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Chapter 1

The cologne found her first.

Bergamot and sandalwood, expensive and deliberate, designed to
announce arrival before words could. Around her, the gala continued its murmur
of crystal and cultivated laughter, but the sound seemed to recede, replaced by
the pulse in her own ears.

Her body remembered before her mind could stop it. A traitor’s warmth, a
ghost of something that had once felt like desire before she learned what lived
beneath the surface.

Emma’s shoulders lifted a fraction. Her smile—held so long her cheeks had
begun to ache—did not falter. But something behind it went cold and still, the
way a deer freezes at a sound it cannot yet identify.

She knew that scent. She had worked very hard to forget it.

“Jonathan.” She turned, and there he was: Jonathan Hale, materialized at her
elbow like a figure stepping out of a portrait she had deliberately hung facing the
wall. His smile arrived before his eyes did—practiced, slightly too symmetrical.
His gray eyes remained unmoved, cool as museum marble. “I didn’t see your
name on the guest list.”

“Emma.” His voice wrapped around her name like a claim. “A last-minute
addition.” His tailored navy suit sat on his shoulders like it had been born there.
Gold cufflinks caught the chandelier light—monogrammed, she noticed, a detail
that struck her as both predictable and telling. “You know how these things work.
Someone mentions a particular interest, and suddenly an invitation appears. I
must say, you look stunning as always.”

“Thank you.” She catalogued him the way she catalogued artifacts: provenance
questionable, condition carefully maintained, authenticity suspect. He stood just
over six feet, lean and deliberate, every detail curated—the dark hair precisely
styled, the posture designed to project authority without effort. The kind of man
who expected rooms to rearrange themselves around him.

His eyes moved over her—the navy gown, the fall of black hair against her
shoulders—with the assessing attention of a collector examining a piece he once
owned. They found hers and held. “I’ve missed those eyes,” he said, his voice

dropping. “That particular blue. You don’t find it anywhere else.”
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She stared at him and did not blink.

His smile twitched at the corner, unbothered. “I heard about your
engagement,” he continued, and the smoothness felt memorized, not felt. “Jack
Sullivan, isn’t it? The history professor? I’d expected to see him here tonight.”

“He teaches at Penn State—two hundred miles from here.”

“Long-distance.” Jonathan’s pause before the word carried weight. “How...
challenging.”

Before Emma could respond, a papery hand closed gently around her elbow.

“Dr. Wilson?” The eldetly donor—Professor Whitmore, emeritus from
Georgetown, decades of generous giving to the education programs—peered up
at her with kind, expectant eyes. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but I simply must ask
you about the Chesapeake conservation work before I forget.”

Emma’s smile reset itself, warm and genuine this time. “Of course, Professor.”

She did not look at Jonathan as she stepped away. But she felt him there—
waiting, patient, certain she would return. The cologne lingered in her throat like
a warning she couldn’t quite swallow.

The professor talked about binding techniques and preservation methods, and
Emma answered with the part of her brain trained for exactly this performance—
smiling, nodding, her champagne flute warming in her grip. The other part was
counting seconds. Tracking Jonathan’s position in her peripheral vision. Noting
that he had not moved, had not drifted toward other conversations, had simply...
waited.

When the professor finally excused himself to find his wife, Emma allowed
herself one breath.

Then she turned back to face what was waiting.

Jonathan’s smile had not changed. That was the thing about his smiles—they
held their shape like wax, perfect and slightly wrong. Behind him, the chandeliers
cast their golden light across the marble gallery, gilding everything they touched.
It made him look almost warm. She knew better.

“Now,” he said, stepping closer than necessary, “where were wer”

Not intimate—invasive. The distinction was one she had learned to recognize,
when Steve had taught her to read body language for threat rather than emotion.
Jonathan’s proximity was designed to create the illusion of confidence, to make
her feel as though he was about to share something precious. In reality, it was
territory. He was testing how much space she would surrender.

She did not step back. She held her ground, her tall frame settling into the
posture Steve had drilled into her: weight centered, shoulders back, chin level.
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She adjusted her stance just enough to angle her shoulder toward him—a barrier
so subtle it could be mistaken for shifting weight.

“I’'ve made a discovery,” he said, lowering his voice to a register meant to
suggest secrets. “Something historical. Something significant. And I thought of
you immediately.”’

“How generous.”

The sarcasm slid off him like water. “It concerns the Smithsonian, actually.
Directly. A piece of your institution’s history that has been... overlooked.”

Despite herself, Emma felt the curator in her stir. The words overlooked and
Smithsonian did not belong in the same sentence, not in her experience. The
institution’s records were meticulous, obsessive, the product of generations of
archivists who treated gaps in documentation as personal affronts.

“Overlooked how?” she asked, and hated that she asked.

Jonathan’s smile shifted—no longer performed, now genuinely pleased. He
had hooked her, and he knew it. The gray of his eyes warmed by exactly one
degree, the calculation behind them suddenly visible, like watching a predator’s
ears prick forward.

“Have you ever heard of the Biltmore evacuation? During the war. The
paintings that were sent from Washington to North Carolina for safekeeping.”

“Of course.” Every curator knew the story. Sixty-two paintings from the
National Gallery, crated and shipped to the Biltmore Estate in 1942, kept safe
from the threat of bombing until the war’s end. It was museum lore, a story of
preservation against impossible odds.

“What if I told you,” Jonathan said, and his voice dropped further, a theatrical
hush that made her want to step back simply to escape the intimacy he was
manufacturing, “that there were sixty-three?”

