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"For my baby brother, Warrenie—my first partner in crime, my forever alibi, and the best plot twist our family ever had and an everlasting ‘story to tell to the nations.’"
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Prologue – The Gala at the Harbor Museum
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The rain came first, slow and polite, the kind that Charleston pretends not to notice. Men in tuxedos held umbrellas aloft for jeweled women as they stepped from black cars onto the slick cobblestones of East Bay Street. Beyond the museum’s glass façade, light shimmered like champagne — gold, brittle, and full of promises.

Inside, beneath a chandelier the size of a small moon, Charleston’s elite mingled with the confidence of people who’d never needed to check a price tag. The gala marked the unveiling of the Shadow Diamond, a gem as infamous for its history as it was dazzling to the eye. Reporters had flown in from New York and London; local television vans lined the wharf, lenses pointing toward the glittering crowd.

At the center of it all stood Dr. Thomas Crane, the museum’s curator, his silver hair slicked back, his tailored black suit cut to perfection. He lifted a glass toward the assembled crowd. “Tonight,” he said, voice smooth as Remy Martin Louis XIII, “we reclaim a piece of Charleston’s past — not as conquerors, but as caretakers of history.”

The applause was polite, practiced. Camera flashes punctuated the air. A jazz quartet in the corner played “Lush Life” by Billy Strayhorn, slow and sophisticated. Waiters passed trays of oysters, truffle canapés, and French wine worth more than a week’s salary for most of the staff.

Across the marble floor, Lydia Crane watched her husband with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Pearls gleamed at her throat — too perfect, too uniform. She laughed when spoken to, but her gaze drifted often toward the storm beginning to press against the museum’s expansive harbor windows.

“Something’s brewing,” murmured an older man beside her, a retired general whose medals caught the light. “Every time the city throws a party, the heavens try to crash it.”

Lydia’s fingers tightened around her champagne flute. “Maybe they just want to be invited.”

A ripple of laughter passed through their circle. But outside, thunder rolled closer.

Near the exhibit hall’s entrance, the Shadow Diamond sat beneath a halo of glass — a prism of dark fire resting on black velvet. Even under the artificial lights, the gem appeared to absorb rather than reflect illumination, as though it had swallowed centuries of secrets. Guests drifted toward it, entranced.

A young reporter leaned toward his cameraman. “Legend says it was cut from the eye of a stolen idol,” he whispered. “Every owner met some grisly fate.”

“Or maybe it’s just a rock with a bad PR agent,” the cameraman muttered.

Neither noticed the museum guard subtly shifting his position near the case, one hand brushing his holster, the other adjusting the earpiece, which crackled faintly with static.

By nine o’clock, the storm had grown bold. Rain sheeted against the windows, lightning fractured the harbor’s reflection, and the air hummed with electricity and expensive perfume. Lydia excused herself, whispering something about finding her husband.

She moved through the museum’s quiet corridors, heels tapping like a metronome of tension. The laughter and music faded behind her, replaced by the steady rhythm of rain on the glass roof. She paused outside her husband’s office — the door closed, faint light spilling from beneath.

“Thomas?” she called softly. No answer.

She turned the handle. Locked.

From inside came a sound — muffled, then sharp, like glass breaking. Lydia froze. “Thomas?” Her voice trembled.

No reply.

A guard appeared at the end of the hall, flashlight beam cutting through the gloom. “Ma’am? You all right?”

She took a step back, clutching her purse. “My husband’s inside. I heard something—”

Before she could finish, the lights flickered, dimmed, then steadied again. The guard rapped twice on the office door. “Dr. Crane. Dr. Crane! Everything okay in there?”

Silence.

He reached for his radio. “Control, this is Bay Hall. Got a possible—”

The words were swallowed by a deafening crash of thunder. When the echo faded, Lydia swore she heard a soft metallic sound — the scrape of something heavy dragged across the floor. Her pulse kicked.

“Open it,” she whispered.

“Ma’am, I can’t—”

“Then for God’s sake, man, I will.”

Her hand darted into her purse, pulling out a key — the spare Thomas always kept for emergencies. She fumbled, slipped it into the lock, and turned. The latch clicked.

The door swung open.

The smell hit first — iron and bleach, sharp enough to sting. The office was immaculate except for the overturned glass case on the desk and the body sprawled beside it. Thomas Crane lay face up, his white shirt blooming red, his eyes staring toward the ceiling mural of constellations. Broken glass glittered around him like fallen stars.

Lydia gasped. The guard caught her before she fell.

“Oh, Jesus Christ...” the man muttered, shining his flashlight over the scene. The desk drawers were intact, the safe untouched. But the velvet stand that once held the Shadow Diamond sat empty.

On the far windowpane, rain mixed with something darker, trickling down in thin crimson lines. No shattered glass. No signs of forced entry. Only a small hole in the marble floor, no larger than a coin, surrounded by a web of cracks.

The guard stumbled backward, his breath coming in jagged bursts as he fumbled for his radio. “Control—this is Unit 3—I need the police, now! We’ve got a 10-54. Repeat, a 10-54! Send the chief, damn it!” His voice cracked, swallowed by the roar of the storm outside.

Lydia dropped to her knees beside her husband. Her fingers hovered above his chest, trembling, unwilling to believe the stillness beneath her touch. “Oh God... who would do this?” she whispered, her voice breaking. “Who could do this?”

Rain hammered against the tall windows, each strike a drumbeat of dread. Lightning ripped across the sky over Charleston Harbor, bleaching the world in a violent, blinding white. The thunder that followed rattled the marble floor beneath her.

From deep within the building, an alarm began to wail—a slow, methodical sound that cut through the chaos like a mechanical heartbeat. It wasn’t the scream of warning she expected; it was calm, sterile, indifferent. The kind of alarm that only sounds after the damage is done.

Lydia bowed her head, tears mixing with the rain that streamed in through the shattered glass. “Please,” she whispered to the unanswering silence. “Please, not like this.”

The radio crackled again. The guard’s voice was distant now, choked with fear. “They’re saying the power’s out across the wing. Cameras down. No sign of—”

The line went dead.

Lydia’s pulse hammered in her ears. The storm outside raged on, but inside... something colder had already taken hold.

By the time the first police cars arrived, the music had stopped. Guests huddled beneath the awning, whispering through the downpour. The diamond was gone. The curator was dead. And the museum, proud guardian of Charleston’s past, had just become its newest crime scene.

Inside, a detective stared at the cracked marble, the pattern of blood and glass. “No weapon,” he said. “No prints. No exit.”

His partner nodded grimly. “Hell of a party.”

The storm raged on, enveloping the city in a sea of electric light and rain. Somewhere beyond the harbor, lightning flared again — a flash reflected for one brief instant in the lens of a security camera still recording, unseen, through the night.

