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Chapter 1

The woman who entered my office smelled of rose water and regret. Not the cheap kind of regret — the kind you buy at a drugstore. This was the regret that came with a private jet and a family history written in stolen land and leveraged buyouts. I knew the type before she even crossed my threshold. I'd spent ten years as a forensic accountant watching people like her move money the way other people moved furniture: casually, often, and without asking permission.

"You must be Maya Cross." She extended a hand that had never washed a dish. "I'm Celeste Ashworth Hughes."

I shook. Her grip was firm but brief, as if touching me too long might transfer something undesirable. I gestured to the chair across from my desk. My office wasn't much — a converted storefront in Portland's Nob Hill, secondhand furniture, a file cabinet that would not lock — but I'd learned that clients like Celeste preferred a hint of desperation in their Private Eye. It made them feel powerful.

"You said on the phone it was about your grandson," I said, sitting. "Julian." She said the name like it physically hurt. "He's been accused of stealing a family heirloom. The Wainwright Emeralds. They have been in my late husband's family for six generations." I opened my notebook. "Accused by whom?"

"The estate executor. And the police, now. Julian is troubled. He has a gambling problem. Everyone assumes he took the emeralds to pay his debts." She paused, her jaw tightening. "But he didn't. I raised that boy. He has flaws, but he is not a thief." I studied her. Late sixties, expensively preserved, the kind of face that had learned to arrange itself into whatever emotion was required. But underneath the polish, I saw something real: fear. Not of losing jewelry. Of losing Julian.

"If the police are involved, why come to a Private Eye?" "Because the police have already decided he's guilty. They are not looking for anyone else. And I need someone who understands that family and truth don't always live in the same house." That last sentence landed strangely. I filed it away. "My rate is five hundred a day plus expenses. Retainer of five thousand."

She didn't blink. She pulled a chequebook from her purse — which was actual leather, actual checks — and wrote the number without asking for references or success rates. That told me two things: she was rich enough not to care, and she was desperate enough not to shop around. "The emeralds disappeared ten days ago," she said, handing me the check. "The morning after the family's annual Foundation Gala. Julian was the last person seen leaving the study where the safe is located."

"Who else had access?" "Everyone in the family. The safe code changes monthly, but anyone with the current code could have opened it." She hesitated. "I gave it to Julian myself. For an errand. I did not know he'd — well. You see the problem." I did. Julian had means and opportunity. Motive was the question. "Where can I find him?" "He's not answering his phone. He's staying at a friend's apartment downtown — I'll write down the address. But Maya." She leaned forward, and for a moment the polished mask slipped. "If you find out he did it — if you find proof — I don't want to know. Just tell me someone else did it. Tell me anything else."

That was the moment I should have refused the case. Any halfway decent PI knows: a client who pre-selects their preferred truth is a client who will destroy you the second reality disappoints them.

But my sister's face flickered in my mind. Elena. Missing six years, two months, and eleven days. No one had ever looked for her the way Celeste was looking for Julian. I couldn't say no to that kind of love, even when it was blind. "I'll find the truth," I said. "What you do with it is up to you." She nodded, stood, and walked out. The rosewater lingered for an hour.

Chapter 2

Julian Ashworth was not what I expected. I'd pictured a trust-fund burnout with track marks and a tennis tan. Instead, the man who opened the door of a cramped studio apartment at 11 AM on a Tuesday looked like a high school English teacher who'd been laid off and then evicted. Thin, haunted, wearing a sweater with a hole in the elbow that hadn't been put there ironically.

"My grandmother sent you," he said. Not a question.

"She's worried about you." "She should be." He stepped aside, let me in. The apartment smelled like coffee and anxiety. Clothes everywhere, but neatly folded stacks — someone who was falling apart but trying to maintain the pretence of order. "You know why I'm here," I said. "The emeralds." He sat on the edge of the bed — the only seating except a broken desk chair. "I didn't take them."

"Your grandmother says you have a gambling problem." His laugh was hollow. "That's like saying the Pacific Ocean has a moisture problem. But I didn't take the emeralds. I'm not an idiot. Stealing from my own family? They'd cut me off forever. I need their money. I'm in deep, Maya — can I call you Maya? — but I'm not stupid." "Then who did?" "I don't know. Someone who wanted to frame me. Someone who knew I'd be the obvious suspect."

