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Lenape City has a memory. The streets remember secrets, the skyline bears witness to corruption, and the shadows have their own loyalties.

At the heart of it all is Cassie Maddox—a rookie private investigator with a sealed juvenile record, a reluctant badge of legacy, and a stubborn moral compass. By day, she runs background checks out of her mother’s attic. By night, she follows trails no one else dares, with nothing but a secondhand camera, a burning need for justice, and a few too many people underestimating her.

Shadows of Deceit introduces readers to a noir-tinged cityscape where the truth is always buried beneath layers of power, privilege, and well-tailored lies.

Coming Soon to the Series

Book 2: Dynasty of Deceit

Book 3: Behind the Ivy

Book 4: The Tarnished Band
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⋘⟡⋙

Light snowflakes whisk over the windshield of my mid-90s Cadillac DeVille as it hits another pothole, jolting me and the camera next to me. I cringe. Six months into moonlighting as a PI while I support myself as a paralegal proves difficult.

Still, this is the most exciting case yet! Gregory Hunter is a cheating husband.

Up ahead, Mr. Hunter careens in a late 90s Toyota Sedan straight into Lenape City, a town large enough to get lost in but not so large the locals wouldn't notice when a newcomer moves into town.

Several car lengths ahead, the Toyota hooks a right on Broadway. Its driver, Gregory Hunter, has done this more than once since I started following him this afternoon when he left his offices at Lenape Savings and Loans, a few miles from the home he shares in the suburbs with his wife, Trudy Hunter. 

Maybe he's on to me, or perhaps he's just paranoid. It's too early in my investigation, but I've followed him long enough to understand his driving habits. I hit my right signal and ease into the turn, wincing as the passenger side wheel grinds against the wheel well, and my unsecured camera shifts in the front passenger seat.

My father, the great Detective Dylan Maddox, gave me this twenty-year-old white Cadillac DeVille car. "Cassie," he said when he tossed me the keys on my twentieth birthday. "You'll need a car if you're going to work at that law firm. You remember Ol' Bess. She's a real looker."

That was five years ago, and one of his many not-so-subtle hints that he wouldn't forget about my now sealed juvenile record, which comprises a series of petty thefts, one breaking and entering, and a night of joyriding with this old Cadillac when I was fifteen. All this embarrassed him and won me a reputation with the Lenape City Police Department.

As the Cadillac straightens onto Broadway, I rest my hand on the camera to keep it from sliding further. Gently used and recently purchased, this is a necessary expense, especially if I want to catch Mr. Hunter "in the act," as Mrs. Hunter called it when she hired me.

⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙

I sat across from her at an obscure diner. Trudy Hunter leaned in, eyeing me coyly. "You know, Cassie, that's what you PI types do? Catch cheating husbands in the act." A stray lock of graying hair fell over her right eye. She swiped at it, waiting for my reply.

I shifted in my seat as I put down my mug. "Mrs. Hunter, I want you to understand I've only been at this for six months. There are plenty of others who have far more experience—"

Trudy waved a hand as she cut me off. "I know that, dear. But the others are too well-known and too expensive. My husband won't recognize you."

I took a sip from my mug before responding. "Okay. But I'm not likely to capture photos of your husband bare-assed and rolling in the sack with some hot secretary. This isn't the movies."

Trudy laughed. "I understand. You'll follow him and take photos. That's what you do. Capture photos of cheating husbands with their mistresses."

⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙

If my dad had been present, he'd have laughed and told her to bugger off. But she kept her doe-eyed gaze locked on me. I could've refused, but I needed the cash, the experience, and the reference if I ever planned to go solo. Until then, my current employer, Sampson & Sampson, sponsored my license while I worked under their lead investigator. I've done plenty of investigative work, including background checks, interviews, and research. I gained limited surveillance experience, assisting a lead investigator as we followed a disgruntled ex-employee suspected of damaging property in revenge for his termination.

Conducting surveillance on a spouse suspected of infidelity is new for me. Still, it was only a matter of time before something like this would come up. That was all the excuse I needed to spend a few hundred bucks on a better zoom lens for my camera and a couple of optical attachments for my phone. When I agreed to take on the case, Trudy squealed with delight, like I'd surprised her with an early Christmas present.

If my father knew I'd accepted this job and spent a few hundred bucks on new equipment, he'd have a fit, which was one of many reasons I wouldn't let him in on my little business. He'd micromanage and criticize everything, even the things that weren't his business. I obtained my PI license a little over six months ago. I moonlighted as an independent investigator out of the finished attic of my mom's house, paying her what I could afford until I got the investigative service off the ground. Dad joked that he'd join me when he retired.

⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙

Gregory Hunter takes a left two blocks ahead. He nearly escapes, but I keep up with him. I turn left at the next street, hoping to spot him on a cross street. He drives erratically through the industrial part of the city. Still, I have seen nothing that suggests he's cheating. Maybe he is a liar, especially since this 6 p.m. outing takes him miles away from his usual route between home and work.

I doubt he's having an affair. But it's only my second day tailing him, and I haven't yet received a full background check from my best friend, Rafi Alvi.

I glance down one cross street, then another until I catch sight of the rusty rear of an old Toyota bouncing over every pothole in its path. If I turn now, he'll surely see me, and that's the last thing I want. I take the next turn, relieved that the road is smooth and my ancient car won't rattle and give me away.

My phone rings through the car speakers, thanks to Rafi, who installed a Bluetooth system for me. I activate the talk mode.

"Cassie Maddox, Private Investigative Services," I say with forced cheerfulness.

"Cassie, it's your mom," Julia Maddox says as if I wouldn't recognize her voice.

I swallow back the disappointment. "Hey, Mom. Busy right now."

"How busy can you be, Cass? You just got off work, didn't you?" Julia asks.

"No, Mom, I'm working right now," I say. "I have this case and—"

"Since you're out," Julia interrupts me. "Can you pick up some cheese and a fruit platter? I'm running around like a madwoman trying to get ready for —"

"Sure, mom," I say, cutting her off.

"Thanks, hon," Mom says. "What time do you think you'll be home?"

I turn down another street where boutique shops and ancient architecture clash with a stray warehouse better suited two blocks away in the industrial district. I spot Hunter's car parked outside the Genesee Country Club.

"Sorry, Mom! Gotta go."

I hang up just as she adds more items to the grocery list. In a sense, my mom is right. I am not currently conducting research for Sampson & Sampson. But that's only because she doesn't see Cassie Maddox, Private Investigator, as a proper job. That is one thing my parents agree upon. I sigh as I bring the Cadillac to a slow roll, searching for a parking space big enough to dock the old boat.

The Genesee Country Club is on one of Lenape City's main streets, in the heart of downtown, right on the edge of the historic district. At three stories high, the Romanesque building competes with City Hall as the tallest building in a town that is no larger than twenty-two square miles, with each square mile occupied by some three thousand people. It's not so big that the neighborhood busybody couldn't keep tabs on the out-of-towner.

I spot a parking space and squeeze in, facing the Genesee Country Club. I grab my camera and focus on the country club, zooming in on the familiar marble steps. In high school, I worked here as a server under my uncle, Alfred Maddox. I cut ties with him after he insisted he could get me on a scholarship in one of my first-pick schools. Like my dad, Uncle Alfred is well-connected, but it didn't sit well with me when I got accepted into Dartmouth. Soon thereafter, I dropped out. My uncle insisted my rejection of his offer was a personal affront to his character, and we haven't spoken since. Seeing no activity on the Genesee's steps, I set my camera down and scan the neighboring buildings.

Boutique shops and restaurants border the country club. Since I didn't see Gregory Hunter step into the country club, I can't conclude that this excursion into the city has anything to do with my uncle's business. Grabbing my phone and camera, I get out of the car, slinging the camera over my shoulder. It's time to hunker down for a stake-out in this historic town, and I know just the place.
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​Shadowy Meeting
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⋘⟡⋙

2 Beans Cafe is a geometrically shaped boutique shop serving coffee and small fare. Its pentagon shape allows me to position myself at any table and do some people-watching while I sip coffee. Plus, my childhood best friend, Lila Baker, works here.

The front door chimes as I walk into the shop and take in the nostalgic decor integrated with a modern design. At just after 6 p.m., two customers sit in leather chairs, immersed in their phones, each with a cup of coffee by their side. Behind the counter where she prepares an order, Lila glances up. She wears dark eyeliner and a streak of purple colors her layered pixie cut.

She grins and draws out her greeting, "Hey, Cassandra."

"Hey, girl," I say, dropping my things at a table catty-corner from two of the windows. I turn on my camera. Aiming it out the window while zooming in on the country club, I snap a few photos of people too busy to enter the building. Zooming out, I scan the rest of the area.

Lila plops herself in the chair across from me. She eyes the camera as I set it down. "Oh! You've gone legit? Not just background checks?"

I nod with excitement. "Plus, the new client paid in advance."

"And one step closer to your own office," Lila says.

"Maybe," I say.

