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Chapter 1
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Rita Crundwell sat at her desk, fingers drumming a staccato on the mahogany. The city's financial records sprawled before her, columns of numbers whispering secrets only she could hear. Her gaze sharpened, zeroing in on the figures that danced like marionettes waiting for her command.

"Thirty years," she murmured to herself, the words barely a breath. "Thirty years."

The rhythm of her tapping sped up, a metronome set to the tempo of her racing thoughts. In her mind, a voice cut through the silence, crisp and devoid of doubt.

"Deserve." The word echoed, resonating with every fiber of her being. "I deserve this."

Her eyes never wavered from the ledger, but her mind was miles away, wrapped in visions of luxury. She saw herself draped in silk, not these polyester blends that mocked her stature. She felt the weight of genuine gold around her neck, not the pinching of costume jewelry that left green marks on her skin.

"Reward," the voice continued, unyielding. "For precision. For brilliance."

She leaned back, allowing the full picture to form—the life that should be hers, the life she was claiming, piece by stolen piece. There was no room for remorse in this crystal-clear equation. Remorse was a liability, and Rita Crundwell was an asset, a necessity to the city she would bleed dry.

"Hard work." Her lips curled around the phrase as if tasting a fine wine. "Unrecognized. Unappreciated."

But soon, they would see. Not the truth, no. They would see the façade of success she would build upon their ignorance. Rita knew how to play the part, to cloth herself in confidence and competence while her bank account swelled with illicit funds.

"Patience," she whispered, the plan unfurling in her head with the elegance of a chess game reaching its denouement. "All it takes is patience."

And with that, her hands stilled, the final tap sounding a silent gavel on her decision. She turned her attention back to the ledger, the numbers now allies in her grand scheme. Her ambition was set into motion, her determination a force that would not be quelled.

Rita's fingers danced across the keyboard, the click-clack of keys punctuating the silence of her office. "Reserve Capital Development Account" appeared on the screen, each letter a deliberate echo of the city's legitimate nomenclature. Precise. Calculated. Deceptive in its familiarity.

She scrutinized the new account name, aligning it with the official accounts to the pixel. It was a ghostly twin, indistinguishable to the untrained eye—a wolf in sheep’s clothing nestled within the digital flock.

The printer hummed to life, spitting out documents that would soon be cloaked in false authenticity. Rita collected them one by one, aligning corners, examining every inch of printed text. She reached for the stamp—the seal of municipal approval—and positioned it with surgical precision. The thud of rubber against paper was final, decisive.

Now, signatures.

Her hand didn't tremble. There was no hesitation as she forged the necessary endorsements, the strokes of ink flowing from her pen like second nature. Each squiggle, each loop, was a practiced art. She knew their hands better than they did—could mimic the pressure, the flourish, the carelessness of a rushed sign-off.

Fake. Real. The lines blurred under her expert touch.

"Flawless," she muttered, holding a document up to the light. Not a smudge, not a misplaced dot. It could pass through scrutiny with the ease of truth slipping through lies. 

Rita stacked the papers neatly, her work a testament to the meticulousness of her craft. She allowed herself a moment, just a heartbeat, to admire the forgery.

"Perfect." The word was a soft exhale, a silent congratulation for a job well done.

Back to business. Her eyes narrowed, focus sharpened. She moved onto the next phase, her ambition fueling every precise action. There was no room for error, and errors were strangers to Rita Crundwell.

The cursor blinked. A field awaited input, a digital void ready to be filled with digits that would alter the trajectory of Rita Crundwell's life. She paused, savoring the precipice of the moment before her fingers danced across the keyboard—$181,000—a string of numerical potency.

"Confirm," she whispered, voice barely audible in the stillness of her office.

She clicked. The command took flight, an electronic pulse through the veins of the banking system. Her heart matched its pace, every beat a drumroll to the climax of her daring orchestration.

Transfer initiated.

