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Chapter 1: The Gallery
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The Westwood Contemporary Art Gallery glowed like a jewel box carved out of glass and money on a warm October evening—every spotlight calibrated with museum precision; every reflection staged to suggest that nothing ugly could ever happen inside its walls. The building itself was a statement: floor-to-ceiling glass panels framed in brushed steel, the kind of architecture that declared its own importance before you reached the door. Velvet ropes. A guest list. Valets in black. The whole city dressed up for it.

Franklin Marshall didn't belong in places like this. Not really. He had built empires the old-fashioned way—by identifying what people needed before they knew they needed it and making sure he controlled the supply. He'd crushed competitors in three separate industries, buried scandals with checks larger than most annual art budgets, and once told a federal regulator, in a private meeting that never officially happened, that the regulator's career had a shorter shelf life than he might imagine. He was not a man who looked at paintings.

But tonight, he stood among canvases worth more than the average mortgage, wearing a Tom Ford tux that fit like armor and felt just as restrictive. His hands were clasped loosely behind his back, a posture he'd adopted in boardrooms to signal patience he didn't feel. His jaw was set. His eyes moved across the room with the impatience of a hunter forced into a museum tour.

Two hundred guests swirled through the gallery's three interconnected rooms—politicians, donors, CEOs, and aspiring nobodies trying hard to look like they belonged. The air smelled of champagne, expensive perfume, and the faint chemical undertone of recently hung canvases. A senator laughed too loudly at a joke near the east wall, his eyes sweeping the room even as his shoulders performed relaxation. A socialite in white Valentino adjusted her pearl necklace for the fifth time, positioning herself for a camera that had moved on. Everyone was preening. Everyone was pretending. Everyone was watching everyone else with the particular vigilance of people who had clawed their way to a room like this and intended to stay.

Franklin had been in enough rooms like this to know one thing: a smile here was never just a smile. Every handshake carried a blade. Every compliment was an assessment. Tonight, carried an extra charge that he couldn't entirely attribute to the opening—a tension in his own chest, a sentence he'd been rehearsing for days that hadn't yet been said out loud to the person who needed to hear it.

"Mr. Marshall," cooed Vivienne Ashford, the gallery owner, materializing at his elbow with the practiced timing of someone whose entire professional life was built on knowing when to appear. Her smile was red, lacquered, and performative—the smile of someone who has been in rooms like this so long she's forgotten there are other kinds of rooms. "We're so honored you could join us."

"I'm here because my wife dragged me," Franklin said, accepting a champagne flute from a passing waiter without thanking him. "Let's not pretend otherwise."

Vivienne's laugh chimed like cut glass—practiced, perfect, not quite reaching her eyes. "You always were direct, Franklin."

"Direct saves time."

Clarissa Marshall slipped an elegant hand into the crook of his arm, arriving at his side with the silently coordinated timing of twenty-four years of marriage. Tonight, she was flawless—deep blue silk that moved with her, diamonds at her throat that caught the gallery lights like cold fire, posture as practiced and purposeful as any diplomat's. She was, Franklin had always thought, better at these rooms than he was. She didn't hate them. She had learned to read them the way a sailor reads weather.

"Franklin, behave," she murmured.

"I am behaving. I haven't insulted the art out loud."

"Yet," she said.

He almost smiled. Even tonight—even with the weight he'd been carrying for weeks pressing down through his chest like a geological formation—she could make him almost smile.

Senator Theodore Whitmore approached from across the room with the unhurried confidence of a man accustomed to having space made for him. His suit was charcoal and impeccable. His handshake was firm, warm, calibrated—just like his politics. Whitmore had been in the Senate for sixteen years, had survived two primary challenges and one ethics inquiry, and had the face of someone who had learned long ago to keep his actual thoughts at least two steps back from his expression.

"Franklin. Clarissa. Good to see you both." His eyes moved between them with a practiced warmth that was, Franklin knew, genuine only in the sense that a useful relationship is genuine—held together by mutual benefit rather than affection.

Whitmore's smile was polished, but Franklin caught what was underneath it. Something tight. Something watchful. Their last meeting—two weeks ago, in a private dining room on the forty-second floor of the Wilshire Grand, with the city spread out below them like evidence—had ended badly. Franklin had placed a folder of documents on the table. Whitmore had read the first three pages and gone very still. By the end of the conversation, Franklin had thrown the folder across the table and Whitmore had told him to be, in his careful senatorial way, "careful about the narratives he chose to champion."