And though no one knew it yet, that camera would show the faintest shadow crossing the curator’s office minutes before his death — a figure wearing gloves, moving like smoke, and vanishing before the storm arrived.
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Chapter 1:  The Invitation
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The phone rang just past sunrise, cutting through the hum of a ceiling fan and the scent of salt air drifting in from the Savannah marsh. 

Vincent James Gideon lay half-awake on the couch, one arm thrown over his eyes, a peppermint tucked in his cheek instead of the cigarette that used to start his day. The old jazz station murmured low from the kitchen — Coltrane’s “Naima,” soft and sad.

He reached for the phone with the kind of reluctance reserved for bad news. “Yeah?”

“Still sleeping at noon?” came the voice, rough and familiar.

“Chief Raines,” Gideon muttered, sitting up. “You calling to sell me life insurance or confess a crime?”

“Neither. Charleston’s got itself a mess.”

Gideon rubbed a hand over his jaw. “They always do. What kind?”

“The kind you used to lose sleep over.” Raines hesitated, then added, “A dead curator and a missing diamond. No sign of forced entry. Smells like your kind of riddle.”

Gideon glanced toward the window. The morning light cast a golden hue on the cypress trees. He’d traded crime scenes for quiet, and for once, it had stuck — or so he’d told himself. Isabelle’s voice echoed from the hallway, half-asleep: “Tell whoever it is that you’re retired, Vince.”

He smiled faintly. “You hear that, Eli? The lady says I’m retired.”

“Retired people don’t answer the phone before breakfast,” Raines said. “I’ll text you the address. Charleston Harbor Museum.”

“Hold on—” But the line went dead.

Isabelle padded into the room wearing his white shirt, hair tousled, eyes sharp beneath the sleep. She poured coffee into a mug and leaned against the counter. “That tone in your voice — that was Raines, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. He’s got a case.”

“And you’re not taking it.”

He unwrapped a peppermint and popped it between his teeth. “That’s the plan.”

She crossed the room and set the mug down in front of him. “You’ll think about it for exactly three minutes, then you’ll start pacing. Then you’ll tell me you’re just going to ‘have a look,’ and by dinner, you’ll be knee-deep in crime scene photos.”

He smirked. “You know me too well, sweetheart.”

“That’s what happens when you live with a man who talks to dead people in his sleep.”

“Only the polite ones.”

She smiled, but her tone softened. “Vince... you promised after Charleston last time you’d stop chasing ghosts.”

“I did. This is just an old friend asking a favor.”

“Bullshit.”

He looked up at her — the challenge in her stance, the warmth under the steel. He loved that about her: she could see right through him and still stay close enough to touch.

“I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “If you go, I go.”

He frowned. “Isabelle—”

“No argument. You need me.”

He opened his mouth, closed it again. The truth was, he did. She had a way of seeing the human side of things — where he saw motive, she saw pain. Where he found patterns, she found hearts.

Gideon sighed and reached for his coat. “Pack light. Raines owes me dinner at Husk.”

She grinned. “Make him buy the good bourbon.”

Three hours later, the marshes gave way to city streets slick with rain. Charleston always looked beautiful when it shouldn’t — elegant even when soaked, like a woman who knew exactly how to wear her sorrow. Gideon parked near the museum, the wipers clicking in time with his thoughts.

Isabelle watched from the passenger seat, her reflection pale against the glass. “Looks quiet,” she said.

“Quiet’s never good.”

He got out, rain immediately peppering his shoulders, and crossed the cobblestone walk toward the police tape. Uniforms milled about, trying to look busy in front of cameras. Chief Eli Raines stood at the entrance, trench coat collar turned up, gray at the temples now, but with the same bulldog eyes.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Raines said when he saw them. “Didn’t think you’d actually come.”

“Couldn’t resist your charm.” Gideon shook his hand. “You’ve aged.”

“Yeah, but I still get the calls you don’t want.”

Isabelle joined them, slipping under Gideon’s arm with an easy familiarity. “Chief Raines,” she said. “It’s good to finally meet the man who drags Vince out of semi-retirement.”

Raines chuckled. “You must be the famous Isabelle. He’s talked about you — usually when he’s pretending not to.”

“Then I’m sorry for whatever he left out.”

They entered the museum through the side door, where the air smelled faintly of bleach and damp stone. The storm outside made the lights flicker, giving the marble hallways a nervous heartbeat.

“Crime scene’s upstairs,” Raines said. “Locked room, no signs of forced entry. Body’s the curator, Thomas Crane. His wife found him.”

Gideon’s eyes narrowed. “She touch anything?”

“Not much choice. The woman unlocked the door herself.”

Isabelle’s gaze drifted along the walls lined with colonial artifacts and oil portraits. “This place feels like a shrine,” she murmured. “History staring down its own ghosts.”

“Careful,” Gideon said. “That kind of talk gets you tenure or therapy.”

Raines led them into the office. The crime scene tape sliced the air like a wound. The smell of copper still lingered. Gideon took one slow look — the blood pattern, the cracked marble, the empty display stand on the desk.

“Jesus,” Isabelle whispered.

Gideon crouched beside the body outline, tracing the floor’s faint fracture lines with his eyes. “Glass case fell, shattered outward,” he muttered. “No broken window. No weapon found?”

Raines shook his head. “Nothing but an empty bottle of Bordeaux and a dead man.”

Gideon stood, glancing toward the small security camera in the corner. “You pull footage yet?”

“Working on it. Power flickered half the night. Feeds got scrambled.”

Gideon’s jaw tightened. “Convenient.”

Isabelle moved closer to the desk, touching the rim of an unbroken wine glass. “He was drinking with someone.”

“Maybe celebrating,” Raines said.

“Or negotiating,” Gideon added.

He looked toward the doorway, the rain thundering beyond the windows. The diamond’s absence hung heavier than the death.

Raines sighed. “I’m glad you came, Vince. This one’s different. Feels personal somehow.”

Gideon popped another peppermint. “Murder usually is.”

The rain thickened against the museum’s tall windows, each drop dragging a silvery trail down the glass like tears. Gideon leaned against the doorframe, his eyes sweeping the room again, letting the story write itself backward in his mind — one action at a time, one lie at a time.

He pointed toward the desk. “What was the curator doing here so late?”

Raines flipped open his notebook. “Official story? Wrapping up after the gala. Unofficially? Maybe counting donations or hiding something.”

“Or someone,” Gideon murmured.

Isabelle knelt beside the fallen chair, her fingertips brushing the carpet. “No drag marks. He wasn’t attacked sitting down.” She stood, following her own logic with the smooth rhythm Gideon had grown to trust. “The wound pattern — from the photos — looked close-range, frontal. He knew whoever killed him.”

Gideon nodded. “Friend turns enemy. Happens every week.”

“You ever notice,” Isabelle said, glancing at him, “you talk about murder the way other men talk about baseball?”