Emma’s expression did not change. But her pulse, traitor that it was, quickened.

His hand disappeared into his jacket pocket with the fluid confidence of a stage
magician. When it emerged, it held a document—folded twice, yellowed at the
edges, the paper soft with age in a way that made her archivist instincts twitch
toward protective gloves.

She did not move closer. She let him close the distance, and only when the
paper was within reach did she extend her hand—taking a subtle step back in the
same motion, reclaiming the space he had tried to steal.

Her first impression was chaos. A catalog number in the upper right corner,
crossed out with a single decisive stroke. Below it, another number penciled in,
faded to ghost-gray. Handwritten annotations crowded the margins. At the
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bottom, in a different hand entirely: Biltmore transfer - see supplemental.

Three different hands. Three different moments. Three different decisions
about what this document should say.

“The painting was never returned,” Jonathan said. “Every other piece came
back to Washington in 1944. Sixty-two paintings, accounted for. But this one
vanished. No return manifest. No transfer record. Nothing.”

His fingers drummed lightly against his champagne glass. Tap-tap-tap. She had
seen the rhythm before—his tell, the physical manifestation of impatience that
his polished exterior could not quite contain.

“Where did you find this?” she asked.

“Estate sale in Virginia. A retired archivist’s collection. It was tucked inside a
folder labeled ‘Miscellaneous.” As though someone wanted it forgotten.”

Or preserved, Emma thought. Hidden in plain sight, protected by insignificance.
She had seen it before: the most important documents were rarely filed under
their true names.

“You haven’t authenticated it,” she said. It was not a question.

Jonathan’s smile tightened. “I was hoping you might help with that.”

There it was. The hook beneath the bait, finally visible. He had not come to
share a discovery; he had come to acquire expertise. Her expertise. Her access to
the Smithsonian’s resources, her connections to conservators and authentication
specialists. He wanted to use her, and he was not even bothering to hide it
beneath his performance.

And yet.

The document in her hands was real. She could feel its age, see the oxidation
patterns in the ink, recognize the specific texture of mid-century government
stock. Someone had written these words in 1942. Someone had crossed out that
number. Someone had made decisions about this painting that had echoed
through eight decades of silence.

The historian in her did not care who had delivered the question. The historian
in her only cared about the answer.

She folded the document carefully along its original creases. Held it toward
him, arm extended, hand steady.

“I’ll look into it.”

His fingers brushed hers in the transfer—not accidentally, she was certain. She
did not flinch. She simply let the contact happen and end, as meaningless as a
handshake with a stranger.

“I knew you would,” he said, satisfaction thick in his voice. “You’ve never been
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able to resist a puzzle, Emma. It’s one of your most... compelling qualities.”

She met his eyes. Held them. Let the silence stretch untl it became
uncomfortable.

“Por the sake of historical accuracy, Jonathan. Not for you.”

The words landed. She watched them land.

His polished mask slipped for half a heartbeat. The smooth confidence
flickered like a candle in sudden wind, and in that gap she glimpsed something
cold and calculating before he remembered to hide it.

Then he recovered. The smile returned, wider than before—just slightly too
wide, the kind of overcorrection that betrayed the effort behind it.

“Of course. Historical accuracy. That’s all any of us want, isn’t it?”’

Emma did not believe him. But she had seen beneath the surface now, and
what she had glimpsed was not a man interested in truth. The Jonathan she
remembered from their brief past—charming, persistent, ultimately easy to
dismiss—was not the Jonathan standing before her. This version was sharper.
More focused. More willing to reveal the calculation beneath the performance.

That, more than anything, made her wary.

“I'll need copies of the document. Proper documentation of where you
acquired it. Send everything to the museum’s archival department.” She paused.
“Not my office.”

His jaw tightened, then smoothed. “Of course.”

She nodded once—a conclusion, not a courtesy—and turned before he could
respond. Her heels found their rhythm on the marble floor. She felt his gaze on
her back, the particular weight of being watched by someone who wasn’t finished
with you.

She did not turn around.

Sixty-three paintings. A crossed-out catalog number. A wartime evacuation
with a gap in its records that no one had noticed for eighty years. Someone in
1942 had made decisions about a piece of art—decisions that had consequences
still echoing through the present. And now that echo had found its way to her,
delivered by a man she did not trust, wrapped in implications she could not
ignore.

This is not the last time, she thought. The certainty settled into her bones.
Jonathan would try again. He would stand too close, speak too smoothly,
manufacture reasons for contact.

She would have to be ready.

But for now, there was a mystery. A painting without a name, shipped into
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silence, waiting somewhere to be found.

Emma Wilson did not trust Jonathan Hale. But she trusted history. And history
had a way of revealing what others tried to hide.

She moved through the glittering crowd, already tracing the threads of a story
that had been buried for eight decades.
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Chapter 2

The restricted archive smelled of foxing paper and lemon oil, the particular
perfume of documents that had outlived their authors by decades.

Two weeks after the gala, Emma had exhausted the public records. She had
told herself, in those first days, that she was pursuing the mystery despite
Jonathan—not because of him. That the question of the sixty-third painting
deserved an answer regardless of who had delivered it. The rationalization had
worn thin by the second week, but she kept searching anyway. Some puzzles,
once opened, refused to close.