Franklin had not been careful. He had, in fact, retained an attorney the following morning.

"How's Washington?" Franklin asked now, his voice carrying the easy neutrality of a man discussing the weather.

"Still a hurricane of incompetence, inflated egos, and impossible expectations," Whitmore said. "Par for the course."

"So unchanged."

A ripple of polite laughter passed between them, but Clarissa shifted subtly against Franklin's arm—her hand tightening by the smallest fraction, a signal she'd developed over years of navigating these rooms beside him. She'd felt the temperature drop before either man showed it on their face. She was better at this than both of them.

"Gentlemen," she said, with the smooth authority of someone who has survived boardrooms, charity galas, and two decades of marriage to Franklin Marshall, "tonight is about the arts."

Before Whitmore could reply, a young waiter materialized at their small circle with a tray of oysters arranged on a bed of crushed ice, each shell gleaming under the gallery lights.

"Freshly sourced from Tomales Bay," the waiter said with practiced enthusiasm. "The chef recommends them with our champagne mignonette."

Franklin grimaced with the expression of a man who had strong feelings about bivalves. "I hate oysters."

"Try one," Clarissa urged. She released his arm just enough to reach for one herself. "You're impossible when you're hungry."

"I'm impossible anyway. The hunger is irrelevant."

"Franklin." Her fingers pressed lightly into his arm—not a grip, just contact, with a weight behind it that he'd learned over years to read precisely. "One won't kill you."

The sentence, casual and unthinking, hung in the air between them like a bad omen looking for a place to land.

Franklin took the oyster. Cold. Briny. A faint metallic undertone he couldn't quite place, which he attributed to the champagne or the gallery air or the general atmosphere of performing sophistication. He swallowed. Washed it down with champagne.

"Happy now?"

"Momentarily," Clarissa said. She drifted away toward a cluster of foundation donors near the Hockney, her attention already shifting to the room's other calculations. Whitmore excused himself toward the bar.

Franklin moved toward Adelaide Pemberton, a diamond-draped widow of seventy-two who had the sharp eyes of someone who had watched several generations of powerful men reveal themselves and found the entire spectacle instructive. He respected her. She was one of the very few people in Los Angeles who didn't grovel and didn't fear him—who looked at his money the way she looked at other people's furniture, noting the quality without being particularly impressed by it.

They were mid-sparring over a Hockney—Franklin calling it decorative, Adelaide calling him deliberately obtuse—when something shifted in his body without warning.

Not the champagne. Not dinner. Not the ordinary discomfort of a man who hated parties standing in a party for two hours.

Something colder. Something with weight.

A tremor passed through his torso—small, invisible to anyone watching, but enough to interrupt his breath. His hands felt suddenly distant, as though the signals from his brain were traveling a longer route than usual. He moved his fingers, confirming they moved, then noticed the movement felt observed rather than automatic.

"Franklin?" Adelaide's voice sharpened with the particular attention of someone who has watched enough men his age go pale in the middle of sentences. "You've gone quite grey."

"I'm fine."

But he wasn't. He could feel that with the flat certainty of a body communicating a fact regardless of what the mind wanted to believe.

The room slowed in a way that rooms don't slow—not slowing down but densifying, thickening, the sound compressing into something with the quality of hearing underwater. His heart hit an uneven rhythm that he could feel not in his chest but strangely in his teeth, in the backs of his hands. He took a step toward the restroom—a destination chosen by instinct, a place to be out of sight—and his leg responded a half-second late, as if receiving instructions from a troubled connection.

People were noticing. He could see them looking with the careful sidelong attention of crowds gathering around something they're not sure they should look at.

Another step. The floor tilted—not the room, the floor, something local and personal.

Some part of him, the analytical part that had spent fifty-eight years processing information and making decisions, understood what was happening with the cold clarity of a machine running its last calculation. He had been poisoned. The oyster. The metallic taste. The elegant precision of it—a public room, a private act, a gathering of the powerful as witnesses.

He thought: someone knew I'd be here. He thought: Clarissa. He thought: Theodore.

"Someone call 911!" a voice shouted—a woman's voice, one he didn't recognize, someone who had moved faster through the moment than everyone else.

