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			Chapter 1 

			Park Avenue

			 

			New York, a city defined by stark contrasts, pulsed with an electric edge. Its streets, filled with the vibrant energy of summer, hummed with anticipation, even as the relentless traffic drowned out the lively buzz. The crowd ebbed and flowed like a tide in a concrete sea, each surge rising and crashing with the force of grand dreams, mirroring the city’s impressive yet daunting facade.

			New York held a special place in Drew’s heart, reflecting his own world. His magnetic pull toward the city was undeniable. Having spent half his life here, it had become an integral part of his identity. It was more than just a city—it was his backyard, his playground, and the foundation of his successful dance career. Now that he called Miami home, a return to New York provided him a sense of renewal and an opportunity to reconnect with the experiences that had shaped him.

			Drew’s reverie was abruptly shattered by a chorus of catcalls and whistles. With a grin, he noted that the attention was not aimed at him but at Francy, who confidently strode along Fifth Avenue by his side.

			Wearing casual shorts and a tricolor t-shirt, she perfectly displayed a dancer’s form, her Italian beauty making even a paper bag seem alluring. Amused by the construction workers’ playful banter, she swept her long, wavy brunette hair to one side and smiled broadly, as if her smile had activated a signal that spurred an even greater outpouring of admiration from the busy laborers.“I thought that trend was outdated,” Francy teased in a slight Italian accent, casting a mischievous glance at Drew.

			“Welcome back,” he chuckled.

			Francy’s return to Manhattan brought back fond memories of her dancing days. For her, New York was a routine stop between shows—she would book a dance gig, tour for six months to a year, return to the city, and repeat the cycle.

			But this trip was different.

			“This is the address,” Drew interrupted as Francy strode ahead.

			“Here?” Francy looked up at the towering apartment building on the corner of East 60th Street and Park Avenue. “Phillip lived here?” Her eyes widened in surprise.

			A tall, imposing doorman in a long green coat, dark suit, and matching cap opened the large brass doors. He immediately positioned himself between them and the ornate art deco lobby shining behind him. “Can I help you?” he asked authoritatively.

			“Drew and Francesca here for Richard Belltone,” Drew replied, matching his tone.

			The doorman raised an eyebrow. “They’re expecting you,” he said. “Penthouse A.”

			They boarded the gilded elevator to the 35th floor. “How does a dancer afford to live here?” Francy asked, turning to Drew.

			“I recognize the name now,” Drew said, snapping his fingers as the connection hit him. “The Belltone building, the Belltone Theatre, the Belltone Art Foundation... But how are they connected to our friend Phillip?”

			The elevator doors opened into a narrow hallway with just two doors. In an instant, the door on their left swung open.

			“Drew?” a gentleman inquired.

			“Yes, Richard?” Drew answered, puzzled by the caller’s identity.

			“Oh no,” the caller replied playfully. “Jonathan Matthews. I’m the 

			Belltone’s art curator. Please, come in,” he said with a smile.

			They were met by a man in his early 60s. His jet-black hair and deep brown eyes complemented the warm, caramel tone of his skin. He carried himself with effortless charm. Standing tall with a confident posture, he moved purposefully, gesturing as he ushered them inside.

			Drew and Francy entered an expansive foyer with black and white parkee floors. A large, gold-framed mirror stared back at them on their left, while an abundant floral arrangement sat to their right on a wrought iron and glass table.

			“This way, please,” Jonathan insisted. “The Belltones are waiting for you in the living room.”

			The living room of the Belltones’ New York City penthouse was breathtaking. As they stepped inside, they found themselves in a world of pure luxury. The walls featured intricate gold leaf moldings that blended seamlessly with lavish oil paintings depicting scenes from the city’s rich history.

			A grand crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling, its soft light casting a warm glow over the carefully selected antique furniture. A plush velvet sofa, accented with elaborately embroidered pillows, served as the focal point. On either side of the sofa were matching armchairs, upholstered in rich green and beige brocade material. In one chair sat Richard Belltone; in the other, his wife Veronica.

			“Welcome to our home,” Veronica Belltone said as she slowly rose. A distinguished woman in a celestial blue and white dress and three-inch heels, she looked younger than her years as she extended her hand first to Francy, then to Drew.