"Well," Lila says, quickly glancing around and leaning in. "Guess who might be able to help you with that?"

"Really?" I say. "You got the accounting job at—"

I pause as one of Lila's coworkers glares at me.

Lila giggles. "Don't worry about her. She already knows. I start tomorrow at The Peterson Group."

I touch her streak of purple. "And this? Are they going to make you go all professional?"

Lila shrugs. "They didn't say anything. But, seriously, get your own office, or maybe we could get an apartment together."

This isn't the first time Lila mentioned rooming together.

"And don't say I'll think about it," Lila adds.

I laugh. "Yes!"

Lila's eyes widen. "Really?"

"If not now, then when?" I ask.

Lila narrows her eyes as she stands. "Girl, I'm gonna hold you to that." Her face softens. "Let me get you your coffee, Cassandra Maddox."

"Thanks," I say, glancing out the window.

Lila is the only person besides my mother who can get away with calling me Cassandra. Sometime around the age of twelve, I adopted the shorter form. But Lila knew me way before that. She is also right about my tendency to procrastinate, just as she is right when she says official police work isn't quite my thing. Somehow, though, the investigative services do suit me. Maybe it's independence that I crave.

Lila brings me the coffee. "I'd hang with you, but..." she says, nodding at a few customers coming in from the cold.

"No problem," I say, holding up my camera.

"Yeah," Lila says. "Before I go, there's this new club, Phantom Beats. We totally have to go this week to celebrate."

I grin. "This weekend?"

"Definitely," Lila says. "But we'll have to go shopping first. How about Thursday night?"

"Five-thirty?" I ask.

"See you then!" Lila says, bouncing up from her seat and returning to her post just as the door chimes to the tune of a small group of suits — men and women.

I turn my attention to my camera and the sites, zooming in on the sidewalk and scanning the area around Gregory Hunter's car. A mix of pedestrians in jeans and winter coats and others in business attire pass by, mingling with those who exit shops or businesses.

My heart skips a beat when I spot Gregory Hunter two blocks away, passing under a red awning with Chinese characters. Even though he wears a hoodie and keeps his head down, I don't miss his thick mustache and tall, athletic frame.

I gather my things and stand. "Lila, catch up with ya later!"

"For sure," she calls out as I exit.

Shouldering my way through dawdling pedestrians, I close the distance between myself and Hunter. For an athletic guy, he doesn't move fast. A block away, he turns down an alleyway. I pick up my pace and ignore the complaints of a young couple who gape at a storefront window.

I duck into the alleyway. Nearly week-old garbage immediately bombards my senses. The alleyway is the length of two city blocks, with two buildings built against each other with side rather than rear exits. Though security lights line the tops of some buildings, they create deeper and darker shadows, shrouding who knows what. I notice smashed security lights mounted on the corners of some buildings.

My heart races as I listen for signs of company—whispered voices or the splash of footsteps in day-old puddles.

Careful not to trip over a trash can lid or step in broken glass, I plod ahead, ever closer to the narrow intersection. Making myself as small as possible, I place my back against the wall and inch myself forward until I can peek around the corner. When I do, my breath catches in my chest.

Forty feet away, shrouded in the shadows of the next back alley intersection, Gregory Hunter stands, his hands shoved in his pockets. He shuffles his feet as he paces. Then, a woman, tall and lean and dressed in black, appears from his left.

My chest tightens. She could've entered this rendezvous point from any direction—hell! She could've entered from right behind me. In my haste to catch up with Hunter, I'd been careless. If my father knew, he'd surely lecture me, but that doesn't matter now. Gregory removes his hands from his pockets and faces her. The woman approaches him with ease while Gregory shifts his weight. As they speak in hushed voices, I catch an occasional snippet of their conversation: we have little time... contractors are threatening to pull out...

This isn't a meeting between lovers. From where I take up position, I strain to catch snippets of their hushed conversations. I have to get closer.
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​Eavesdropping
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⋘⟡⋙

My heart pounds in my chest as I cautiously crawl towards the edge of the building. Peeking around the corner, I duck behind a stack of crates and listen to the hushed conversation between Gregory Hunter and the woman several yards away. Their words cut through the still night air like shards of glass.

"I need those records. My employer will pull out if they don't see where the money is going," the woman demands with sharp impatience.

Gregory's voice trembles as he replies, "I understand, but if Peterson finds out I'm leaking information, I'm as good as dead."

My mind races as I realize this is more than just a simple investigation into a husband's alleged infidelity. Instead, the woman's words hint at accounting fraud, and the tremble in Gregory's voice implies more than simple hyperbole.