She didn't flinch as the progress bar crept forward on her screen, her gaze fixed, unblinking. Seconds stretched into eternity, each one laced with the thrill of crossing a point of no return.

"Come on," she urged, a hiss between clenched teeth.

Confirmation arrived as a silent herald, a simple notification devoid of fanfare. Transaction complete.

Lean back. Breathe out. The leather of her chair embraced her, a silent accomplice to the gravity of what she had done. Her lips curled upward—one corner, then the other—a crescent moon born from dark satisfaction.

"Done," she said, the word full and rich with the weight of accomplishment. 

Rita reviewed the transaction, each detail etched in her mind, a blueprint of audacity. This was merely the beginning, the first brushstroke on a canvas of deceit that she would paint with the colors of unwavering confidence and cold precision.

"Flawless." This time, the praise echoed in the privacy of her chamber of secrets. The echo bounced off walls lined with books of figures, charts of accounts, ledgers—silent witnesses to her triumph.

"Absolutely flawless."

Rita stood, the swivel of her chair silent, deliberate. She stepped toward the window, light catching the glint of diamonds at her ears—a flash of opulence against the mundane backdrop of Dixon's skyline. The fabric of her Versace suit whispered over her skin, each thread a testament to the life she was constructing stitch by meticulous stitch.

"More," she murmured.

She envisioned the sparkle of a new necklace, the one she saw last week—platinum and sapphire, elegant, a waterfall of blue cascading down her neckline. Her reflection nodded back at her from the glass pane, affirming her choices.

"Perfect for the next event."

Her gaze shifted, picturing a pontoon boat bobbing on the serene surface of Rock River. A vessel of leisure, an emblem of success. She could almost feel the gentle rock beneath her feet, the sun warming her face as she navigated through the waterways, a captain in her own right.

"Summer nights," she sighed, "cocktails and laughter."

Envisioned soirées floated before her eyes, her future self mingling with guests, their admiration palpable. They wouldn't know the source of her wealth, only its dazzling display.

"Deserved," she convinced herself. "Earned."

The office around her faded, a mere cocoon from which she would emerge, resplendent, her ambitions unfurling like wings gilded with ill-gotten gains. Her pulse steadied, synchronizing with the rhythm of her escalating dreams. She turned away from the window, her silhouette a sharp cut against the fading light.

"Time to plan."

Rita adjusted the cuffs of her Versace blazer, each movement precise, a choreography of professionalism. She inhaled deeply, channeling the persona of the city's financial guardian, her expression set in unwavering commitment to public service. The spreadsheet before her—a tapestry of numbers and fiscal responsibility—was her stage.

"Stay sharp," she whispered to herself, her voice barely disturbing the hush of her office.

A knock at the door fractured the stillness. Rita didn't flinch. "Come in."

The door creaked open, revealing a colleague framed in the threshold, his presence unremarkable but for the intrusion.

"Rita, got a sec?" he asked, one hand on the frame, body half-leaning into the room.

"Always," Rita replied, her tone clipped yet courteous. She didn't look up from her computer screen, fingers poised above the keyboard like a pianist awaiting the conductor's cue.

"Budget revisions for next quarter; they need your sign-off."

"Leave them on the corner of my desk." Her instructions sliced through any temptation of informal banter.

"Sure thing," he said, depositing the folder with a faint slap against the polished wood. He lingered a moment longer, perhaps expecting more than her profile silhouetted by the glow of the monitor.

"Anything else?" Rita didn't turn, her eyes locked on the digital ledger that held secrets only she could see.

"Nope, that was it. Thanks." His words retreated as he backed out the door, none the wiser.

"Thank you," Rita responded, the edge of finality in her voice dismissing him completely.

With the soft click of the door closing, Rita’s shoulders relaxed fractionally. Alone again, she allowed a sliver of satisfaction to crease her lips. Her performance, flawless. Her secret, safe. The numbers on the screen beckoned, their siren song promising more—always more.

"Back to work," she murmured, her focus narrowing, her ambition sharpening, ready to carve out another piece of the world for herself.

