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The deadbolt slid home with a sound like a gunshot, echoing off the polished concrete floors and reverberating through the vast, white emptiness of the Lynngard Gallery. Larissa Lynngard rested her forehead against the cool glass of the front door for a singular, unauthorized second of weakness before straightening her spine. She checked her reflection in the darkened window. Her appearance was armor, constructed with the same meticulous curation she applied to the gallery walls. Her dark hair was pulled back into an architectural chignon that pulled at her temples; her lips were painted a matte crimson; her structural black dress, with its high neck and long sleeves, offered not an inch of compromise.

She was the curator. She was the intellect. She was, if the bank statements on her desk were to be believed, the captain of a sinking ship.

Ten o’clock.

The Lynngard Gallery, a minimalist cavern in the heart of downtown Manhattan, was silent. Usually, this silence was a balm, a holy quietude where the art could breathe. Tonight, it felt like a vacuum waiting to be filled. The air conditioning hummed, a low, sterile drone that chilled the skin.

Fifteen million dollars. The sum was absurd, unprecedented, and entirely necessary. The "Yang Acquisition" was the talk of the art world, though no one knew the specifics of the contract. They only knew that Dean Yang, a man whose fortune in tech was as vast as it was rapidly acquired, had offered to buy the entire seasonal collection. Every canvas, every sculpture, every installation.
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