Now she sat at her workstation in the archive’s inner sanctum, leather-bound
accession ledgers stacked around her like sentries. The air was cool and still,
carrying that particular hush of spaces where time moved differently. Above the
microfilm reader, a muted clock ticked its passive-aggressive reminder that her
access ended in forty minutes. She did not look at it. Looking would not slow it,
and she had too much ground to cover.

The evacuation log for November 1942 listed sixty-two paintings shipped to
the Biltmore Hstate. Each entry included dimensions, medium, accession
number, crate assignment. Each had been signed off by two different hands—
one at origin, one at destination.

She cross-referenced the log against the typed summary prepared for the
museum director. The numbers matched. Sixty-two paintings, sixty-two
confirmations.

Too neat, she thought. History was rarely this neat.

Emma adjusted the magnifying lamp, tilting the page until the shadows
changed and the paper’s texture became visible—the slight depressions where a
pen had pressed, the faint discolorations where something had been erased. Her
shoulders had settled into the particular hunch of deep focus, spine curved
toward the document like a question mark.

And there it was.

Beneath a later erasure, ghostly but unmistakable: a penciled “63.”

Her breath caught. Her hands remained steady, but something in her chest had
gone very still—the particular stillness of a hunter who has finally spotted
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movement in the underbrush.

She photographed the page, then shifted to the corresponding crate manifest.
Crate 17B had contained eight paintings according to the log. The manifest listed
seven.

One discrepancy could be clerical error. Two discrepancies formed a pattern.

She pulled the microfilm reel for the registrar’s daily logs. February scrolled
past, then March—staff absences, material shortages, blackout curtain
inspections. The mundane operations of a museum at war.

April did not exist.

The film jumped from the last week of March directly to the second week of
May, the gap as clean as a surgical excision. Six weeks of records, simply gone.
Emma checked the reel twice, confirmed the splice. Someone had removed that
section deliberately—not lost it, not misfiled it, but cut it from the historical
record entirely.

This was not oversight. This was concealment.

Arthur Stanwick’s handwriting first appeared in the margin of the February log:
Security protocols revised per director’s memo of 2/ 14°. Emma recognized the sctipt from
the personnel file she had pulled that morning—the same careful formation, the
distinctive way he formed his capitals with an almost calligraphic flourish.

Stanwick had been a junior registrar in 1942, barely twenty-four years old. His
file noted commendations for thoroughness, for discretion, for “unusual
dedication to institutional integrity.” It also noted, in the clipped language of
official records, that he had entered the Army in the spring of 1943—whether by
enlistment or draft, the file did not say—and shipped overseas that summer.

He never came back. The file offered no details, just the blunt fact of absence.
Whatever Arthur Stanwick had known, whatever he had planned to restore
“when”—that knowledge had gone overseas with him and never returned.

Between two pages of the May ledger, pressed flat by decades of compression,
she found a note. Half-torn, folded thin with age, the paper so brittle she handled
it as though it might crumble at her breath.

Her fingertips registered the texture—soft, almost cloth-like from age.
Stanwick had held this. Had folded it, tucked it away, expected to retrieve it.

Temp crate reassigned per secure protocol. Additional measures implemented for duration.
Will restore to proper numbering when—'

The sentence ended mid-thought, the bottom half torn away. But the
handwriting was unmistakable. Arthur Stanwick had written this. Arthur

Stanwick, who had kept meticulous records right up until he shipped off to a war
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that would not let him return.

He hadn’t lost the painting. He hadn’t misfiled it or miscounted it.

He had hidden it.

Deliberately. Carefully. With security measures he expected to reverse when
some unnamed condition was met. And then he had gone to war, and the secret
had gone with him into the ground.

Eighty years. The painting had been waiting for eighty years.

Emma sat back in her chair, the leather creaking softly in the archive’s silence.
Her neck ached from hunching over the documents. Her eyes burned from the
strain of reading faded ink under magnification. But her mind was racing, tracing
connections, building the architecture of a secret that had outlived its keeper.

A soft knock at the archive door made her turn.

Margaret Chen, the senior archivist, leaned through the doorway. She was a
careful woman, precise in her work and her words, and the slight furrow between
her brows told Emma something was off before she spoke.

“Dr. Wilson? I’'m sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to let you know—someone
was asking about your research earlier.” She hesitated, as though weighing
whether to continue. “A donor, apparently. Wanted to know if you’d requested
any materials related to the wartime evacuations.”

Emma’s hands stilled on the ledger. “Who?”

“Jonathan Hale. He said he was collaborating with you on a project.”
Margaret’s brow furrowed deeper. “I didn’t share specifics, of course. But he’d
already heard from facilities that you’d asked about the old storage sections. He
wanted me to confirm you were still in the building.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him I’d check with you.” Margaret’s expression shifted—the first hint
of unease. “Should I not have?”

“We’re not collaborating.” Emma kept her voice even, professional, though
something cold had settled in her stomach. “If he asks again, please don’t share
any information about my work.”

The archivist nodded and withdrew. The door clicked shut behind her.

Emma stared at the closed door for a long moment. The warmth of discovery
had cooled, replaced by something harder. Jonathan wasn’t just waiting for her
to find answers. He was tracking her progress, cultivating sources, positioning
himself to take what she uncovered.

k ok ok
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The sub-basement was colder than Emma expected, the kind of cold that came
from concrete buried deep and never touched by sun.