He smiled faintly. “Probably because both involve people getting caught out.”

Raines groaned. “Jesus, you two haven’t changed.”

“We tried once,” Gideon said. “Didn’t stick.”

He crouched beside the small hole in the marble, its edges spidered with fractures. He slipped a pen into the cavity — no deeper than a bullet might go. But there was no shell casing, no residue, no burn mark. Just a stone cracked by force.

“What do you make of it?” Raines asked.

“Hard to say. But something hit the floor with real velocity. Could be a bullet, could be something else.”

“Something else, like what?”

Gideon stood, brushing the dust from his fingers. “Something that shouldn’t have been here in the first place.”

They left the office, descending the marble stairs as uniformed officers whispered behind them. Outside the ropes, the museum gleamed sterile under fluorescent light. The gala’s debris — champagne corks, brochures, a broken pearl clasp — told its own small story of glamour gone sour.

At the far end of the hall, a woman waited — Lydia Crane, wrapped in a gray shawl, her eyes red-rimmed but dry. Grief had turned her elegant stillness into something almost brittle.

Raines gestured. “Mrs. Crane, this is Vincent Gideon. And Isabelle Marchand. They’re consultants.”

“Consultants,” she repeated, voice steady but thin. “Not detectives?”

“Sometimes one, sometimes both,” Gideon said. “Depends on who’s asking.”

She studied him for a moment, then looked past him toward the office door. “He was proud of that exhibit,” she whispered. “Said it would be his legacy.”

“Did he have any enemies?” Isabelle asked softly.

Lydia gave a small, humorless laugh. “Anyone who succeeds in this town has enemies. Some just hide it behind philanthropy.”

“Can you think of anyone specific?” Gideon pressed.

Her hand tightened on her shawl. “There was tension on the board. Arguments about insurance, authenticity, and how the diamond was acquired. Thomas said it was all nonsense — that the Shadow Diamond was meant to come home.”

“Home from where?” Isabelle asked.

“Afghanistan,” Lydia said. “Recovered by soldiers after a raid. He said the museum was the only proper place for it.”

Raines looked sharply at Gideon. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yeah,” Gideon muttered. “That ‘provenance’ is just a polite word for stolen goods.”

Lydia’s chin lifted. “My husband wasn’t a thief.”

“No,” Gideon said evenly. “But maybe someone around him was.”

She looked away, silent, and for a heartbeat, the only sound was rain pounding the skylight.

Isabelle stepped closer, voice gentler. “Mrs. Crane, when did you last see him alive?”

“Last night. Around ten. He said he needed to check on something in his office. He told me to enjoy the party, that he’d join me for one last dance.” Her lip trembled, the words faltering. “He never came back.”

Raines placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find out who did this, ma’am, I promise you.”

Gideon nodded, though his mind had already begun mapping timelines and motives. “Did your husband mention anyone he planned to meet after the gala?”

“No,” she said. “But someone did call him earlier. He stepped outside to take it. I remember because he looked... troubled.”

“Did you hear a name?”

She hesitated. “No. But Thomas said something strange when he came back.”

“What did he say?”

“That debts were finally coming due.”

Outside, the storm had settled into a relentless drizzle. Streetlights painted long, pale streaks over the wet cobblestones. Gideon stood under the museum’s stone archway, collar up, staring out toward the harbor where fog blurred the edges of the city. Isabelle joined him, umbrella in hand, the rain tapping like fingertips overhead.

“Debt,” she said quietly. “That word keeps coming up.”

Gideon nodded. “Money or blood. Always one of the two.”

“You think Raines dragged us here because of a diamond?”

“No,” Gideon said. “He dragged us here because of what that diamond bought.”

She tilted her head. “You mean guilt?”

He looked at her then — really looked, his reflection caught in her dark eyes. “Yeah,” he said. “And guilt’s a currency that never loses value.”

A flash of lightning stitched the clouds above the harbor, illuminating the museum’s façade and their faces — one weary, one searching, both too stubborn to walk away.

They drove through the drizzle toward the Vendue, the narrow streets of Charleston wrapping around them like a secret whispered too often. Gideon’s rental sedan rolled past centuries-old houses leaning with history, iron balconies wet with rain, lanterns flickering like ghosts that refused to rest. Isabelle sat quietly beside him, her gaze following the blurred reflection of headlights in puddles.

She finally broke the silence. “You know what I hate about Charleston?”

He glanced at her. “Only one thing?”

She smirked faintly. “It’s beautiful. It makes you forget how cruel it can be.”

Gideon gave a slight nod, chewing on another peppermint. “Beauty’s always the best disguise. Ask any killer.”

She turned toward him, brow lifted. “You’ve used that line before.”

“I recycle the good ones,” he lightly laughed.

The wipers clicked, steady as a metronome. In the dim wash of the dashboard lights, Isabelle could see the creases near his eyes deepened with fatigue. She knew he hadn’t really slept since Raines’s call. When he worked a case, the world vanished around him — he could live on coffee, adrenaline, and guilt for days.

“You miss it,” she said softly.

He didn’t look at her. “Miss what?”

“The chase. The moment before everything falls apart.”

He chuckled without humor. “You say that like I ever stopped.”

The museum came back into view as they circled the block — its facade glistening under the rain, police lights painting it red and blue. Raines stood under an awning, speaking to a uniformed officer. Gideon parked, stepped out into the drizzle, and slipped his hands into his coat pockets.

Raines looked up. “You two heading out?”

“Not yet,” Gideon said. “Thought we’d take a look at the footage.”

“Good luck,” Raines grunted. “IT’s still trying to unscramble the damn thing. Power outage corrupted half the files.”

“Mind if I take a peek anyway?”

Raines shrugged. “Be my guest. But don’t expect miracles.”

Inside the security office, a young tech scrolled through glitching screens. The footage jittered — flashes of people in tuxedos, the gleam of chandeliers, then static. Gideon leaned over his shoulder. “Rewind to about ten thirty.”

The man complied. The video showed the empty hallway outside Crane’s office. The clock at the bottom flickered. For a few seconds, nothing. Then — a shape. Faint, almost transparent. A shadow sliding across the polished floor.

“Freeze it,” Gideon said.

The image froze, distorted by digital noise. It looked like the silhouette of a man wearing gloves, moving quickly toward the curator’s door.

“Jesus,” the tech whispered. “That wasn’t there before.”

Gideon squinted. The figure reached the office door, paused, then vanished into static.

“Rerun it,” he said.

Same flicker, same ghost of motion — then gone.

Isabelle folded her arms. “No face, no features, no chance.”

“Still,” Gideon murmured, “it’s something.”

Raines crossed his arms. “You think it’s our guy?”

“Or our girl,” Isabelle said. “That’s not exactly a linebacker’s build.”

Gideon’s eyes stayed on the screen. “Whoever it is, they knew where the cameras were. Stayed just outside the frame until the storm cut the power. That’s planning.”