I watched his hands. Steady. No tells. But that didn't mean much. I'd watched a CFO embezzle twelve million dollars while maintaining eye contact and a smile. "Where were you the night of the gala?" "I was there until midnight. Then I went to a bar. The Rusty Nail on Division. I was there until two AM. Bartender knows me." "That's not an alibi. That's a drink order." He rubbed his face. "Look. I know how this looks. But I'm telling you the truth. I didn't take the emeralds. I didn't."

I believed that he believed that. But belief and truth were different zip codes. "Who else had access to the safe code besides you and your grandmother?"

"Everyone. My uncle Marcus, my aunt Penelope, my cousin Sloane. The staff — there's a butler, a chef, a house manager. The code changes monthly, but my grandmother gives it to anyone who might need to get into the study while she's travelling. Which is always."

"And the emeralds themselves — were they insured?"

He looked up sharply. "Yes. Fully. Why?" "Because insurance fraud is a classic motive." "My grandmother is worth eighty million dollars. She does not need to fake a theft." "Maybe not. But someone else might." I stood, walked to the window. The view was another building's brick wall. "I need a list of everyone who knew about the emeralds. Everyone who was at that gala. Everyone who's ever been in that study."

"That's like a hundred people." "Then you'd better start writing." He found a notebook. His hand trembled slightly as he wrote. Not guilt, I thought. Fear. The question was: fear of what? I left him with instructions not to leave town and a warning that the police would likely arrest him within the week if I didn't find another suspect. Outside, I called my contact at Portland PD, Detective Ray Navarro. We had a complicated history — I'd helped him close a money-laundering case two years ago, and he'd repaid the favour by asking me out three times and taking each rejection with slightly less grace than the last.

"Cross," he said. "You are calling about the Ashworth emeralds." "Am I that predictable?" "Celeste Ashworth Hughes is the second-largest donor to the police commissioner's re-election campaign. You think we don't know every move she makes?" He sighed. "Look, Julian did it. We've got prints in the safe, his phone geolocated at the study at 11:47 PM, and a gambling debt of two hundred and forty thousand dollars. It's open and shut."

"Prints in the safe don't mean anything if he had legitimate access. And the geolocation — that puts him at the study, not inside the safe." "Cross. Don't." "Just keep an open mind. Give me a week." A long silence. "One week. Then I file charges." I thanked him and hung up. One week to prove a rich kid innocent when all evidence pointed to his guilt. Or to prove he was lying.

Chapter 3

The Ashworth family compound sat on twenty acres outside Lake Oswego, a monstrosity of Tudor revival architecture that looked like it had been designed by someone who hated both the Tudors and revival. I arrived at 4 PM, just as the light was turning gold and false.

The butler — a man named Geoffrey who'd been with the family for thirty years and had the frozen dignity of a Buckingham Palace guard — led me to a library that contained more leather than most slaughterhouses. Celeste waited by a fireplace large enough to roast a wild boar. Beside her stood a man in his fifties with the particular posture of someone who'd been born rich and never doubted it.

"This is my son, Marcus," Celeste said. "He's the estate executor." Marcus Ashworth shook my hand like he was checking for dirt under my nails. "Mother tells me you're looking into the emeralds. I told her it's a waste of money. Julian is the thief."

"You sound certain." "I sound like someone who's bailed that boy out of trouble twelve times in the last five years. Gambling, drugs, that incident in Monaco with the escort and the yacht — Julian is a walking disaster. He needed money. He took the emeralds. Occam's razor."

"Occam's razor suggests the simplest explanation," I said. "But the simplest explanation is also usually wrong in my experience. People are complicated. Crime is complicated." Marcus's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Spoken like someone who's never had to clean up a junkie nephew's mess." "Marcus." Celeste's voice was soft but absolute. "Enough."

He stepped back, chastened but not sorry. "Fine. Ask your questions. But when you find out Julian did it, I expect you to tell the police. No more family cover-ups."

He left. The door clicked shut with expensive finality.

"Marcus has always resented Julian," Celeste said quietly. "Because Julian is my favourite. Because Julian looks like his father — my first husband, who died when Marcus was only ten. Marcus never forgave either of us for that." "Tell me about the night of the gala."

She settled into a wingback chair. "The gala is our annual fundraiser for
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