She descended the service stairs with her phone’s flashlight cutting a pale
wedge through darkness that seemed to have weight. The silence down here was
different—not the hush of the archive but something thicker, the dead air of a
space that had forgotten what voices sounded like. The maps she had obtained
from facilities were decades out of date, but the crate numbers from Stanwick’s
logs gave her a pattern to follow. EVA-42 in Section 8. EVA-51 in Section 9. The
sequence suggested EVA-63, if it existed at all, would be somewhere beyond the
official grid.

Section 12-D had been flagged for decommissioning in 1978 but never actually
cleared. Bureaucratic oversight, the facilities manager had called it. A space that
slipped from institutional memory and stayed slipped for nearly fifty years.

The pertect place to hide something you didn’t want found.

The corridor narrowed, shelving units crowding in until she had to turn
sideways to pass. Dust filmed every surface, thick and undisturbed except for her
own passage. Section markers appeared at intervals—stenciled numbers faded to
ghosts of themselves. 12-A. 12-B. 12-C.

Then, abruptly, the corridor opened.

The alcove was perhaps ten feet wide and eight feet deep, carved from the
surrounding storage by the deliberate arrangement of industrial shelving.
Someone had created this pocket intentionally, positioning metal units to form
walls that screened the interior from casual observation.

Emma stepped through the gap, swept her light across the space, and felt her
breath catch.

Empty.

She stood motionless for a moment, her flashlight tracing the ghostly rectangle
on the far wall—lighter concrete where something large had blocked decades of
grime. Five feet by four. The proportions of a substantial framed painting.

Eighty years. Arthur Stanwick had hidden it here eighty years ago, and she had
missed it by months. Maybe weeks.

The disappointment was sharp but brief. What mattered now was determining
when it had been moved, and by whom.

She crouched, bringing her light level with the floor. And that was when she
saw the scrape marks.

Fresh. The word crystallized before she could articulate why she knew it. The
12
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marks were bright against the concrete—pale scratches that had not yet
accumulated dust, still showing the raw gray of newly exposed stone. Three
distinct tracks, spaced two feet apart.

Dolly wheels. Heavy equipment used for moving large objects. Professional
movers working with care—not theft, not panic. Standard museum relocation
protocol.

The painting had been found during routine renovations, logged as an
unidentified artifact, and moved to a processing area for assessment. The kind of
bureaucratic efficiency that could accidentally surface a secret hidden since 1942.

Relief flickered through her. The painting still existed—somewhere in the
museum’s inventory system, waiting to be propetly identified. But it was no
longer hidden. It was in circulation now, visible to anyone with access to the
processing logs.

And then she smelled it.

Bergamot and sandalwood, cutting through the concrete dust like a blade. Her
shoulders lifted toward her ears before she could stop them—the same
involuntary response from the gala, her body cataloguing threat before conscious
thought could intervene.

The footsteps came a moment later. Deliberate, unhurried, the measured pace
of someone who knew exactly where they were going.

Emma straightened from her crouch, her weight shifting to the balls of her
feet. Her shoulders squared. The training Steve had given her surfaced without
conscious thought: When you don’t know who’s coming, you don’t annonnce yourself. You
wait. You listen. You connt exits.

Her body had already begun the calculation—fifteen feet to the junction, thirty
to the service stairs, forty to the emergency exit if the stairs were blocked.

The footsteps stopped.

The alcove entrance darkened as a figure stepped through.

Jonathan Hale had dressed for this. The observation registered with clinical
clarity: dark jeans, a charcoal cashmere sweater, leather boots that could handle
terrain. Not the boardroom armor she’d seen at the gala—something more
practical. He’d known where she was going. He’d prepared.

That was worse.

His boots were already filmed with dust—not just from following her, she
realized. The wear on them, the scuffs at the toe. He’d been down here before.
Searching. Failing.

Margaret’s warning echoed in her mind: I 70/d him 1'd check with you. That was all
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he’d needed. Confirmation she was still in the building. Confirmation she was
close.

His gray eyes found hers first, holding for a beat—and then they slid past her
to the wall behind. To the rectangular outline where the painting had been. To
the empty space that told its own story.

Emma watched his face change.

The polished mask did not crack—it simply ceased to exist, dropping away like
a garment he no longer needed to wear. His jaw tightened, muscles standing out
in sharp relief. His shoulders squared, expanding his frame. His stance widened,
feet planting with deliberate weight.

He was blocking her only exit.

The charming Jonathan, the sophisticated Jonathan, the man who deployed
practiced smiles and carefully modulated concern—that man had been a
performance. The figure standing between her and the corridor was something
else entirely. His eyes had gone flat, metallic, calculating.

Predatory.

“You found it,” he said, and his voice had dropped a register, stripped of the
warmth he usually manufactured. “Or rather, you found where it was.”

The corridor behind him was dark. The alcove around her was a dead end. And
the man in front of her had stopped pretending to be anything other than what
he was.

“The question,” Jonathan continued, taking one step forward, “is where it is
now. And you’re going to tell me.”

Emma felt the concrete wall at her back. Felt the cold seeping through her
blazer, into her shoulder blades, numbing her fingertips where they pressed
against the stone.

She was trapped. He knew it. She knew it.
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Chapter 3

]onathan advanced with the slow certainty of a man who had never been told
no in a way that stuck.

Emma’s shoulder blades pressed against concrete. Her body had already done
the math: no exits, no weapons, no one within earshot. Just the cold wall behind
her and the man closing the distance between them.

His shadow reached her before his body could. This close, his cologne was
overwhelming—bergamot and sandalwood flooding her senses, no longer a
warning but an invasion. She could see the pores of his skin, the faint sheen of
perspiration at his temples, the way his pupils had contracted to points.