I discreetly adjust my camera and snap a few photos, hoping they will step out of the shadows and into the dim light where I can get a better angle of the woman. The woman's whispers hiss through the dark alleyway.

"This mess has pulled us both in too deep. The kickbacks could sink us. Just get us what we need or risk being shut out." She takes a step forward, backing Gregory against the wall. "Do you understand?"

I snap a few photos, hoping to catch a clear image of her profile in the dim light.

Gregory's back hugs the wall. "I... understand."

My chest tightens at the mention of kickbacks. They aren't the only players in this complex financial plot. But they are pawns directed by those who would risk the lives of others for monetary gain.

At best, I've landed in the middle of a financial plot. Stuck in the shadows, crouched behind a pile of old crates, while cold, damp air seeps through my jacket. Despite my instincts to end this stakeout rather than risk getting caught, I am stuck here until Gregory and this mysterious woman end their conversation.

At Hunter's mention of the name Peterson, I wonder about the connection between The Peterson Group and Lenape Savings & Loans. I'll have to ask Trudy Hunter if Gregory mentioned working with The Peterson Group. 

I shift my position and freeze at Hunter's voice.

"Someone's been snooping around. If they catch wind of this..."

My breathing quickens. The woman's cold voice cuts in.

"Make sure they don't catch wind of this. We're too close to get caught. Just do your job and keep your mouth shut."

I know I've stumbled upon something big. This isn't just a case of infidelity; it's a dangerous game of deception and greed.

Glass shatters in the distance, causing me to freeze behind the crates. Instinctively, I reach for my 9mm, a Sig, safely concealed beneath my jacket. I hold my breath, listening.

I imagine Gregory and the woman glancing in my direction while I attempt to make myself smaller. High-heeled footsteps approach.

"What is it?" Gregory asks.

The footsteps halt.

I press myself further into the shadows.

Did they hear me?

I control my breathing, knowing the slightest sound will give me away.

"We should probably call it a night," Gregory mutters, but I can hear the tension in his voice.

The woman hushes him. "Are you positive nobody followed you?" 

I curse myself for not being more careful. Amateur move, Cassie. 

"Positive," Gregory replies, with a tremor in his voice. "Look, can we wrap this up? The longer we wait here—"

"You'll leave when I say you can," the woman snaps. "About those records..."

I risk a peek around the edge of the crate.

The woman's back is to me, and I glimpse the tension in Gregory's face.

"You'll have them by the end of the week," Gregory says. "Then I'm out."

She steps towards him.

A cat screeches down another alleyway while trash cans clatter. The woman turns away from Gregory and marches down the opposite alleyway. Once alone, Gregory slips his hand into his pocket and pulls out his phone. After dialing, he puts his phone to his ear and says, "She's getting too close."

He waits.

"I understand."

Stuffing the phone back in his pocket, he heads in my direction, his eyes focusing ahead. Somehow, despite passing by just feet away, he doesn't notice me in the shadows.

I wait until a few minutes after Hunter's footsteps vanish, then I slip away. As I walk towards the streets, my mind races with the implications of what I have just witnessed. The woman in the meeting clearly presented herself as having the upper hand, yet Gregory's last phone call suggested he is merely playing the part of the woman's timid and unequal counterpart in this financial scheme.

Though my mind races with the implications of what I have just witnessed. I must be careful. I must never allow myself to be cornered like that again. Something other than an alleycat spooked the woman, and that something had an equal effect on me. Though I carry my gun most times, pulling it out in the alleyway could have had fatal consequences. But for whom?

Dad always taught me never to point a gun at a target I don't intend to destroy. Neither Hunter nor the woman presented a threat. If the woman had discovered me, I would have blown my cover, jeopardizing this case and possibly my career.

Rookie move, Cassie.

This case isn't just about catching a cheating spouse anymore—it's about blowing wide open a corrupt financial scheme right here in Lenape City. As a private investigator, I have no business pulling on this thread of corruption. I can turn this over to any detective, including my father, Detective Dylan Maddox. That would be the right move.

Besides, Trudy Hunter only needs to know that her husband is not guilty of marital infidelity. And the police need to know what I just witnessed. But will a handful of shaky pictures taken in dim lighting be enough? My limited training tells me that the police need more credible evidence before taking over the case.
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⋘⟡⋙

I park my car outside R.A. Pharmacy, a few miles away from my mother's house, feeling hopeful that the photos on my camera will sufficiently interest the police in opening an investigation. I pull out the SD card and transfer the pictures to my laptop before entering the pharmacy. Ritvik Alvi, the owner, greets me in his usual heavy accent.