			Richard Belltone followed, briskly rising from his chair to shake Drew’s hand. His reputation preceded him—a larger-than-life figure whose face Drew recognized from frequent news appearances. As the iconic head of a famous New York family, he embodied the status of a respected financier and real estate mogul, a true product of Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

			“It’s an honor, sir,” Drew responded.

			“We saw the headlines and photos in the Palm Beach Post and learned you were Phillip’s good friends,” Mrs. Belltone said excitedly.

			“When we read that you solved that terrible double murder in Miami, we knew you were the right people,” Mr. Belltone added, shaking his head. “We worked with that Miami shipping business and know the White family.”

			Drew and Francy exchanged a look.

			“I’m sorry, please have a seat,” he offered, motioning toward the sofa.

			“Such a beautiful home, Mrs. Belltone,” Francy complimented.

			“Oh please, call me Veronica. And thank you. I love decorating,” she said modestly. A woman of refined elegance, every move she made conveyed the polish of someone accustomed to the finer things in life. Yet beneath her polished exterior lay a deep sorrow.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Belltone... the right people for what?” Drew inquired as he settled onto the divan next to Francy.

			“To solve Phillip’s murder. And please, call me Richard.” He unbuttoned his fitted jacket and sat back, running one hand through his impeccably styled silver hair.

			“The police aren’t doing enough to uncover what happened to our son. We want you and your detective friends to take the case. We will spare no expense!” Veronica Belltone pleaded.

			“I did not realize Phillip was your son. He didn’t have your last name. Was he adopted?” Drew asked.

			“Phillip insisted on pursuing show business. He wanted to sing and dance,” Richard replied, shaking his head.

			“I can relate,” Drew confirmed, noting Richard’s sarcasm. His eyes slowly scanned the room. In one corner, a grand piano stood proudly, inviting anyone with a love for music to create harmonies. Drew recalled how skilled Phillip was on the piano.

			“Phillip wanted to succeed on his own terms—not merely as a Belltone. He chose to change his last name to Wright,” Veronica confessed. “I could respect that.”

			“Yes, Phillip Wright. That’s how I knew him,” Francy recalled.“Phillip always admired you because you helped him. You connected him with the right people for a dance scholarship and befriended him when he was just starting out. He never forgot that,” his mother said, tears welling in her eyes.

			Her words brought comfort to Drew. “Phillip was incredibly talented. He deserved every opportunity.”

			“We never truly realize how many lives we touch on our personal journeys,” his father added sadly.

			“Well, you’re a perfect example, sir,” Francy remarked. “Your influence is evident all over New York.”

			“Clearly, you were an inspiration to your son,” Drew smiled.

			Richard looked at Veronica and offered a subtle smile.

			“What were the circumstances surrounding his death?” Drew asked gently. “It’s important for us to know the details so we can better understand what happened and where things went wrong.”

			The conversation paused as a diminutive figure entered the room, her soft steps barely audible on the plush carpet. She was an elderly woman, short yet dignified—a reflection of many years of quiet service. Dressed in a traditional maid’s outfit, her face, marked by time, carried the wisdom of her early eighties, etched with lines that spoke of smiles and sorrows witnessed in silence. 

			“Oh, Bayya, just in time,” Veronica Belltone exclaimed. “Bayya makes the best lemonade.”

			In her hands, she balanced a tray with the poise of an experienced ballet dancer, each glass of lemony refreshment glistening through ice cubes like miniature jewels against the polished silver. She distributed the refreshments with practiced ease, her movements nearly choreographic in their precision.

			Drew noticed pockets of silver hair peeking from beneath her cap, framing her ebony complexion with hints of a once raven hue, now a dignified reminder of her years. On her finger, a blue sapphire set in a simple silver band caught the light.

			Upon reaching Richard, her soft, mellifluous voice—harmonizing with the clinking ice—asked with genuine concern if there was anything else she could provide.

			“Francesca, Drew, I’d like to introduce Bayya Jenkins. She has been with us since I was a young man,” Richard said with a warm smile. “We need nothing else, my dear.”

			Bayya offered a crooked smile and tucked her tray under her arm. Despite her age making the task more challenging, she moved diligently as she headed back to the kitchen.

			It was then that Drew began making further observations within the room. The expansive windows across from him provided a breathtaking view of the city, with floor-to-ceiling silk drapes cascading down their sides. They framed the vibrant New York skyline and the enchanting vista of Central Park, offering a picturesque backdrop to the living room.