“I’ve been patient,” he said, and the words came soft as silk, soft as threat.
“I’ve given you time to play detective, to follow your little archival breadcrumbs.
I even gave you the document that started all of this.” His smile was something
rawer now, hungrier—appetite rather than charm. “You owe me, Emma. After
everything we’ve been through together.”

Alfter everything we’ve been through. The phrase landed like a slap. Eighteen months
she had worked to forget—his attention like a spotlight she couldn’t escape, his
flattery that was really inventory. The way he had made her feel small while
insisting he was building her up.

She had walked away from that. She had rebuilt herself, piece by piece, in the
months that followed.

She was not going back.

“I don’t owe you anything,” Emma said, her voice level, professional.
“Whatever you think our history entitles you to, you’re mistaken. This is museum
property, and any discoveries made here belong to the institution.”

“The institution.” Jonathan’s laugh was short, harsh. “You always did hide
behind protocol when you didn’t want to face what was really happening.” He
took another step forward. “Tell me where they moved the painting, Emma. 1
know you’ve figured it out. You’ve always been clever—it’s the only thing about
you I actually respected.”

The insult barely registered. Emma was tracking his body language: the tension
in his shoulders, the way his weight had shifted forward onto the balls of his feet,
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the slight acceleration of his breathing. He was preparing for something. Her
training recognized the signs.

“I don’t have that information,” she said. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t share it
with someone who followed me into restricted areas without authotization.”

Jonathan’s jaw worked, muscles bunching visibly. “Authorization.” The word
came out flat, contemptuous. “You think I need authorization? That painting is
worth more than your career, Emma. More than this museum.” His voice
dropped to a whisper—intimate and terrible. “And you are going to tell me where
itis.”

“Walk away, Jonathan.” Her voice did not waver. “You have no idea what I'm
capable of.”

His laugh was a single exhale, almost pitying. “You’ve never done anything,
Emma. You observe. You catalog. You freeze.” He stepped closer. “You always
have.”

And then he lunged.

His hand closed around her wrist with a grip that was hard and invasive, fingers
digging into the soft tissue between the bones. The contact was shocking in its
suddenness, in its violation of every boundary she had drawn. She felt the
pressure like a brand, his thumb grinding against the tendons, the small bones
shifting under the force. Pain flared bright and immediate.

Time did not slow. That was a fiction. Time continued at its normal pace, but
Emma’s mind accelerated within it, processing inputs with crystalline clarity. His
grip. His position. His center of gravity. The corridor behind him. The shelving
to her left. The wall to her right.

His grip tightened. She felt the bones in her wrist compress, the edge of real
damage. And somewhere beneath the pain, beneath the fear, something older
surfaced—the muscle memory of a hundred repetitions in Steve’s garage, her
body remembering what her mind had tried to forget.

Steve’s voice, calm and patient: When someone grabs you, they think they've won.
That’s when they’re most vulnerable. They’re excpecting resistance—ryon give them redirection.

She had frozen once.

Emma rotated into the grip instead of pulling away.

The movement was counterintuitive—every instinct screamed to retreat—but
she had practiced it until the motion lived in her muscles rather than her mind.
Her body turned toward Jonathan, not away, her wrist rotating in his grasp until
the pressure shifted from crushing to manageable.

The pivot came next. Her hips leading, her shoulders following, her entire
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frame redirecting his momentum. His balance faltered, his weight suddenly
wrong, his grip loosening for just an instant.

That instant was enough.

Her knee drove upward with all the force her legs could generate—Ilegs that
had spent years diving across volleyball courts, that had maintained their
conditioning through gym sessions and the combat training Steve had insisted
upon. She aimed for center mass, for the vulnerable target that would end the
confrontation.

The impact was solid. Final.

Jonathan’s grip released. His hands flew to his midsection, his face contorting,
all the color draining from his features. He folded forward, his knees buckling,
and then he was on the concrete floot of the alcove, cutled around himself, the
sounds coming from his throat somewhere between gasp and groan.

Emma stepped back. Her wrist throbbed where he had held it, the flesh already
darkening into bruise. Her breath came fast but controlled, her hands trembling
slightly as the immediate danger passed.

Jonathan lay at her feet, the predatory certainty wiped from his face and
replaced by something she had never seen there before: shock. Pure,
uncomprehending shock at a reality that did not match his expectations.

She did not apologize. She did not explain. She did not give him any of the
words he might use later to reconstruct his version of events.

She simply turned toward the corridor and began to move.

k) 3k x

Emma did not look back.

Looking back would cost seconds she couldn’t afford, would invite hesitation
into a body that needed only momentum. She moved through the alcove entrance
and into the corridor beyond, her heels striking concrete in rapid succession.

The maze-like passages that had felt disorienting an hour ago now revealed
themselves as tactical assets. She knew this space. Left at the junction. Right at
the decommissioned electrical panel. Straight past the overflow storage.

Her wrist throbbed with each heartbeat. She acknowledged the pain and set it
aside, filing it in the same mental category as exhaustion and fear: real, present,
and irrelevant to the task at hand.

The service stairwell appeared on her left. Emma took the stairs two at a time,
her hand trailing along the metal railing, her body remembering the steep angle.
She emerged onto the staff level and immediately oriented herself: security office
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to the right, approximately forty meters.

The corridor was empty—late afternoon, most personnel gone. But Jonathan
would recover. Jonathan would follow. The head start she had would evaporate
quickly if she did not use it.