“Inside job?” Raines asked.

Gideon nodded slowly. “Feels like one.”

The storm outside gave a deep, hollow growl that seemed to vibrate through the floor. Rain hammered the windows, each drop sharp as glass. Isabelle brushed a wet strand of hair from her cheek. “If it’s an inside job, then someone at that gala knew exactly when to strike.”

“And how to vanish,” Gideon added.

Raines exhaled, rubbing his temples. “Hell. This case already stinks like money and old favors.”

Gideon smiled faintly. “That’s Charleston for you.”

They left the museum close to midnight. The rain had finally eased, but the air was thick with the smell of wet brick and magnolia. Streetlamps shimmered across puddles like fractured mirrors.

Isabelle linked her arm through Gideon’s as they walked toward the car. “You’re quiet.”

“Thinking,” he said.

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

He smiled faintly. “You ever notice how the dead never get the last word?”

She looked up at him, curious. “What do you mean?”

He pulled the car keys from his pocket. “Everyone else keeps talking for them — the cops, the reporters, the ones who loved them. The dead just... fade out.”

Isabelle stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Then maybe that’s our job — to make sure they’re heard.”

He met her eyes, the faint glow of a streetlight catching in them. “You always have to make it sound noble, don’t you?”

“It’s called balance,” she said, smiling. “You provide the cynicism; I supply the hope.”

He opened the car door for her, shaking his head. “Hell of a partnership.”

As they climbed in, a sleek black SUV idled across the street, its headlights dimmed. Gideon noticed it only in the mirror — motionless, waiting.

He started the engine. “We’ve got company.”

Isabelle turned. “Someone watching?”

“Yep. But they’re good at it.”

The SUV’s lights flared suddenly, and it eased into traffic, disappearing into the rain-slick night. Gideon waited a beat, then followed at a distance.

“You sure this is smart?” Isabelle asked.

“No,” Gideon said, a smile ghosting his lips. “That’s what makes it fun.”

They tailed the vehicle through narrow streets until it turned sharply toward the waterfront and vanished into the maze of alleys near the market. Gideon slowed, searching for taillights that weren’t there.

“Lost them,” he muttered.

Isabelle sighed. “You were hoping they’d lead us somewhere.”

“Yeah,” he said, biting down on his peppermint. “And now I’ve got more questions than I started with.”

He parked along the wharf, the car engine ticking softly as it cooled. Beyond the windshield, the harbor lights shimmered like scattered diamonds on the water.

Isabelle leaned back in her seat, watching the reflection of those lights flicker across his face. “You really think this has to do with what happened overseas?”

He stared out at the water. “If the diamond came from a battlefield, then someone brought home more than they should’ve.”

“And now?” she asked.

He looked at her, eyes dark and certain. “Now, they’re paying for it.”

The wind carried the faint toll of a ship’s bell from the harbor, distant but clear — a warning or an omen, neither of them could tell.

The next morning broke humid and heavy, sunlight bleeding through the gauze of fog that hung over Charleston Harbor. The museum loomed pale against the mist, its flag limp, its secrets intact. Gideon stood at the rail of the pier, a cup of coffee cooling in his hand, staring out at a shrimp boat dragging nets through the murky water.

Isabelle approached quietly, two croissants wrapped in napkins. “You didn’t sleep.”

“Didn’t need to.”

She passed him one, tearing off a piece for herself. “That’s a lie.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But it’s polite company for the truth.”

They watched the sunlight slide across the water in silence for a moment. The world looked calm, but Gideon had learned long ago that calm meant someone somewhere was holding their breath.

Finally, Isabelle said, “You think the woman in the SUV was Lydia Crane’s assistant?”

“Could be. Or someone who wants us to think that.”

“Why follow us?”

“To see what we’d find before they did.” He took a bite of a croissant and grimaced. “Too sweet.”

“That’s because it’s French,” she teased. “Not everything needs to taste like peppermints and regret.”

He smirked. “You’ve got a way with poetry.”

She leaned on the railing beside him, the breeze catching her hair. “You know what’s strange, Vince? Last night, when you looked at that broken glass on the floor... You looked almost haunted.”

“Old memories,” he said. “You can’t dig up the past without a few ghosts climbing out for air.”

“Was it like this before?”

He met her eyes. “Worse.”

Before she could ask, Raines’s voice boomed across the pier. “Morning, lovebirds! You two planning to help me or just enjoy the scenery?”

Isabelle smiled. “We multitask.”

Raines joined them, holding a folder thick with reports. “Autopsy’s in. Crane died from a single round to the chest. .38 caliber, close range. Powder burns on his shirt mean whoever pulled the trigger was standing damn near arm’s length.”

Gideon’s expression hardened. “Execution, not accident.”

“Yep. No gun, though. Scene’s clean.”

“What about prints?” Isabelle asked.

Raines shook his head. “Plenty. None useful. Everyone and their grandmother touched something in that office during the gala.”

“Any surveillance on the side entrances?”

“Nothing. Power outage cut half the feed. Whoever did this knew the timing — knew the gaps.”

Gideon turned back toward the harbor, eyes narrowing. “Inside help. Has to be.”

“Maybe,” Raines said. “But right now, the mayor wants a press release that says the police have everything under control.”

“Do you?” Isabelle asked.

Raines chuckled darkly. “Hell no. That’s why I called him.” He jerked his head toward Gideon. “You always did love the smell of bullshit in the morning.”

Gideon grinned. “Beats the perfume of politics.”

By noon, they were back inside the museum. The janitors had cleaned the marble floors and scrubbed away the blood. But death left a residue you couldn’t bleach out — the kind that clung to the air.

Isabelle wandered near the exhibit room, tracing a finger along the velvet rope that once guarded the Shadow Diamond. “Look at this,” she said, pointing to a faint smudge on the plexiglass cover. “Glove print.”

“Crime lab already missed it?” Gideon asked.

“Maybe they thought it was old. But the angle’s strange — like someone lifted the cover from below.”

He crouched to see. The hinges beneath were slightly bent, and there were stress marks along the frame. “Someone tampered with this before the gala.”

Isabelle straightened. “That means the theft wasn’t spontaneous. They planned it.”

“And used the murder as a distraction.”

“Exactly.”

He rose, pocketing a peppermint and glancing around the polished gallery. “Then our thief wasn’t after money. They were after time.”

“Time?”

He nodded. “The kind you need to walk out clean before anyone notices.”

Raines entered the room, holding his phone. “Got something you’ll want to hear,” he said. “One of my detectives traced a missing crate from the loading dock last night — labeled ‘Glass Samples.’ Supposedly shipped out during the storm.”

Gideon’s jaw tensed. “Destination?”

“Warehouse down near East Bay. Belongs to a guy named Rhodes — Nathaniel Rhodes. Wealthy donor. Part-time art collector, full-time pain in the ass.”