			“Phillip was murdered in cold blood and we need to know why?” Veronica said, standing to ensure the maid was out of earshot. “The police have not offered any clues or explanations for what happened.” Her eyes filled with tears.

			“We need your help. You knew Phillip and he admired you. We can’t sleep without knowing what really happened, and we believe you and your team can solve this mystery.”

			Francy and Drew exchanged a knowing glance.

			Veronica then walked over to an ornate fireplace. The mantle was lined with family photographs and fine porcelain collectibles, showcasing the Belltones’ cherished memories. She removed a picture from the mantel and handed it to Francy.

			“This is you and Phillip,” Francy said while holding the photo and then turned to Drew.

			“I can see his attitude was much like yours,” Veronica observed. “This must be why he admired you so.”

			Drew glanced at the photo. “This was backstage at one of our shows together. Yes, I remember.” He looked closely and noticed something in Phillip’s hand, but said nothing.

			“Well then, I’m sorry to have to rehash the past, but we really need some details,” Drew said, already determined to help the family. He recalled Phillip and knew how he died. “How did Phillip die?” he asked, feigning forgetfulness. 

			“He died backstage during his performance,” Richard replied as he accepted the photograph back from Drew. “He was about to step on stage when he collapsed. The theater quickly called paramedics, but he was gone by the time they arrived.” Richard recounted the story once more, each retelling deepening his pain.

			“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Francy told Veronica.

			“The paramedics determined it was a heart attack, yet Phillip had no history of heart problems and was in excellent condition. He was a dancer, for God’s sake!” Richard slowly walked over to his desk, opened a large drawer, and retrieved an autopsy report from the hospital, handing it to Drew.

			“What makes you think it was murder?” Drew asked while flipping through the report. He noticed the letters “LX” enclosed in a circle on the last page and waited for an answer from the Belltone family.

			“He was poisoned.” Veronica slumped in her chair and burst into uncontrollable tears.

			“Poisoned?” Francy echoed.

			“I don’t see a toxicology report,” Drew observed, looking up from the papers.

			“After his body was returned from the hospital, I had a private autopsy and toxicology screening performed at the city morgue,” Richard said sternly.

			“I assume you have the capability…”

			“And the resources to perform this,” Richard interrupted. “No one will give me the final word without my own investigation.” There was a spark in his eyes, a relentless ambition that suggested this leading figure in industry was as dynamic and determined as ever.

			“Do you have a copy of this second report?” Drew asked, standing and returning the papers to Richard.

			“No!” he exclaimed. “It was sent to my work computer, but our system was breached and the report deleted. However, the examiner I hired from the city morgue, Dr. Foster, found traces of poison in his bloodstream.”

			“Did he specify the poison?” Drew pressed.

			“No. The examiner said he needed to conduct further tests.”

			“Surely the examiner, Dr. Foster—who performed the second autopsy—must have had a report?” Drew said, confused.

			“No!” Richard replied again. “Dr. Foster was murdered.”

			“And the report he sent you?”

			“It was wiped clean from his computer.” Richard sat down, sweating and appearing as if he had just run a marathon. He was mentally exhausted, drained of every reserve. “I’m at my wit’s end,” he managed to say.

			“The coroner who performed the second autopsy…”

			“Dr. Foster suffered a heart attack, just like Phillip,” he interrupted Drew. “There’s no doubt it was the same poison.”

			Francy and Drew exchanged a look of disbelief.

			“Of course, I had a detective friend on the case, but he found no evidence to support these claims. In fact, he encountered obstacles at every turn. I knew he regarded me as a crazy old man, yet I felt powerless.”

			“Sir, your artwork is all displayed in the study,” Jonathon Matthews announced from another doorway. The art curator approached Veronica Belltone, kissing her hand, then shook Richard’s hand. “Everything is pristine, sir.” His eyes met Francy’s as he turned and nodded to her and Drew.

			“Nice meeting you,” Drew said.

			Jonathon blew a kiss to the maid as he left the penthouse.

			“Do you have any suspects in mind?” Drew asked, turning to Richard.

			“Detective Jameson, who is handling the case, focused on the theatre and questioned the cast and crew of the show Phillip was in, yet he wasn’t convinced there was more than a heart attack.” He paused and looked at his wife. Finding no further evidence, he confirmed that the hospital’s autopsy had ruled Phillip’s death as a heart attack, effectively closing the case.

			“Did Phillip live here with you?” Francy asked Veronica.