"Cassie, Beta, how are you today?" he asks. "Rafi will be out soon. Can I get you anything?"

I force a smile, trying to hide the lingering tension. "Actually, this is business-related." I hold up the SD card. "And my mom wants a cheese and fruit platter."

Ritvik points. "Cheese and fruit are down aisle five," he says. He leans in closer. "How's your case going?"

"I wouldn't exactly call it a success," I reply, holding up the SD card. "I might even drop the case once these are developed."

"Too complicated?" Ritvik asks.

I let out a sigh. I've known Ritvik and his son my whole life. He is like an uncle to me, his house a haven before my parents separated. I can't lie to him. "It might be too risky."

Ritvik waves at a few customers who enter the store. "Is the payoff worth it, though?"

"I can't say for sure," I say, anticipating Ritvik's response.

"You're a smart girl," he says sincerely. "And your father can help, you know. You don't have to do this alone."

Just then, Rafi appears from behind a shelf carrying restocking items, which he sets on the counter.

"Rafi," Ritvik gestures towards me. "Cassie is here."

Rafi spins around, flashing that charming smile I used to fall for. His ebony skin matches his father's, and my heart aches at the familiar sight. "I have something for you," he says, gesturing for me to follow him to the photo center. I give his father a wave as we pass by.

As Rafi disappears behind the counter, my heart flutters with anticipation. Moments later, he reappears, holding a thin envelope in his hand. Part of me wants it to contain something meaningful, a sign that we still have hope.

"Is that it?" I ask, trying to conceal my vulnerability.

"What can I say?" he replies with a grin. "It seems your guy is clean."

I furrow my brows, unsure if I want to believe it. But I know I need to see the photos taken earlier. I hand Rafi the SD card.

"These are mostly architecture photos and people staring at their phones as they walk through town," I explain as he inserts the card into the computer. "This case isn't about catching a cheating husband. It's—" I hesitate, not wanting to reveal too much.

But Rafi's eyes light up with curiosity. "Do you need surveillance or digital tracking? You know I can do more than assist with background checks." My heart swells at the thought of working closely with Rafi.

"I know you can," I tease. "Let's see what these photos reveal. Can you have them developed by tomorrow?"

Just then, Ritvik calls for Rafi's help with a broken register. Rafi reluctantly hands over the SD card.

"I've copied the photos onto the computer. The prints will be ready tomorrow morning," Rafi promises before rushing to assist Ritvik.

A graduate of the School of Engineering, Rafi is overqualified but more than capable of fixing things in the store when they go haywire. I've worked with him several times on background checks when my caseload backed up, but that type of work pales compared to my current case. 

As realistic as I am about the investigative service industry, I know being hired to follow a man suspected of infidelity is the most exciting thing that could happen. However, this case exceeds my expectations with potential corporate sabotage and a threat to my client's husband's life.

Heading down aisle five, I pass a few moderately irate customers grumbling about equipment issues. I grab a bag of cheese and another bag of mixed fruit. That will suffice for whatever my mother is planning at the house.

The two customers ahead of me pay in cash, a habit any frequenter of this store has picked up.

After paying for my things, I say, "See you soon." As much as I try to act professional, seeing Rafi always brings back a rush of old memories and feelings that I thought were long buried.

"Wait," Ritvik interrupts. "Have you heard about the new development project? I heard they're offering a space for startup businesses."

I nod absentmindedly, my thoughts still lingering on Rafi.

"Stop by tomorrow," Rafi says as he fiddles with the register. "We can catch up."

But I can't help but imagine us working together on this case. It's what we planned when we were dating - me in the field, him providing support. And now, landing such a big case so early in my career is beyond what I could have imagined.

⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙

Reality sets in as I walk back to my car. Whoever that woman is, Gregory Hunter's life is in danger. My training and studies scream to pass this on to people more qualified than me. But what would I be passing on? A retelling of a conversation I overheard isn't hard evidence, nor are photos of a clandestine meeting in a cold, dark alleyway.

I sit in my car in the parking lot, staring at my camera's viewfinder while I scroll through the photos on the SD card. These will not be enough to build a solid case against anyone, especially not against Gregory Hunter.

I need more evidence, concrete proof that his life is truly in danger and that he is indeed being targeted by someone.

But how am I supposed to gather that? I can't follow him around 24/7 or install hidden cameras in his home. Asking him directly about the woman will only reveal my involvement in this investigation. 

Leaning back in my seat, I let out a heavy sigh. This simple case is more complicated than I thought. I can feel a headache coming on and rub my temples, hoping to stave it off.