“I’ve heard the name,” Isabelle said. “Wasn’t he on the museum’s board?”

Raines nodded. “And a close friend of Crane’s, at least until last month. Word is, they had a falling out.”

“What about?” Gideon asked.

“No one knows. However, rumor has it that Crane wanted to remove the diamond from display. Rhodes threatened to pull funding if he did.”

Gideon whistled softly. “Nothing like a little blood with your philanthropy.”

Raines pocketed his phone. “You think Rhodes had a motive?”

“Motive, money, opportunity.” Gideon’s voice dropped low. “I’d say that’s a pretty good start.”

Isabelle observed him. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

He smiled, weary but alive. “Enjoying might not be the word. But it’s good to remember what I’m still good at.”

Raines clapped him on the shoulder. “Then put it to work. I’ll set up a warrant for that warehouse.”

As the chief walked off, Isabelle leaned closer. “You trust him?”

“Raines? Yeah. But I don’t trust the system he works for.”

“Then it’s a good thing you work outside it.”

He looked at her, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You know, you almost make that sound romantic.”

“It is,” she said softly. “Every time you take on a case like this, it’s your heart on the line, not just your name.”

He studied her for a long moment, the space between them thick with quiet understanding. “You always did see too much,” he said finally.

She smiled. “That’s why you keep me around.”

“Well, not only that...” his smile widened.

“Vincent James,” she lightly swatted him on the shoulder.

He couldn’t argue. Outside, thunder rumbled again over the harbor, and the museum lights flickered once more. Somewhere in the distance, a gull cried — sharp, fleeting, like laughter carried away by wind.

By the time dusk spilled across the harbor, Charleston’s skyline glowed like burnished gold beneath a bruised sky. The museum lights blinked alive again, and the air turned thick with humidity and secrets. Gideon and Isabelle stood near the fountain outside, steam rising from the wet pavement as if the city itself were exhaling.

“I can’t stop thinking about that crate,” Isabelle said, watching a pelican dive through the mist. “Glass samples? Who ships glass in a thunderstorm?”

“Someone who wants cover,” Gideon replied. “Rain’s the best alibi there is. Washes away prints, tracks, and second thoughts.”

She turned to face him. “And guilt?”

He popped another peppermint and smiled faintly. “Not that lucky.”

Their phones buzzed almost in unison. Raines again.

“I’ve got something,” his voice barked over the line. “Warehouse on East Bay. We cracked it open. You’re gonna want to see this.”

They arrived fifteen minutes later. The warehouse loomed like an unmarked tomb — corrugated metal walls, puddles shimmering beneath sodium lights, a single police cruiser parked out front. Inside, the smell hit first — salt, oil, and something older, mustier, like forgotten paper.

Raines stood beside a stack of crates, clipboard in hand. “Take a look,” he said, nodding toward one in particular.

Gideon flipped the lid. Inside lay shredded newspaper, packing straw, and... glass. Not sheets, but fragments — cut panes, some smooth, others jagged, each labeled with museum tags.

Isabelle frowned. “So it really is glass.”

“Sort of,” Raines said. “But check the invoice.”

He handed her a folded document. The company name at the top reads Rhodes Restoration, Ltd.

Gideon’s eyes narrowed. “That smug bastard.”

“Who?” Isabelle asked.

“Nathaniel Rhodes. He owns half the historic homes downtown. Likes his name etched in marble plaques and museum wings.” He looked back into the crate. “This wasn’t just glass. These were display panels from the gala exhibit — switched out.”

“Switched out for what?”

“Probably nothing,” Gideon said grimly. “That’s the trick. You replace the protective panel with identical tempered glass, maybe thinner, rig it to break easily. Looks normal until someone touches it.”

Raines crossed his arms. “You think Rhodes sabotaged his own museum?”

Gideon shook his head. “No. I think he sabotaged Crane.”

Lightning flared through the skylight, throwing their shadows against the far wall. Isabelle’s voice softened. “You think Rhodes wanted the diamond?”

“I think he already had it,” Gideon replied. “And Crane was the only thing in his way.”

Raines exhaled, long and low. “You planning to tell me how you come up with this stuff, or just keep making me look slow?”

Gideon smiled. “Habit.”

Isabelle ran her fingers along the edge of another crate. “If Rhodes had the diamond, why kill Crane? He could’ve taken the money and walked.”

“Because Crane changed his mind,” Gideon said. “He probably told Rhodes he was pulling the exhibit, maybe even turning over the diamond to the government or military archives. That meant Rhodes’s secret deal went up in smoke.”

“And Crane paid the price.”

Raines kicked the floor lightly. “You can’t prove that yet.”

“No,” Gideon admitted. “But we can rattle the cage.”

Later that night, the three of them sat at a corner table in a quiet bar near the Battery — the kind of place with too much wood paneling and too few tourists. The lights were low, the bourbon smooth, the silence comfortable. Rain tapped against the window like a metronome for tired hearts.

Raines nursed his drink. “You know, I didn’t miss this part,” he said. “The waiting. The politics. The vultures are circling before we even get the facts.”

“Then why stay?” Isabelle asked.

He smiled wearily. “Same reason you two can’t walk away. Because when you’re good at something, it doesn’t feel right to quit.”

Gideon studied the amber swirl in his glass. “Sometimes I think the problem isn’t quitting — it’s knowing when to stop looking.”

Isabelle brushed his hand beneath the table. “You never stop looking, Vince. That’s what keeps you human.”

“Humans are overrated.”

“Tell that to the ghosts,” she said softly.

He looked up at her then, and for a moment, the noise of the bar faded into the steady hum of memory. She was the only person who could still pull him out of the darkness, and she knew it.

Raines cleared his throat, pulling them both back. “So what’s next?”

Gideon leaned back in his chair. “We pay Rhodes a visit. Polite first, then persuasive.”

Raines grinned. “That’s the Gideon I remember.”

The bartender refilled their glasses, and lightning flashed again over the harbor. Outside, the tide pressed against the seawall, whispering secrets only the dead could hear.

Gideon raised his glass slightly, the corner of his mouth curling. “To old ghosts,” he said.

Isabelle clinked her glass against his. “And new truths.”

They drank, and somewhere beyond the storm, the city exhaled — unaware that its most precious treasure had become a curse all over again.
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Chapter 2:  The Scene of the Crime 
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Morning sunlight bled through a haze of gray clouds when Gideon and Isabelle pulled up to the Charleston Harbor Museum again. The police tape had come down, but the place still felt bruised — like a stage where the curtain had fallen mid-performance. The smell of bleach drifted faintly from the open doors, mingling with the salt air from the harbor.

Gideon parked by the curb and killed the engine. “You ever notice,” he said, “how crime scenes look smaller in daylight?”