The security door appeated at the end of the corridor: heavy steel frame,
reinforced glass window, electronic lock. Emma swiped her credentials with
hands that wanted to shake but didn’t. Her wrist screamed at the motion—she
ignored it—and punched in the six-digit sequence with fingers that found the
numbers through muscle memory.

The lock disengaged with a soft beep.

She slipped through, turning immediately to face the corridor. Her hand found
the interior handle and she pulled—hard, decisive, her wrist flaring white-hot.
The door swung shut with a sound that was more felt than heard: the deep, solid
thunk of steel meeting steel, of mechanisms engaging, of a barrier becoming
impassable.

The mechanical lock clicked into place.

Through the reinforced window, the corridor stretched back toward the
stairwell. For a moment, nothing moved.

Then Jonathan appeared.

He emerged from the stairwell with a gait that was not quite steady, one hand
still pressed to his midsection, his face a mask of controlled fury. The cashmere
sweater was twisted, dust streaking the dark fabric. His hair had fallen across his
forehead, and he made no move to push it back. But it was his expression that
held her attention. The charming fagade, the sophisticated veneer—all of it
stripped away. What remained was raw and ugly.

Fury. Not the hot, explosive anger that burned itself out quickly, but something
colder. More calculating. The fury of a man who had been denied something he
considered rightfully his.

Their eyes met through the reinforced glass.

Emma did not look away. She held his gaze and let him see exactly what she
wanted him to see: that she was already past this moment. Already thinking about
the painting, the processing logs, the next step. He was still in that alcove, still
cutled around his wounded pride. She had moved on.

Jonathan’s hand lifted toward the keypad. He did not have the code. He did
not have the clearance. But the motion was telling—a reflex of entitlement, the
automatic assumption that barriers did not apply to him.

Emma raised her radio, her bruised wrist protesting the weight of it.
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“Security, this is Dr. Wilson in the west staff corridor.” Her voice emerged
calm, professional. “I need to report an unauthorized individual in the restricted
sub-basement area. Male, approximately six feet tall, dark hair, wearing a charcoal
sweater and jeans. He entered without credentials and has been behaving in a
threatening manner. I’ve secured myself behind the corridor checkpoint doot.”

The radio crackled. A voice responded—professional, alert, already mobilizing.

Through the window, Emma watched Jonathan’s expression shift. The fury
was still there, but something else had joined it: recognition. The situation had
moved beyond his control. His presence would be documented. Questions
would be asked. Consequences would follow.

He stepped back from the door. His hand lowered.

For a moment, he simply stood there, looking at her through the glass with an
intensity that promised this was not over. Then he turned and moved back
toward the stairwell, his steps measured, his composure reassembling itself
around him like armor being buckled into place. At the stairwell door, he
paused—ijust long enough to smooth his hair, straighten his sweater. Preparing
for cameras. Preparing his story.

Emma watched until he disappeared from view.

Only then did she allow herself one breath. Long, controlled, releasing the
tension she had been holding since the moment she’d smelled his cologne in the
darkness. Her hands had stopped trembling. Her pulse was beginning to slow.
The adrenaline was receding, leaving behind a clarity that felt almost like calm.

She straightened her spine. Adjusted her posture. Let her shoulders settle into
their natural alignment—the stance of a woman who belonged here, who had
every right to be standing exactly where she stood.

Her wrist throbbed. Her hands were steady.

And somewhere in the museum’s inventory system, a painting was waiting to
be found.
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Chapter 4

The conference room smelled of coffee that had been sitting too long and the
particular staleness of recycled air.

Emma sat at the far end of a table designed for twelve, her hands folded on
the polished surface. The position put pressure on her wrist; she adjusted slightly,
hiding the wince. Three security officers occupied chairs along the opposite side.
A monitor on the wall showed silent footage: Emma emerging from the service
elevator, moving through the staff corridor with the gait of someone who had
recently been running. Then the sub-basement. Then Jonathan, appearing from
the same corridor she had used.

She answered their questions without embellishment. Times confirmed,
locations specified, Jonathan’s exact words reconstructed as precisely as memory
allowed. Facts were more powerful than interpretation. The truth, stated plainly,
carried its own weight.

“Are you alright, Dr. Wilsonr”” The younger officet’s gaze had dropped to her
wrist, visible where her sleeve had ridden up. The bruise had deepened to purple
overnight, the outline of fingers cleatly visible against her skin.

“Im fine.” She adjusted her sleeve, covered it. “What matters now is the
documentation.”

The gray-haired officer nodded, making a note. “We’ve reviewed the access
logs. Mr. Hale entered the sub-basement using a keycard from a previous
consulting arrangement with the conservation department. The card should have
been collected when that arrangement ended eighteen months ago.”

Emma absorbed this without surprise. Jonathan had always been good at
cultivating relationships that provided access—the steady accumulation of small
advantages that others didn’t notice until they became foundations.

“The painting he was pursuing,” another officer said, a folder open before him.
“We’ve located it.”

Something in Emma’s chest shifted.

“It was relocated four months ago during scheduled renovations to Section 12.
The conservation team flagged it as an unidentified artifact and moved it to Vault
7-A for assessment. The transfer was fully documented and authorized. The piece
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has been in climate-controlled storage since August.”

Four months. The painting had been safe for four months—tucked away in a
conservation vault while she had been tracing its ghost through archival records,
while Jonathan had been circling like a predator scenting blood that wasn’t there.