I glance down at the viewfinder again, this time studying each photo more closely. There has to be some clue or detail that can lead me to more information. But all I can see are two shadowy figures meeting in an alleyway, their faces obscured by shadows.

I zoom in on the woman. Even in the shadows, the camera catches a scarf around her neck. With a few adjustments on my laptop back in my office attic, I can lighten the image and perhaps remove enough shadows to make out any unique markers one of the boutique shops in town can identify. I don't know how that will help, but it's a start, and it gives me hope—hope that I can do this alone with a little help from Rafi, of course.

With that bit of hope, I head home. Upon arrival, I bypass my mother, who is reading in the living room, and head upstairs.

⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙⋘⟡⋙

As I climb the narrow stairs to my attic office, the old wood creaks under my feet, echoing my growing unease. The space is small but cozy, filled with the soft glow of my desk lamp and the familiar scent of old books and coffee. I settle into my chair, the leather worn smooth from countless work hours, and boot up my computer.

The photos load slowly, each pixelated image a reminder of the gravity of what I've stumbled upon. I zoom in on the woman's scarf, adjusting the contrast and sharpness. As the image clears, I can make out a distinct pattern—intricate swirls of gold and red on a deep blue background.

My heart races. I recognize that design. It's from Lenape City's most exclusive boutique, Gilded Threads. Gilded Threads makes only a handful of those scarves each season, numbering each one. I know this because Lila and I regularly browse the store, though she and I know we can never afford such an item on our meager incomes.

I lean back in my chair, the weight of this new information settling over me. The scarf is a lead but a tenuous one at best. Gilded Threads is known for its discretion as much as its luxury goods. The likelihood of them divulging customer information, even for a numbered, limited edition item, is slim to none.

Still, I can't shake the feeling that this is important. I search the boutique's website on my laptop, scrolling through their current collection. There it is—the Midnight Whisper scarf, a stunning piece with intricate gold and red swirls on deep blue silk. Gilded Threads made ten this season, each priced at a staggering amount that makes my eyes water.

I chew on my lower lip, a habit I've never managed to break. The boutique opens at 10 a.m. tomorrow.

I glance at my watch. It's already past midnight. I have been so caught up in my investigation that I've lost track of time. The house is quiet now; my mother is likely asleep downstairs.

I lean back in my chair, stretching my arms above my head, attempting to relieve the tension in my muscles. The soft glow of my desk lamp casts long shadows across the room, making the stacks of case files and books loom larger than life. Outside, the wind whispers through the trees, a gentle reminder of the world beyond my little attic sanctuary.

My mind races with possibilities. Who is this woman in the expensive scarf? How is she connected to Gregory Hunter? And most importantly, what kind of danger is he in?

I pull out my phone, hesitating for a moment before texting Lila. Are you up for some undercover shopping tomorrow?

Her response comes almost immediately. Always! Her quick reply brings a smile to my face. Lila's enthusiasm is infectious, even through a simple text message. I can already picture her excitement at the prospect of our "undercover shopping" expedition.

Awesome! We'll go to The Gilded Threads at 10 a.m.

I place my phone down and turn back to my computer, determined to squeeze every detail from the photos before calling it a night. As I zoom in and out, adjusting contrast and shadows, the image of the alleyway takes on an almost surreal quality. The brick walls seem to pulse with hidden secrets, the shadows dancing at the edges of my vision like they are trying to tell me something. My phone dings, letting me know Lila has received and replied to my message. But that will have to wait. I lean in, knowing I am onto something.

In the corner of one frame, I notice a glint of metal. Enhancing the area reveals a partial license plate on a sleek black car parked not quite out of view. It isn't much but another breadcrumb on this increasingly complex trail. As I zoom in further, I mentally kick myself for not seeing the vehicle. Tailing Hunter and straining to hear every word between him and the woman had absorbed me too much. 

"Keep your head on a swivel, Cass," I whisper while squinting at the partial license plate.

The first numbers, still hidden in the shadows and graininess of the photo, are enough to begin my search. I scribble the numbers and letters onto a nearby notepad, my handwriting messy in my haste.

The clock on my computer screen blinks at 1:30 a.m. I rub my eyes, feeling the strain of hours spent staring at the screen. But I can't stop now, not when I'm this close to... something.

I pull up the DMV database. While using the DMV for personal investigations isn't strictly legal, I have access through my PI license. Whether this is personal or professional is a grey area. However, this is about protecting someone's life—at least, that's what I tell myself as I input the partial plate number.