The door clicked shut, sealing her in a cocoon of conspiracy. Rita leaned back, the leather chair embracing her like an accomplice to her triumph. She took a moment, breathing in the silence that now enveloped her office—a sanctuary for her scheming. Her heart still thrummed with adrenaline, but her mind was crystal clear.

"Perfect," she whispered to herself. The numbers on the screen hadn't changed, but their meaning had—transformed by her manipulation. $181,000, vanished into thin air and reappeared as if by magic in her carefully constructed phantom account.

Clever girl. She savored the internal applause, her ego swelling with pride. No one else could have pulled it off with such finesse. No one else would have dared. But Rita Crundwell was not just anyone. She was a master of numbers, a weaver of financial fictions.

The clock ticked—an indifferent sentinel to her inner exultation. Time marched on, oblivious to the monumental shift in her reality. Soon, very soon, she would touch what those zeroes could buy. The tangible spoils of her ingenuity.

Enough? Not even close.

Rita leaned forward, her gaze sharp, predatory. The screen glowed back at her, a canvas awaiting its artist's next stroke. More funds needed rerouting; a river of cash redirected to the ocean of her desires. The risks were mere shadows against the blazing sun of her ambition.

"More," she breathed, fingers poised above the keys. Her eyes danced over the columns of figures, over the possibilities they held. Each entry, a stepping stone to grandeur. Each subtraction, an addition to her secret life.

"Next..." She murmured, already plotting. The hunger for opulence gnawed at her, insatiable. A new transfer, another zero added to her hidden hoard. The embezzlement was an art, and she, its undaunted maestro.

"Brilliance is my currency," she affirmed, the screen’s light reflecting a spark of defiance in her eyes. The game continued, and Rita Crundwell was all in.

Rita toggled between spreadsheets, the numbers a blur of opportunity. The office was silent now, save for the hum of the computer and the distant thud of her own heartbeat. 

"Perfect," she whispered.

Her finger hovered, then clicked. Another transaction set in motion. The future unfolded in her mind's eye—crisp dollar bills, the gleam of polished chrome, the envy in their stares. 

"Undetectable," she assured herself, scrolling through the electronic ledger with surgical precision.

She stood up, stretching her arms. The chair groaned in protest—a stark contrast to the stealth of her actions. Rita paced, three steps forward, pivot, and back. Each stride measured, like the cadence of a well-rehearsed dance.

"Control," she thought. It was all about control.

The screen beckoned her return. One last glance at the figures, a final nod to her handiwork. Her reflection on the monitor stared back at her, eyes alight with secrets. 

"Tomorrow," she said, the word slicing through the stillness.

Snapping the computer shut, she turned off the lights. The darkness swallowed her office, but it could not dampen the fire within. As she locked the door behind her, the click echoed—a starting pistol in the silence.

"Game on."

Outside, the night air bit at her cheeks, a reminder of the stakes. She welcomed it, a conspirator whispering of risks and rewards.

"Ready," she affirmed to the dark.

The chapter closed, but Rita Crundwell's story had just drawn its first breath. Ahead, a path woven with deceit, each step a march toward an unknown end. The drama was set; the players, merely shadows not yet cast by her blazing trail.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




The marina gleams like a millionaire’s playground, sun bouncing off pristine decks and showroom glass. Rita walks with a purpose, each step an echo of designer heels on polished concrete, each turn of her head appraising the slick boats that nod lazily on the water. Her eyes fix on one—a pontoon like a silvery apparition—and she angles toward it, the path cleared by polite, silent salesmen in expensive shoes. The aluminum mirrors back a distorted image: Rita in sharp lines and bright reflections. A breathless, private "Yes." Next, the diamond displays, a choreography of light that spins her into the role of eager buyer. Jewelry clinks like money, like metal, like fuel for this new identity she crafts with every measured acquisition. The low hum of engine previews syncs to the quiet drumming in her chest, this thrilling rhythm of getting away with it.