Hands grabbed him—Whitmore on his left, someone else on his right, their grip distant and muffled, as though touching him through water. He was going down. He understood that his legs were no longer available to him. The floor approached with a kind of stately inevitability.

Clarissa appeared above him, her face swimming in and out of focus, mascara beginning to blur at the corners—she never let her makeup blur, he thought, she was letting it blur—eyes fiercely controlled in the way they got when she was handling something she was not going to fall apart in front of. "Franklin. Stay with me. Do you hear me? Stay—"

Her voice fractured into echoes and then into something that wasn't quite sound.

He tried to speak. His tongue was unreachable, sealed off somewhere behind the spreading numbness. Air wouldn't come—not in short supply, simply unavailable, as though the mechanism had been removed.

Someone yelled about a pulse. Sirens wailed from somewhere that was too far away and getting farther.

Franklin Marshall's vision collapsed inward—the room contracting to a tunnel, the horrified silhouettes at its edges growing smaller, the sounds consolidating into a single receding frequency. His last sensation was the metallic brine of the oyster mixed with champagne. The two things that had killed him, tasting exactly like the party they'd come from.

Then the tunnel closed.

And in the gallery—amid the chaos, the screaming, the controlled panic of two hundred people confronting the fact that money did not, after all, insulate you from this—someone stood still. Perfectly still. Watching not the fallen man but the reactions of the people around him. Cataloguing. Confirming.

That someone took out a phone, typed two words, and slipped it back into a pocket.

The text read: IT'S DONE.

Three seconds later, the reply came: Good.

Then that someone was simply gone—sliding toward the service corridor before the first police call was placed, before anyone thought to take stock of who was present and who had quietly ceased to be.
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Chapter 2: After the Fall
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Jamie Rodriguez hit the curb in front of the Westwood Contemporary Art Gallery at 11:15 PM, skateboard wheels screaming as she carved to a stop. The night air held the warmth of pavement and the sharp tang of police cruiser exhaust, cutting through whatever the trees usually offered.—there was a sense of something going officially wrong, which Jamie had learned to recognize over two years of showing up places she wasn't expected.

The glow of police lights washed the entire block in pulsing reds and blues. A perimeter of yellow tape already extended from light post to parking meter. Three patrol cars. A coroner's van. Two news vans unloading equipment with the brisk efficiency of a crew that had done this enough times that horror had become logistics.

Perfect.

This was the biggest story Los Angeles had seen in months—possibly years—and Jamie Rodriguez, sixteen years old, editor of the Lincoln High Courier and self-appointed chronicler of things that mattered, intended to break it before the grown-up journalists finished arranging their satellite uplinks.

She yanked off her helmet, shook out her ponytail, and pulled her phone from her back pocket. The screen cracked since September—she kept meaning to fix it and kept not having the money—but the camera worked fine. She fired off a series of shots: the police tape, the parked coroner's van, the arriving satellite trucks, the faces of the bystanders clustered along the sidewalk with the particular expression people get when they've witnessed something that hasn't finished registering yet.

Into her recorder, she spoke in a low, rapid murmur: "October thirteenth. Westwood Gallery. Billionaire Franklin Marshall collapsed during the gallery opening at approximately 8:47 PM. Police confirmed as crime scene—not incident, crime scene. Coroner's van on scene. Heavy response. EMTs already departing, which means transport was either too late or unnecessary. Possible foul play. Noting two witnesses near the tape in formal wear who have not yet been approached by media."

Her pulse quickened at the last three words of her own narration. Possible foul play. She'd been saying it to herself since Tyler had texted her the breaking news at 10:30, and it still sent a current through her chest that had nothing to do with the October chill.

"Hey!" The bark came from her left.

Officer Torres—young, serious, regulation jaw, the expression of someone recently assigned to crowd control and determined to be excellent at it—strode toward her, hand raised. He had the look of a man who had drawn this particular duty unwillingly and was going to make everyone feel it.

Jamie flashed her press badge—homemade, but convincing at a distance, Tyler having spent forty minutes perfecting the layout on the school paper's InDesign account. "Jamie Rodriguez, Entertainment Weekly."

Torres didn't blink. "I don't care if you're Woodward, Bernstein, or the ghost of Walter Cronkite. Behind the tape."