The search returns hundreds of results. I groan, leaning back in my chair. It's a start, but without the make and model of the vehicle or three more numbers, I see myself at a dead-end, at least for the night.



​
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The chime above the door heralds our entry into Gilded Threads at the stroke of 10 am, a sound that resonates with our bubbling excitement. I shoot Lila a grin as the boutique unfolds before us like a treasure trove, the air thick with the scent of luxury— leather, perfume, and something else. Maybe it's just the smell of money.

"When was the last time we were here?" Lila's voice dips and rises with a musical lilt. "It's been what? Four months?"

"Something like that," I reply, my gaze sweeping over the gleaming displays. "Will you look at these?"

We pause at a rack of dresses, each an intricate work of art, their price tags intentionally discreet.

Lila reaches out, her fingertips brushing a gown's delicate beading. She laughs with a twinkle in her eye. "This would be perfect for our Thursday night out at Phantom Beats, don't you think?"

"Perfect and entirely out of budget," I say, but there's no missing the longing in my voice. We're two kids from Lenape City who've seen the rough edges of life; such opulence isn't meant for us, or so some would have us believe.

"Never hurts to try them on, Cassie," she teases, nudging me towards a dress with a plunging neckline and shimmering sequins. "Live a little."

"Imagine showing up to a stakeout in one of these," I muse, running a hand down a rich velvet blazer, its texture whisper-soft beneath my fingers. "Would certainly throw them off the scent."

"Or get you on the best-dressed investigators list," Lila chuckles, her warm and genuine laughter echoing in the vaulted space.

"Is there even such a thing?" I ask, mock seriousness masking the real threads of curiosity weaving through my mind.

"First time for everything," Lila replies, giving me an impish wink before drifting towards a display of handbags, each more exquisite than the last.

"Look at these," she calls. She gazes at various watches, each glinting under the soft lighting. "For when you finally make it big, huh?"

"Right," I laugh, though the idea invokes a pulse of pride. One day, I'll get there. One day, my father's shadow won't loom so large, either.

"Let's just enjoy the view for now," I suggest, the double weight of my aspirations and my mission here at Gilded Threads settling comfortably upon me. 

"Best view in Lenape City," Lila agrees, her arm looping through mine as we explore, our reflections dancing in the polished glass and chrome. Moments like these–simple, shared–remind me why I do what I do. For the truth, yes. But also to protect the relationships that matter most.

I weave through the aisles of Gilded Threads, each step bringing me closer to my true mark within the silk and sequins.

"Keep your eyes open for a scarf known as Midnight Whisper," I tell Lila. "It's gold and red–"

"With swirls that dance on deep blue silk," Lila finishes. "Seriously, what's with the scarf obsession?"

"Trust me, it's more than just a pretty piece of fabric," I say, focusing my watchful gaze on each display. "It's the centerpiece of design and elegance."

I'm determined to find it, not for fashion, but because it holds answers—answers worth far more than the staggering price tag dangling from its hem.

"Ooh, look at you, all detective mode," she teases, but her smile fades as I remain locked in my search. "You'll find it, Cass. If it's here, you'll spot it in no time."

"Thanks," I reply, though my gut churns with the fear that we might be too late.

As we round another immaculate corner lined with mannequins dressed in the latest Lenape City chic, Lila's sharp intake of breath catches my attention. She clutches my arm, her grip tight.

"Isn't that Dan Lutman?" Her whisper slices through the boutique's hushed ambiance, laced with an excitement I haven't heard since our high school days.

Following her gaze, I lock eyes with the familiar figure browsing a rack of designer suits. In casual clothes that do little to hide his new athletic build, Dan looks different from the lanky teenager we once knew.

"Wow, it is him," I acknowledge, surprised at how the sight of an old classmate can momentarily eclipse my single-minded pursuit. "Didn't expect to see him in a place like this."

"Let's go say hi!" Lila urges, already taking a step forward before I can react.

"Wait," I hesitate, the investigator in me whispering caution, but Lila's enthusiasm is a force unto itself. With one last glance at the surrounding finery, I let her pull me toward a past that seems both distant and suddenly present.

Stepping through the boutique's curated landscape, I trail Lila with a reluctant curiosity. She moves with a bounce in her step, and I can't help but admire her ability to draw me into this spontaneous reunion.

"Dan?" she calls out, her voice a melody of cheer.

He turns, his face lighting up with recognition. "Lila? Cassie? No way!" The surprise in his tone is genuine, a stark contrast to the calculated calmness of this place.

"How long has it been?" I ask, my voice steady but warm.