Isabelle adjusted her sunglasses. “That’s because lies like the dark. Truth gets claustrophobic when you shine a light on it.”

He smiled faintly. “You should start writing fortune cookies.”

“I did once,” she said, smirking. “Got fired for being too honest.”

They climbed the steps and entered the marble lobby. The echo of their footsteps carried like whispers in a cathedral. The gala banners still hung half-wilted, their gold lettering streaked with humidity. A janitor mopped near the entrance, nodding to them with the look of someone who’d seen too much and said too little.

The curator’s office door was open now, yellow tape hanging limp. Gideon paused at the threshold, taking in the faint metallic tang that still clung to the air. The desk was bare except for a single photograph turned face down. He lifted it carefully — a picture of Thomas Crane and Nathaniel Rhodes shaking hands at last year’s fundraising gala. Both men were smiling, both wearing the same brand of arrogance.

“Friends once,” Isabelle murmured, stepping closer.

“Maybe,” Gideon said. “But those smiles? That’s not friendship. That’s ownership.”

He set the photo down and crouched beside the marble floor where the cracks still spidered outward. The maintenance crew had filled the hole, but faint lines remained, branching like veins. “They fixed the floor fast,” he said.

“Too fast,” Isabelle replied. “Someone’s worried about optics.”

He ran a fingertip over the seam. “Yeah. And guilty consciences clean better than bleach.”

Raines arrived just then, the heavy door creaking behind him. His trench coat was gone, replaced by a pressed shirt, and a coffee stain was visible near the pocket. “You two look like you’re casing the joint for a sequel.”

“We’re trying to figure out who rewrote the first act,” Gideon said.

Raines handed him a file folder. “Security feed analysis came in. We’ve got power fluctuations between 9:47 and 10:12 p.m. — same time the curator was likely shot.”

“Any backup?”

Raines shook his head. “The digital system’s toast. We’re lucky we pulled that shadow clip before it corrupted completely.”

Isabelle flipped through the folder. “Who signed off on the installation?”

“Rhodes’s foundation. They funded the upgrade.”

Gideon exhaled, leaning against the desk. “Of course they did. Control the cameras, control the story.”

Raines crossed his arms. “You think Rhodes had the cameras looped?”

“Not looped,” Gideon said. “Timed. Enough static and flicker to make it look like a storm glitch.”

Isabelle looked toward the window where the harbor glimmered faintly through streaks of rain. “If Rhodes did this, he’s confident. Too confident. Men like that don’t leave loose ends.”

“Except dead ones, Isabelle,” Gideon muttered.

Raines eyed him. “You planning to talk to him today?”

Gideon nodded. “Before he has a chance to lawyer up or throw another gala.”

“Careful,” Raines warned. “Rhodes has friends in high places.”

“So did Crane,” Gideon said. “Didn’t help him much.”

They left the office and walked down the east corridor, where portraits of donors lined the wall — old Charleston names gilded in bronze. The air-conditioning hummed faintly overhead, but the humidity still pressed close, sticky and oppressive. Isabelle stopped in front of one portrait — Nathaniel Rhodes in a tuxedo, his smile polished and perfect, one hand resting on a marble balustrade like a man who’d already conquered the world.

“He looks proud,” she said.

“Pride’s just vanity with better posture,” Gideon replied. “I’ve seen that face before — on men who think they can buy redemption.”

Isabelle tilted her head, studying the plaque beneath the painting. “The Rhodes Wing of Colonial Antiquities, dedicated to preserving the treasures of an empire.”

“Funny,” Gideon said. “The empire keeps losing its treasures.”

They moved toward the main exhibit hall, where the Shadow Diamond had once glimmered beneath its spotlight. Now the stand sat empty, roped off, a hollow center to a story still unfolding. Isabelle stepped closer, the soles of her heels echoing softly. “You ever feel like some objects carry their own gravity?”

“Yeah,” Gideon said. “And people always get crushed orbiting too close.”

A young officer approached, nervous and damp around the collar. “Detective Gideon? Chief said you might want to see this.” He handed over a small evidence bag. Inside lay a torn corner of parchment, smeared faintly with blood.

“Where’d you find it?” Gideon asked.

“Behind the radiator in the curator’s office. Maintenance guy spotted it this morning.”

Gideon turned the bag under the light. The writing was faint but visible — a fragment of a sentence: ‘...the stone pays its debts.’

Isabelle’s eyes widened. “Same phrase as the note in the wine glass.”

“Yeah,” Gideon said softly. “And debts always have a collector.”

Raines frowned. “You think this was a message?”

“Or a warning,” Gideon replied. “Either way, someone wanted Crane to know the bill was due.”

The silence that followed felt heavier than the heat. Gideon slipped the evidence bag into his coat and glanced toward the harbor through the tall glass doors. The tide had risen high, lapping against the pier, restless and gray.

“Where to now?” Isabelle asked.

He straightened, his tone quiet but confident. “We go find the man who signs the checks.”

Nathaniel Rhodes’s estate sat on the Battery, facing the sea like an aging monarch — proud, immaculate, and quietly dangerous. The mansion was a study in old Charleston money: wrought-iron gates, brick walls veined with ivy, magnolia trees arching over a stone drive slick from the morning rain. Gideon parked beside the fountain and killed the engine.

“Subtle,” Isabelle muttered, eyeing the marble lions flanking the stairs.

“Yeah,” Gideon said. “Nothing says ‘I’m innocent’ like living in a museum of yourself.”

They climbed the steps, their reflections flickering in the massive glass doors. A butler opened before they could knock — tall, thin, and expressionless. “Mr. Rhodes is expecting you,” he said.

“Good,” Gideon replied. “Saves me the trouble of breaking in.”

The butler blinked, unsure if he was joking. Gideon wasn’t.

Inside, the house smelled of cigar smoke and polish. Portraits of stern ancestors lined the hallway. At the far end, a door stood open to a study with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the harbor. Nathaniel Rhodes waited behind an oak desk, his smile as composed as a man who’d already rehearsed every word he planned to say.

“Mr. Gideon,” he said smoothly. “And Ms. Marchand. Charleston’s been buzzing since your arrival.”

Isabelle didn’t correct him. She had kept her maiden name, but it should have been Mrs. Marchand.

“I’m flattered,” Gideon continued. “Though I prefer to arrive quietly.”

Rhodes gestured toward the chairs opposite him. “Please. Sit. Bourbon?”

“No, thanks,” Isabelle said.

“I’ll pass,” Gideon added, unwrapping a peppermint. “Doctor’s orders.”

Rhodes poured himself a drink anyway, his cufflinks winking in the light. “I assume this is about poor Thomas. Tragic business. We were close, you know.”

“Close enough to threaten him?” Gideon asked.

Rhodes’s smile didn’t falter, but the ice clinked a little louder in his glass. “You’ve been talking to Chief Raines, I see. He has a gift for dramatics.”

