in his great-great-great-great-great-grandfather's eye."
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