"Five, maybe six years," Dan's smile is easy and open. It's funny how time can layer someone you used to know with a veneer of unfamiliarity. "Too long. What brings you two here?"

"Shopping for a party," Lila answers, her hands flitting towards a sequined dress nearby. "And Cassie's on a mission to find some elusive scarf."

"Ah, the thrill of the hunt," he teases, crossing his arms.

"Something like that," I admit, my eyes catching a flash of deep blue silk from the corner of my eye—maybe the Midnight Whisper. But I push the thought aside, focusing on the now. "How about you? Never pegged you as the Gilded Threads type."

"Ah, well," he rubs the back of his neck, looking slightly embarrassed. "I'm on the hunt for a gift. My sister's birthday is coming up."

"Gift, you say?" Lila's eyebrows arch in surprise as she glances at Dan, her tone laced with playful incredulity. "That's quite the shopping list for a Tuesday."

"Yep," Dan agrees, scratching the back of his neck with a sheepish grin. "Got a couple of birthdays coming up in the family, and my sister always had a thing for fancy scarves. Thought I'd try my luck here."

I bite my lip, stifling a smirk. Gilded Threads isn't your run-of-the-mill gift shop. Dan's casual attire seems almost defiant against the luxurious backdrop surrounding us. It's odd that he's here, but then again, life after high school takes people on paths as unpredictable as Lenape City's winding streets.

"Of course," I nod, remembering how Dan's sister, even in high school, seemed to have a scarf for every day of the week. "So, what are you up to these days?"

"I joined the LCPD last year." Dan brushes a hand over his hair, a touch of pride in his stance.

"Wow, really?" Lila says, leaning in closer. "That's amazing!"

"Thanks." He nods, the corners of his eyes crinkling. "It's been quite the ride."

The LCPD—Lenape City Police Department. Surprise crashes over me, mingling with a sense of inevitability. "That's...unexpected," I manage, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "Have you ever run into my dad, then?"

"Your dad?" He pauses, considering. "Detective Dylan Maddox, right? Yeah, I've heard a lot about him around the precinct. Legendary status and all that. Haven't had the pleasure personally, though."

My lips curve into a half-smile, a strange cocktail of pride and distance swirling within me. "Yeah, that sounds about right."

"How about you, Cassie? What are you up to?" Dan asks.

"Private investigation," I say.

"Must be cool, following in his footsteps, sort of," Dan muses, his gaze flickering between us.

"Sort of," I say, the words tasting bittersweet.

"Anyway, I should probably get back to it. Great seeing you both," Dan says with a nod, his attention already drifting toward a colorful display of fabrics across the room.

"Likewise," I reply, while Lila waves him off with promises to catch up soon.

We watch him disappear between the racks, and for a moment, the air feels lighter, less laden with untold stories and unasked questions. Then, returning to our own search, we blend again into the silk, lace, and sequins surrounding us.

Lila's elbow nudges mine, a silent signal that draws my gaze from Dan's retreating form to the space he once occupied. "You never told me there was a history there," she whispers with a conspiratorial glint in her eye.

"History is overstating it." The words tumble out, light and dismissive. Yet, I can't help but think back to the lingering looks and hesitant invitations from Dan that had punctuated our final year of high school. A time when Rafi and I were an 'us,' and Dan's quiet interest in me became just another background hum in the cacophony of teenage drama.

"Rafi always seemed like your perfect match anyway," Lila muses. "Why'd it end? You never told me?"

I shrug. What can I say? We were immature kids who needed time. Then again, did Rafi and I ever really end? Feeling a swelling within me, I clear my throat.

"We're still friends," I say. 

"Friends, huh?" Lila nudges me. "Cassandra Maddox, you still have feelings for Rafi, right?"

Heat rushes to my face, but before I respond, a presence cuts through our reminiscing. A woman approaches, her poise and appearance embodying Gilded Threads' elegance—silver hair coiffed into a flawless chignon, a tailored suit hugging her frame with bespoke assurance, and eyes that command attention. Her presence is inseparable from the threads of fabric woven into the tapestry of this boutique.

"May I assist you, ladies?" Her smooth voice wraps around us like silk. Her name tag, discreet yet distinct against her lapel, reads "Eleanor."

"Actually, Eleanor, yes," I say, my tone matching her professionalism as I let instinct guide the conversation. "I've been tracking down a scarf—the Midnight Whisper. I heard it's exclusive to this store."

"Ah, yes, the Midnight Whisper." Eleanor's lips curl into a knowing smile as if mentioning the scarf conjures an image worthy of the piece's dramatic name. "It has been quite popular among our discerning clientele."
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