Rows of sleek vessels, all waiting to be sold to ambitious dreamers, shimmer under the midday sun. They bob gently, reflections fractured in the water. Rita cuts through it all, tailored and precise, each detail of her appearance catching the light. The faint click of her heels on concrete seems to propel her forward, an assertion of confidence. A salesman notices her immediately, the kind of client they all hope for. He nods, gives a quick, acknowledging smile. Rita responds with the slightest tilt of her head, her attention never wavering from the boats. A luxury that doesn’t belong in Dixon, a testament to her audacity, a bold new trophy in the making.

“That’s a real beauty,” the salesman says, catching up to her. His voice smooth, practiced.

“Yes,” Rita replies, already two steps ahead of him. Her eyes are on the pontoon, and in that moment, it’s hers. 

The pontoon glistens, every curve like liquid metal. Rita circles it, absorbing the details: the polished aluminum, the soft seating, the powerful outboard motor that promises speed and elegance. She reaches out, fingertips grazing the rail. Its cold smoothness sends a thrilling chill up her arm. A glance over her shoulder shows the salesman waiting, the look of someone who knows when to let a customer linger. 

“Fine choice,” he says, filling the space with practiced ease. “Nothing quite like it.”

Rita straightens, turns to him. Her fingers brush against the diamond studs she picked up just yesterday, catching the light, too. “You’re holding it for me, then?” She gives him a direct look, the type that signals she won’t entertain indecision.

“Of course,” he replies, the barest hint of triumph in his voice.

She feels it like an electric pulse, this sensation of acquiring what she wants. The salesman launches into features, terms, even payment options. Rita lets him talk, offering quick nods, a short “yes” that punctuates the air like a signature. She’s thinking ahead to the next indulgence, to the next declaration of what her life will be. The salesman's assurance wraps around her, a promise of luxury delivered. 

Next, the jewelry store. A transformation of its own kind. She stands among the displays, their prisms scattering light. Her gaze is sharp, taking in every facet, every shimmer that begs for attention. The low hum of conversation forms a delicate soundtrack, soft words exchanged over serious price tags.

“Back again, I see,” one of the staff says, recognizing her, the interest in their voice unmistakable.

Rita touches the earrings, still new against her skin, the weight a comforting reminder. “You know what they say,” she replies, flashing a smile that’s both charming and assertive. “Can’t have too many.”

She drifts from case to case, her reflection mingling with diamonds, a glimmering entourage. The sales team follows her progress, quick to open cases and lay out choices. She knows her way around them, around these moments of indulgence. Her fingers trace the curve of a bracelet, the cut of a ring, the pieces practically hers before she even speaks. 

“That one,” she says, her voice clear, the decision already made in her mind. The store manager nods, signaling a transaction already understood.

Her pulse quickens, but her demeanor remains calm. She recognizes this excitement, this private dance of risk and reward. Another jewel clinks into its velvet box, another nod confirms the buy. Rita allows herself to be the woman she always claimed to be: decisive, extravagant, untouched by the worries of anyone less audacious. 

“That’s a new Versace, isn’t it?” the manager comments, eyeing the cut of her jacket. 

She offers a coy, knowing glance, enjoying the recognition. “And it’s almost out of season,” she quips, half-laughing.

The world is right in these moments, her moments. The elegance, the affluence, the unchecked opulence of it all. With each swipe of her card, each nod to the amazed staff, she molds herself into something more dazzling, more daring. She stands at the counter, the manager efficiently boxing her selections, and watches her reflection in the glass. It’s like watching another woman, one she’s just getting to know. 

More nods, more tight smiles from staff who hustle to accommodate her demands. She lifts her wrist, admiring a new piece that catches every flicker of light, every whisper of movement. It pairs well with her ring, with her earrings, with her lifestyle. This continuity of luxury she weaves around herself, tighter and more sparkling with each acquisition. The clinking of jewels, the slick of cards against registers, the promise of a life others can only imagine. 