"You said crime scene," Jamie replied, not moving. "A moment ago. Not incident. Not scene of a medical emergency. Crime scene. That implies an open investigation and suspicion of homicide."

Torres realized his mistake roughly one second after she did. His jaw worked. Annoyance and the beginning of calculation flickered across his face in quick succession.

"I didn't say that."

"You did. I have it on recorder." She didn't touch the recorder in her pocket, which created the impression that she might press play at any moment.

"Behind the tape. Now."

Jamie backed up exactly three inches—enough to satisfy the technical requirement, not enough to lose her sightline—and kept filming.

She spotted them immediately: witnesses who hadn't yet been fully processed by police. A woman in a midnight green designer gown, the dress probably worth four thousand dollars and currently spattered with what might have been champagne and might have been something more distressing. She was clutching a small silver evening bag in both hands with the grip of someone holding the last solid thing in a liquefying world. A man ten feet away in a tuxedo gripping a glass of scotch like a flotation device, the drink clearly not his first since the incident, his eyes fixed on the middle distance with the look of someone who kept replaying something.

Jamie moved toward the woman with the specific soft-voiced approach she'd developed over two years of talking to people immediately after something bad happened—not the clinical detachment of experienced press, and not the over-earnest performance of someone trying to seem sympathetic, but the genuine attention of a person who actually wanted to understand.

"Excuse me," she said. "I'm so sorry—this must have been incredibly traumatic to witness."

The woman looked at her with the unfocused eyes of recent shock. She was somewhere in her fifties, beautifully dressed and completely undone. "It was—" She pressed her free hand briefly to her mouth. "Horrible. He was simply there, talking, laughing even—and then he wasn't. One moment he was a person standing in a room and then he was just... gone. Before anyone could—" She stopped.

"Did you see him eat or drink anything beforehand?" Jamie kept her voice neutral, conversational, the question embedded in the rhythm of sympathetic listening.

"Oysters. He had one of the oysters. They had them on trays everywhere—those lovely silver trays with the crushed ice. He didn't want it, I could tell, but someone encouraged him." The woman's brow creased. "There was a man near that tray, earlier. Before the incident. Someone who didn't look as though he quite belonged—not guest, not staff. Young. Dark jacket. He was gone before anyone thought to mention him to the police."

Jamie's pulse spiked hard. She kept her face open and unhurried. "Gone how? Through which door?"

"That direction." The woman gestured toward the building's side. "Toward the service area. I only noticed because he bumped into the waiter—quite firmly, the tray nearly went over—and then he was simply not there anymore." She hesitated. "I told the officers. They wrote it down." The tone implied she was uncertain anything had been done with what they'd written.

The woman's phone buzzed—her husband, probably, or someone who'd seen the news. She excused herself and stepped away. Jamie turned to the man with the scotch, who had tracked their conversation from the corner of his eye with the specific awareness of someone who knows they're next.

He raised a hand. "Nope."

Fair enough. Onward.

A hush fell over the gathered crowd—the particular stillness that happens when something that was private and awful becomes officially public. The gallery doors opened. The coroner's gurney emerged, its black covering zipped smooth, its cargo unmistakably final.

"Holy crap," someone behind Jamie whispered.

Even Jamie felt the weight of it—not sentimentally, but with the specific gravity of understanding the scale of what she was standing at the edge of. Billionaires didn't just collapse in public. Not surrounded by senators and philanthropists and people whose names appeared in the next morning's financial section. Not like this.

She was scanning the crowd for other unprocessed witnesses when she saw the girl.

She was approximately Jamie's age, maybe younger—it was hard to tell in the pulsing light. Dark clothes, dark hair, standing very still near the police tape with the self-contained quality of someone who had learned to occupy space without announcing themselves. Her eyes were slightly red but dry. She wasn't watching the gurney. She was watching the people watching the gurney—tracking reactions, assessing, running some private calculation.

Jamie moved toward her.

"Did you know him?" she asked quietly.

"No." The girl's voice was soft but precise, each word placed deliberately. "My mother works for him. Worked. She's inside giving a statement."

"Is she okay?"

"She's saying the right things." A careful distinction—not the same as okay, and the girl clearly understood the difference.

Jamie studied her more carefully. There was something in the economy of the girl's attention—the way her eyes moved across the scene without wasting motion—that felt familiar. The look of someone who was also, in her own way, working.