“Just facts,” Gideon said. “You and Crane argued about the Shadow Diamond.”

“Every curator argues with his board,” Rhodes replied. “It’s part of the dance. He wanted to remove the exhibit before the gala. I convinced him otherwise.”

“Convinced or coerced?” Isabelle asked, leaning forward slightly.

Rhodes gave a soft laugh. “You make it sound sinister. I reminded him that patrons like myself expect a return on investment.”

“And when he stopped listening?” Gideon pressed.

Rhodes took a sip of bourbon, his eyes never leaving Gideon’s. “Then he made a mistake. We all do. But murder?” He shook his head. “Come now. You can’t possibly think I’m that unimaginative.”

Gideon studied him — the controlled gestures, the faint tension in the jaw. “You’re not imaginative,” he said quietly. “You’re practical. There’s a difference.”

Rhodes’s tone cooled. “If you’ve come here to accuse me, at least have the courtesy to bring evidence.”

“Oh, we’ll find it,” Gideon said. “You just seem like the kind of man who gets nervous when he’s not the smartest person in the room.”

That earned the first crack in Rhodes’s composure. His gaze hardened. “Careful, Mr. Gideon. Charleston forgives many sins. Insolence isn’t one of them.”

“Neither is murder.”

Isabelle stood, smooth and unhurried. “We appreciate your time, Mr. Rhodes. If you think of anything that might help us find the person who killed your ‘friend,’ you know where to reach us.”

Rhodes’s smile returned, brittle as glass. “I’ll be sure to do that.”

As they turned to leave, he added, “Oh, and Gideon? Don’t go digging too deep. This city buries what it doesn’t want found.”

Outside, the humidity hit them like a wall. Gideon exhaled hard, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Friendly guy.”

“He’s hiding something,” Isabelle said.

“Yeah. His pulse.”

They walked down the steps, the fountain burbling behind them. A delivery truck rumbled by on the street, splashing water over the curb. Gideon glanced back at the house — a shadow moved across the second-story window, gone as quick as it appeared.

“You see that?” he asked.

Isabelle followed his gaze. “Someone’s watching.”

“Probably the staff,” he muttered. “Or maybe our host just doesn’t like goodbyes.”

They climbed into the car, shutting the doors against the oppressive heat. Isabelle turned down the visor mirror, checking her hair, her reflection taut with thought. “He’s too calm. Even guilty men get nervous when they’re under suspicion.”

“He’s not guilty yet,” Gideon said, starting the engine. “He’s careful. Men like Rhodes don’t sweat — they delegate.”

She turned toward him. “You think he’s pulling strings?”

“I think he’s holding them,” Gideon replied. “And somewhere, one of them’s wrapped around the diamond.”

He turned onto East Bay Street, traffic heavy with tourists and locals pretending the city hadn’t just woken to a murder. The air shimmered with heat. Boats bobbed at the docks like restless thoughts.

Isabelle broke the silence first. “You notice the photo in his study?”

“Which one?”

“The one behind his desk — him and Crane with the diamond between them. Looked recent. The date on the frame said ‘Founders’ Gala.’ That’s the night of the murder.”

Gideon frowned. “That photo wasn’t in the museum.”

“Exactly. Because he took it down.”

He glanced at her, admiring the sharp edge of her intuition. “You’d make a hell of a detective.”

She smiled. “I already am.”

He grinned despite himself, then turned serious. “Let’s stop by the docks. Raines mentioned a missing shipment — crates off-loaded during the storm. If Rhodes moved the diamond, that’s where it started.”

The car curved south toward the harbor. Gulls wheeled overhead, and the briny air thickened. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rolled again, low and ominous. Gideon reached for another peppermint and muttered, “Charleston sure knows how to set a mood.”

Isabelle looked out at the gray water and whispered, “Or a warning.”

The Charleston docks smelled of diesel and rain, the air heavy with the brine of the incoming tide. Rusted cranes stood like metal sentinels over the wharf, their cables swaying lazily in the humid wind. Gideon parked near a row of stacked shipping containers, the car tires crunching over gravel slick with puddles.

A handful of dockhands loitered near a corrugated warehouse, smoking and talking in low voices. One of them—a wiry man with tattooed arms and a cigarette balanced between two fingers—watched as Gideon and Isabelle approached.

“Morning,” Gideon said. “You working the night of the storm?”

The man exhaled a stream of smoke and gave a slow nod. “Depends who’s asking.”

“Vincent Gideon. Consultant with Charleston PD. This is Ms. Marchand.”

The man smirked. “You don’t look like cops.”

“We’re the polite kind,” Isabelle said, smiling. “The ones who ask before they ruin your day.”

That earned a small laugh. “All right, then. Yeah, I was here. Long shift. Wind damn near took the roof off.”

“Any shipments come in late?” Gideon asked. “After hours?”

The dockhand scratched his neck. “A couple. We got a call to offload some crates from a private charter. Came in from Beaufort, I think. No manifest, no ID on the cargo. Just a label said ‘Glass Samples.’”

Gideon exchanged a glance with Isabelle. “You remember who gave the order?”

“Some guy in a suit. Didn’t talk much. Paid in cash, told us to keep our mouths shut. Guess that part didn’t stick.”

“Did you see what was inside the crates?” Isabelle asked.

The man shook his head. “Nah. They were sealed tight. But heavy—too heavy for glass. Felt like stone.”

Gideon’s jaw tightened. “Stone?”

“Yeah. One of my guys dropped his end. We heard something clink. Didn’t sound like glass to me.”

“Where’d they take them?”

He gestured toward a line of storage units further down the dock. “That way. Unit thirty-seven. Haven’t seen anyone near it since.”

Gideon slipped him a twenty. “Appreciate your time.”

The dockhand grinned. “Tell your polite cop friend she can come back anytime.”

“Careful,” Isabelle said with a wink. “You might end up as evidence.”

They walked off toward the row of units, rain beginning to spit from the clouds again. The steel doors gleamed with condensation, their numbers faded in white paint. Unit thirty-seven sat at the far end, padlocked, a dark smear of mud at the base where someone’s boots had lingered too long.

Gideon crouched beside the lock, running a finger over the metal. “Brand new. Probably replaced after the drop.”

“Think our friend Rhodes owns this one, too?” Isabelle asked.

“Wouldn’t surprise me. But let’s not wait for a warrant this time.”

He drew a thin metal tool from his coat pocket—an old habit he never quite abandoned. The lock gave after a minute, snapping with a soft metallic sigh.

Inside, the air was stale and cool. The unit was small, lined with wooden crates. Some were empty, their lids pried open and stacked neatly in the corner. Others remained sealed, marked only by faded shipping numbers.

Isabelle swept her flashlight across the space. “Looks like someone cleaned house.”