He had cornered her in that sub-basement, grabbed her wrist hard enough to
bruise, blocked her exit with the certainty of a man claiming what he believed
was his—all for a painting that had already been moved, already been protected,
already been rendered inaccessible to anything he might have planned.

The irony settled into her like sediment into stone.

“One more item, Dr. Wilson.” The gray-haired officer’s voice carried a note of
finality. “As of this morning, Jonathan Hale has been formally banned from all
Smithsonian properties. His name has been added to our security watch list, and
his photograph distributed to all entrance personnel. If he attempts to enter any
of our facilities, he will be detained and law enforcement will be contacted.”

Emma let the words land. Banned. Permanently.

She did not feel triumph. Triumph was for competitions, for victories that
required a loser’s acknowledgment. What she felt was something quieter: the
sense of a door closing, a lock engaging, a barrier becoming permanent.

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate the thoroughness of your investigation.”

k ok x

Afternoon light slanted through the archival department’s narrow windows,
casting long rectangles across Emma’s desk.

A physical ledger lay open to her left, its pages yellowed but intact. Her
computer screen glowed to her right, the museum’s digital catalog displaying
fields that awaited population—title, medium, provenance, the taxonomic
categories by which institutions remembered what they held.

Emma worked in the space between these two systems: analog and digital, past
and present. Her wrist ached as she typed—a dull throb that flared each time she
reached for the far keys. She worked through it. Pain was temporary. Records
were permanent.

Portrait of a Lady in Blue, attributed to a Northern Italian workshop, eatly
sixteenth century. The conservation team had assigned it that provisional title
based on the obvious: the remarkable ultramarine dress that dominated the
composition. Emma entered the permanent accession number, the dimensions,

the medium, the condition assessment.
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She cross-referenced the physical ledger, matching the new entry against the
evacuation records from 1942. The penciled 63 that had first alerted her to the
painting’s existence now had context, explanation, resolution.

The provenance field required particular attention.

She positioned her cursor at the end of the entry and paused, hands hovering
above the keyboard. What words could bridge eighty years? What language could
honor a man who would never read it?

Emma opened another file.

Arthur Stanwick’s personnel record appeared on her screen: a scanned
photograph clipped to typed documentation, the young man’s face rendered in
the flat grays of mid-century photography. Dark hair parted neatly, collar pressed,
expression carefully neutral. But something in his eyes suggested alertness,
intelligence—the quality his supervisors had noted in their commendations.

Twenty-four years old when this photograph was taken. Twenty-five when he
shipped out to a war that would not let him return.

She scrolled to the final notation, a single line that reduced tragedy to
paperwork:

Killed in action, Normandy, France. June 1944. Remains interred at Normandy American
Cemetery.’

The gap between that notation and the present moment—eight decades of
silence, of forgotten intentions, of a secret that had outlived its keeper—felt
suddenly vast. Stanwick had hidden the painting with the careful methodology of
someone who believed he would return to restore it to proper documentation.
He had trusted the system.

And then time had betrayed him, as it betrayed so many.

Emma navigated back to the provenance field. She began to type, each
keystroke deliberate, her bruised wrist a reminder of what this record had cost to
complete.

Security measures implemented by registrar Arthur Stanwick, November 1942, to ensure
the painting's protection during wartime uncertainty. Stanwick's actions preserved its survival
through subsequent decades of institutional neglect and were instrumental in its eventual recovery
and proper cataloging.’

The words were simple—factual, unadorned. But they accomplished
something that eighty years of silence had not: they named him. They connected
a young man who had died on a beach in France to an act of preservation that
had outlasted him by generations.

Documentation, Emma understood, was a form of resurrection.
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She clicked save.

Record updated successfully. Changes logged.’

Such a small thing, a few lines of text entered into a database that held millions
of similar entries. Such a small thing, and yet.

Now someone knew.

k ok ok

The conservation vault hummed with the particular frequency of climate-
controlled stillness.

Emma stepped through the heavy door and into that manufactured quiet, her
footsteps absorbed by the specialized flooring. Evening had fallen while she
worked, the world beyond the museum’s walls settling into darkness, but here
time moved differently.

The Renaissance portrait waited at the far end of the vault’s central aisle,
secured on a display easel. Emma approached slowly—not from caution, but
from reverence.

The painting was smaller than she had imagined, perhaps three feet by two and
a half. The woman at its center gazed past the viewer’s shoulder, her expression
carrying the particular ambiguity that distinguished masterwork from mere
competence. Dark hair fell in soft waves past her shoulders. Her eyes—if the
pigment had held true across five centuries—might once have been blue, though
time had deepened them to something harder to name. But the dress was the
anchor. That remarkable ultramarine, the color that had once been worth more
than gold, seemed to generate its own luminescence even under the vault’s
calibrated lighting.

Through wars and evacuations, through deliberate concealment and accidental
neglect, through eighty years of waiting in forgotten storage, the painting had
survived. The lady in blue continued to gaze past the viewer’s shoulder,
untroubled by the journey that had brought her here—by the young registrar who
had hidden her, by the man who had tried to claim her, by the woman who had
finally ensured her proper place in the record.

Emma leaned closer, and her own reflection materialized in the protective
glass.

Two dark-haired women, five centuries apart. Their faces aligned at different
depths, their gazes meeting across the boundary between present and past. The

painted woman’s steady expression—that refusal to perform for whoever stood
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before her—felt suddenly familiar. Emma recognized something in the set of the
jaw, the directness of the eyes. Not a mirror, exactly. But a resonance.