"What's your name?"

"Why?"

"I'm a reporter. Jamie Rodriguez."

The girl's eyes sharpened with sudden recognition—not of Jamie specifically, but of what Jamie represented and, more interestingly, what Jamie wasn't quite representing accurately. Her gaze moved in quick sequence from Jamie's face to her backpack to her press badge, then back to Jamie.

"No, you're not. Not a real one."

Jamie bristled. "Excuse me?"

"You're in high school." The girl nodded slightly at the backpack. "Lincoln High lanyard, still attached. Your badge—the masthead font is wrong. Entertainment Weekly uses a different weight for their subheading text."

Jamie stared at her. "How do you—"

"I observe things," the girl said. Not as a boast—as a simple statement of methodology. She extended her hand. "Samantha Liu. Call me Sam."

Jamie took it, the hand firm and brief. She was simultaneously irritated and more interested than she'd been in the previous forty minutes.

"You think it was murder?" Jamie asked.

Sam's eyes moved toward the gallery doors where the last of the police activity was still visible. She was quiet for a moment—not reluctant, but considering how much of what she already knew to put in her first sentence.

"A healthy fifty-eight-year-old man with a team of personal physicians and enough money to prevent most things that kill people doesn't collapse at a party in seventeen minutes unless something assisted the process," Sam said. "My mom said she heard the police collected food samples. Oyster trays. Champagne bottles. They're treating it as a possible poisoning." She paused. "But that's not the most interesting part."

"What's the most interesting part?"

Sam looked at Jamie then—not the assessing look from before, but something different, the look of a decision being made. It was the expression, Jamie would later think, of someone who has been carrying a weight alone for a long time and has decided, in this moment, in this particular sidewalk light with sirens fading in the background, to set it down in front of another person and see what they do with it.

"My mother didn't just work for Franklin Marshall," Sam said. "She grew up in Ridgecrest. Out in the eastern valley. You know what Marshall Energy built out there in the late 1990s?"

"Natural gas extraction infrastructure, roughly." Jamie had the instinct to say she knew things when she was about to learn them. "It's in the business history records."

"Mostly. They also buried approximately five hundred tons of drilling byproduct in containment ponds six miles from a residential water table. Unlined containment ponds installed with substandard materials over soil that wasn't properly prepared." Sam's voice was flat. Precise. The voice of someone who has said these words enough times to have stripped the emotion from their surface while keeping everything underneath exactly where it was. "Twenty years later, one in four children in three communities around that site has kidney disease. My mother has kidney disease. I have—" She stopped. "I'm being monitored."

The night felt different. Heavier. The police lights kept pulsing but seemed suddenly more distant.

"Help me investigate," Jamie said. The words came out before she'd made the conscious decision to say them—the best ideas often arrived that way, fully formed, before the cautious part of her brain could qualify them into something smaller.

Sam looked at her. "Why."

"Because the police will work this as a homicide and may or may not connect it to the larger picture. Because mainstream media will cover a dead billionaire for seventy-two hours and then move to the next thing. Because whoever killed Franklin Marshall did it for a reason, and I think you already know what the reason connects to." Jamie held the gaze. "And because you came to this scene tonight and you're still here. You're not here for grief. You're here for the same reason I am."

Sam studied her for a long moment with a stillness that felt like its own kind of decision.

"One condition," she said.

"Name it."

"When we find the truth—not if, when—it doesn't get settled quietly. Not for a check with a nondisclosure clause attached. Not for an apology statement followed by nothing. It goes public. All of it. The names, the documents, the contamination data, all of it. That's the only condition."

Jamie didn't hesitate. "Deal."

They exchanged numbers. As Sam moved toward a waiting car—her mother emerging from the gallery looking exhausted and carefully composed—Jamie checked the time on her cracked phone screen. 2:52 AM.

Curfew was a memory. She'd deal with her parents when the sun came up.

She kicked off, skateboard wheels rattling against the asphalt as she carved through streets that felt newly significant. Her mind was already writing the lede, organizing the chain, identifying what she knew and what she needed.

A billionaire collapsed dead tonight in a room full of powerful people with very large reasons to want him silent. Somewhere in the eastern California desert, in a valley most of Los Angeles has never thought about, twenty years of a much larger crime may have just come due.
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