“Or just left in a hurry,” Gideon said. He stepped deeper into the unit and knelt beside an overturned crate. Something glittered faintly beneath the debris—a shard of glass no bigger than a coin.

He picked it up, holding it to the light. The edge caught a faint black sheen, like smoke trapped inside crystal.

“Not glass,” he murmured. “Diamond fragment.”

Isabelle frowned. “From the Shadow Diamond?”

“Maybe. Or a decoy meant to confuse whoever came looking.”

He turned the fragment over in his fingers, its fractured face reflecting a distorted image of the two of them—blurred, ghostlike. “Either way, it’s the first solid link between Crane’s office and these docks.”

Isabelle crouched beside him. “So what’s the play?”

He pocketed the fragment. “We keep pulling the thread. Raines said Rhodes had storage property on this side of town. If he’s smart, he’s keeping the real prize somewhere far less obvious.”

A soft thud echoed from outside. Isabelle froze. “You hear that?”

Gideon held up a hand. Another sound followed—the scrape of a boot on wet concrete.

He moved silently toward the door, pistol drawn from his holster. Outside, the drizzle thickened into rain, drumming steadily against the steel roofs. A figure darted between containers, quick and deliberate.

“Hey!” Gideon shouted, stepping into the open. The figure bolted.

“Dammit!” He gave chase, boots splashing through puddles, the air thick with the smell of diesel. The runner slipped past a stack of crates and vanished into the maze of the dockyard.

Isabelle sprinted after him, calling out, “Vince, stop!”

He rounded a corner—and nearly collided with a forklift parked at an angle. The runner was gone. Only the echo of footsteps remained, fading toward the water.

Gideon stood there, chest heaving, rain plastering his shirt to his back. “Son of a bitch!”

Isabelle caught up, breath quick but calm. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, scanning the shadows. “He knew the layout. Not a random thief. Someone who’s been here before.”

She looked past him toward the end of the pier, where the fog swallowed the horizon. “You think it was Rhodes’s guy?”

“Could be,” Gideon said. “Or someone trying to clean up his mess.”

“Either way,” she said, “they know we’re getting close.”

He nodded slowly, wiping rain from his eyes. “Then let’s give them something to worry about.”

The storm returned that night like a promise unkept. Wind rattled the shutters of Gideon’s rented townhouse in the French Quarter, the kind of old Charleston home where the floorboards creaked like they had something to confess. Isabelle sat at the kitchen table with a steaming cup of tea, her laptop open to a map of the harbor district. Gideon stood at the window, watching the rain come down in ribbons, his reflection fractured across the glass.

“We scared someone off,” Isabelle said, her tone half-proud, half-wary. “They wouldn’t have been at that dock if it weren’t connected.”

“Yeah,” Gideon murmured. “But the question is—were they guarding something, or taking something away?”

She clicked open another window, pulling up the shipping records they’d lifted from Raines’s files. “According to this, three shipments arrived under Rhodes’s foundation account this month. All labeled as museum restoration materials.”

“Let me guess—one of them during the storm.”

“Exactly. The night Crane died.”

He turned from the window, crossing to stand behind her. “Rhodes moves the diamond through his own donation channels, hides it under the guise of preservation. Neat trick. The city applauds him while he launders stolen history.”

“Until Crane threatened to expose him.”

Gideon nodded slowly. “And Rhodes did what men like him always do—he buried the problem before it buried him.”

Lightning flared, and the room lit up in white for an instant. Isabelle jumped slightly. He noticed. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said quickly. “I just—storms make me feel trapped.”

He smiled faintly. “Funny. They make me feel alive.”

“You would say that.”

He reached over and closed her laptop gently. “You’ve been staring at that screen for two hours. Come on. Walk with me.”

“Vince, it’s pouring.”

“Yeah. That’s why it’s quiet.”

She sighed but followed him to the covered balcony that overlooked the narrow street below. The air smelled of wet magnolia and old wood. Somewhere down the block, a jazz saxophone played from an open window, faint but steady — like a heartbeat.

They stood there for a while without saying a word. The world seemed to shrink to the rhythm of rain and breath.

Isabelle broke the silence. “You really think you can get Rhodes to slip up?”

Gideon chuckled softly. “Everyone slips eventually. Pride’s got a shorter fuse than guilt.”

She turned to face him, her expression softening. “You ever worry about what chasing people like him does to you?”

He looked at her, eyes dark and tired. “Every day.”

The thunder rolled again, long and low. When he spoke, his voice was quieter. “But if I stop chasing them, I start becoming them. That’s the line, Isabelle. Once you stop giving a damn, you’re just another bastard trying to cash in on the dark.”

She reached out and brushed a raindrop from his cheek. “Then don’t lose the part of you that still gives a damn.”

He caught her hand, held it for a heartbeat longer than necessary, then let go. “You’re good at reminding me who I am.”

“Someone has to,” she said softly.

The doorbell rang. Both turned.

“Expecting anyone?” Isabelle asked.

“No,” Gideon said, his tone sharpening.

He moved to the door, unlatched it, and opened just enough to see a man standing on the porch — soaked to the bone, hair plastered against his forehead. He looked terrified.

“You, Gideon?” the man stammered.

“Who’s asking?”

“Name’s Reggie Mason. I work in security at the museum. I—Jesus, they’ll kill me if they know I came.”

Gideon stepped aside. “Get in before you drown.”

Reggie stumbled inside, dripping onto the hardwood. Isabelle handed him a towel, and a look of suspicion crossed his face. “Who’s ‘they’?”

Reggie wiped his face, shaking. “You didn’t hear this from me. The cameras... those feeds you were looking at? They weren’t just glitched. They were erased — overwritten on purpose.”

“By who?” Gideon asked.

“I don’t know, but Rhodes’s assistant came in that night after the storm hit. She told us to reroute the backup drives to her office for ‘safekeeping.’ Next morning, she was gone.”

“Name?”

“Caroline Marks. Been with him for years. Handles all his travel and donations. She left town two days ago. Caught a flight to Nassau.”

Isabelle frowned. “Offshore. Perfect.”

Reggie’s hands trembled as he ran them through his hair. “Look, I just wanted to do the right thing, okay? I’ve got a wife. A kid. You can’t drag me into this.”

“You’re already in it,” Gideon said. “But you just did something good, Reggie. Something decent. I’ll make sure you and your family stay clear.”

Reggie looked at him — seeing not just authority, but something steadier. “You mean that?”

“Every word.”

The man nodded, still pale, and hurried out into the rain.

When the door closed, Isabelle turned to Gideon. “So now we’ve got a missing assistant, an offshore flight, and a ghost diamond that’s already changing hands.”

He leaned against the doorframe, peppermint rolling between his teeth. “And a man who pretends he’s untouchable.”

“Rhodes?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Let’s see how he handles a little turbulence.”

Isabelle crossed her arms, lightning flaring behind her through the window. “You’re planning something reckless.”
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