The woman in the reflection was not performing anymore. Neither was the
woman in the painting. Neither, Emma realized, was she.

Emma straightened, breaking the alignment. She checked the environmental
readings on the display panel: temperature, humidity, UV exposure. Every metric
precisely where it should be.

She adjusted nothing. There was nothing to adjust.

The painting was safe. Properly documented, propetly stored, properly
integrated into the institution’s permanent collection. The gap that Arthur
Stanwick had created eighty years ago had been filled. His name appeared now
in the provenance documentation, his actions acknowledged, his contribution
recognized at last.

He would never know. The thought arrived without bitterness, simply as fact.
Stanwick had trusted that someone would eventually find what he had hidden,
and someone had. The system he believed in—the institutional memory, the
archival thoroughness, the patient accumulation of documented facts—had
ultimately justified his faith.

Emma turned toward the vault doot.

At the threshold, she paused. One final look at the painting— Portrait of a Lady
in Bine reduced to a small rectangle of color against the vault’s neutral backdrop.
Different journeys, parallel arcs, both arriving at something like resolution.

She closed the vault door with steady hands, her wrist protesting the weight of
the steel. The heavy door swung smoothly on its hinges, the seal engaging with a
soft pneumatic sigh, and then the lock clicked into place—the mechanical
confirmation that what was inside was now protected, secured, beyond the reach
of anyone who might wish it harm.

Emma stood for a moment in the corridor outside, her palm flat against the
door’s cool surface.

The lock held. The record stood.

She did not look back.

— THE END —
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Echoes of Fortune:
The Search for Braddock’s Lost Gold

“A diverting tale of an exciting, harrowing quest
for a centuries-old fortune.” — Kirkus Reviews

Can one man change his past with the discovery of a lifetime?

Winner of the 2025 PenCraft Book Award for Best Thriller, Echoes of
Fortune: The Search for Braddock’s Lost Gold is the explosive novel that
launched the series hailed as “National Treasure meets Indiana Jones.”

Driven by obsession, historian Jack Sullivan has lost nearly everything in
pursuit of a secret buried since 1755, when General Braddock’s army fell
in the French & Indian War and a fortune in payroll vanished without a
trace. Centuries later, Jack’s quest leads him into the shadows of forgotten
history—where cryptic clues, ruthless enemies, and deadly traps guard the
truth.

From battlefield codes to hidden caves, Jack must risk everything to
uncover the treasure and perhaps redeem himself along the way.

With praise from Kirkus Reviews, Literary Titan, and BooksShelf.com,
Echoes of Fortune blends rich history, relentless suspense, and heart-
pounding action in a story of loyalty, sacrifice, and the price of ambition.

Experience the book that started the saga.

Available at Amazon.com and BarnesAndNoble.com
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Echoes of Fortune:
Shadows Over Cozumel

“A diverting adventure with historical depth...

a masterclass in suspense.”

— Kirkus Reviews — # GET IT

What would you risk to uncover a truth buried for more than 150
years?

From bestselling and multi—award-winning author David R. Leng comes
the riveting follow-up to Echoes of Fortune: The Search for Braddock s Lost Gold.

Historian Jack Sullivan thought he was escaping his students for a quiet
Thanksgiving dive off Cozumel. Instead, he and his fiancée, Smithsonian
curator Emma Wilson, joined by former Navy SEAL Steve Johnson,
discover a Confederate ghost ship lost in 1865—along with a sealed brass
tube containing secrets powerful enough to rewrite history.

But they are not alone. Shadowy mercenaries and a black-hulled yacht
stalk their every move, determined to silence them before the truth
surfaces. From Caribbean reefs to the dark streets of Veracruz, the team
is thrust into a deadly game where history isn’t past—it’s a weapon.

With relentless suspense, vivid settings, and conspiracies that span
centuries, Shadows Over Cozumel proves that some secrets don’t want to be
found—

and some will kill to stay buried.

Available Now!
At Amazon.com and BarnesAndNoble.com
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Echoes of Fortune:
The Knights of the Golden Circle

What if the Civil War never truly ended—
and you never noticed America was now surrendering?

When professor Jack Sullivan is asked to decode a cipher from the Civil
War’s final days, he expects a historical curiosity. Instead, he uncovers a
thread Jefferson Davis died protecting—and a secret never meant to
resurface.

Jack, his fiancée Emma Wilson, and fellow former SEAL Steve Johnson
are drawn into a hunt more dangerous than any battlefield. From
Washington’s archives to New Otleans back alleys, Mexico’s rugged
coastline to the shadowed ridges of Arkansas, every trail leads deeper into
the world of the Knights of the Golden Circle—a brotherhood long
believed defunct.

But the Knights didn’t disappear.

They adapted.

For 160 years, they’ve studied what force could never win. They’ve
embedded themselves in the institutions Americans trust. They’ve waited
for the moment when they wouldn’t need to seize power...

They would be invited to take it.

Now their heirs have risen. And Jack begins to realize he was never
hunting the treasure.

He was being led to it.

Joined by Homeland cyber analyst Priya Patel—and hunted by enemies
he can’t see—Jack must unravel a design older and more patient than
anyone imagined...before the trap closes around everyone he loves.

Some secrets don’t stay buried.

They grow roots.

Coming in 2026

Sign up for news and alerts at www.EchoesOfFortune.com
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