Her movements are quick, efficient, every step out the door a victory. The salespeople exchange looks, one whispers something about their biggest day this month. She doesn’t hear them, doesn’t need to. All she hears is the sound of her own daring, a bold symphony conducted in secret. Her pulse syncs to its thrilling beat. 

Outside, the sun greets her like an accomplice. The boat waits, the jewelry is hers, and Rita Crundwell leaves with everything she wanted. More than she ever thought she’d have. Every step light, like she’s walking on air.

* * *
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A horse’s neigh shatters the air like a shot. Rita steps out of her car into the melee, the racket of a hundred voices and hooves on packed dirt. It’s a sound she loves: competition, excitement, potential. The colors, the crowd, the dust—chaos tempered by her ambitions. She walks the lines, her designer boots clocking a different beat from everyone else’s. Grooms shout over partitions, owners appraise each other’s animals. She is all sharp glances and mental notes, absorbing it, processing it. Clyde Anderson spots her, calls her over with a sharp “There’s the one with money.” They talk in clipped, quiet words by the best-looking horses at the show. His hands move like he’s explaining a winning strategy. “This is just the start,” he says, his voice pitched to her desire. She watches him with intent, each of his words a promise of more: horses, glory, money. A lot of money. 

She surveys the scene, horses like living sculptures against the churned earth. Tension and energy animate the crowd, everyone speaking over everyone else. Rita moves with practiced assurance, every polished detail of her appearance contrasting with the dusty show grounds. Competitors eye her as she passes, a mixture of curiosity and respect. It’s the same at every show: Rita Crundwell draws attention. And she loves it. 

“Hey there, Rita,” a voice calls out, half-genuine, half-jealous.

She pivots smoothly, meeting the gaze of a rival horse owner. “You’ve got a few new entries this time,” she says, the slightest challenge in her tone. Her eyes flick to a nearby stall where a horse shifts, impatient.

The owner shrugs, grinning, “None that can compete with your setup, I bet.”

A sharp laugh, Rita’s hand waving off the compliment though she knows it’s true. Her eyes are quick, taking stock of the best prospects. “That one’s got potential,” she says, nodding toward a striking bay. “Who’s the sire?”

“Out of Blue Eclipse. And you know what they paid for the breeding?”

Rita cuts him off with a confident smirk, “Too much.” She moves on before he can reply, already angling toward the next group of horses. A string of calculated decisions, one after another.

The din of the show doesn’t slow her, it propels her. Each horse, each shout from trainers, each glance from competitors fuels her drive. Her mind spins with calculations, with ambitions. The show becomes a chessboard, every horse a piece to be considered, every owner a player in the game. 

“There’s the one with money,” a familiar voice shouts over the cacophony.

Clyde Anderson. His tone as direct as ever, and Rita likes that about him. She alters her course, her steps decisive, and joins him by the corner of a stable block. “And here’s the one with experience,” she retorts, smiling. 

Clyde leans against a post, relaxed but intense. “Seen anything you like?”

She nods toward the row of immaculate animals. “Some real talent here.” Her voice drops lower, more serious, “We can build something remarkable, Clyde.”

He grunts, a pleased sound. “Already picked out a few,” he says, and she knows he means business.

They walk together along the stalls, the two of them a study in contrasts: Clyde with his practical gear and worn hat, Rita all designer sheen and calculated flair. Their eyes are the same, though—assessing, ambitious. 

“That filly’s got speed in her blood,” Clyde says, gesturing to a young mare. “But she’ll need careful handling. Time and patience.”

“Time I have,” Rita answers, meaning more than that. Money. Desire. Willpower.

“Handled right, she’ll sweep the circuit next year.”

Her nod is quick, assured. “And the gray?” she asks, pointing to a tall gelding. “He’s well put together.”

Clyde nods back, a grin spreading under his weathered face. “He’ll outclass anything he runs against.”

Rita studies him, this man who understands horses as well as she understands finance. “Then we’re set,” she says, and the finality in her tone matches the excitement she feels.
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