			“No, he had an apartment in the West Village. He would occasionally visit us—sometimes staying overnight if it got late—but he always cherished his West Village home,” Veronica sighed.

			“Have the police investigated his apartment?” Drew asked Richard.

			“No. The investigation focused on the theatre, and Veronica didn’t want the police disturbing his apartment and making a mess.”

			“I was trying to preserve his memory,” Veronica cried.

			“Did your detective friend, Detective Jameson, visit Phillip’s apartment?” Francy asked quickly.

			“He did not.” Richard replied and then sat in the nearest chair, looking overwhelmed.

			Overwhelmed by grief and anger, Veronica collapsed into an armchair, covering her face with her hands as she wept silently.

			“We knew this would stir up pain and sorrow,” Richard consoled his wife, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. “But we want answers, don’t we, dear?”

			She paused and looked up. “I just want my son back,” she whispered.

			“We understand,” Francy interjected. “We’re going to do everything we can to help.”

			Richard attempted to steer the conversation. “Drew, if you don’t mind me asking—it takes a special person to be driven to do this kind of work. What inspired you to take this on?”

			Drew cast a subtle glance at Francy for silent encouragement. Taking a deep breath, his voice steady yet heavy with emotion, he said, “Sir, when I was a teenager, my aunt was tragically murdered in Los Angeles. Despite our efforts, her case remains unsolved.”

			Veronica’s gaze shifted toward Drew, her eyes filled with sympathy and understanding.

			“I think it has always troubled me—the helplessness I felt when I couldn’t do anything about it,” Drew said, glancing at Richard Belltone. “This drives me: the need to secure justice for others, for the justice I never received for myself.”

			Richard nodded in understanding.

			“Our recent case in Miami compelled us not only to prove our innocence but also thrust us into a situation only we could manage.”

			“That’s incredible,” Veronica said, placing her hand on Francy’s arm. “Destiny charts its course.”

			Richard rose and walked to a teak desk on the far side of the room. He bent over, opened a drawer, and retrieved a checkbook. He scribbled a number in his ledger while his wife looked on.

			He slowly straightened up and walked briskly toward his guests. “All the resources of this family are at your disposal,” Richard affirmed, handing Drew a check.

			Drew hesitated to look at the amount. He glanced down, swallowed hard, and passed the check to Francy. Her reaction was noticeably less restrained.

			“Sir, this is an obscene amount of money. We can do our best, but we can’t guarantee the results,” Francy said nervously.

			“Oh, we have great faith in all of you!” Richard affirmed.

			Richard moved to his desk and wrote down an address on a piece of notepaper. “When I said we would spare no expense, I meant it. We want answers, and we know you are invested in this case—after all, you knew Phillip and understood what kind of person he was.” Then Richard lifted his chin and approached Drew.

			“Your son was an upstanding citizen, a superb performer, and an extraordinary talent,” Drew confirmed.

			He was also inquisitive, tenacious, and exceptionally diligent. He worked tirelessly to obtain whatever he desired and fought relentlessly against injustice. Although stubborn, he could not tolerate unfairness—he always seemed to be on a crusade.

			“This is where you and your crew will be staying,” Richard said with a smile as he handed Drew the notepaper.

			Drew read the address. “The Waldorf Astoria? But sir…”“It’s Richard. Yes, we have an apartment at the Waldorf Astoria that will comfortably accommodate all of you. Although the hotel is closed for renovations, there are current residents in the building, making it centrally located and more comfortable than a typical hotel.”

			Francy, still in shock, turned and thanked the couple for their generous offer.

			“I’ll take you to Phillip’s apartment tomorrow so you can begin your investigation,” Veronica confirmed to Drew.

			“Is there any way we can access the theater to see Phillip’s dressing room?” Drew asked.

			“We’ll figure out a way,” Richard affirmed. “When will the rest of your friends arrive?”

			“They’ll be here tomorrow,” Drew replied, glancing at Francy for confirmation.

			“You can move into the Waldorf right away,” Richard said with a smile. “The building manager will give you the keys—he’s waiting for you.”

			Drew nodded to Francy, and they both stood up.

			“Listen, there’s one more thing I’d like you to do,” Mr. Belltone said in a lowered voice. “I left an envelope for you at my Central Park office; please pick it up.”

			“I will,” Drew agreed. “Again, we can’t thank you enough,” he added as he shook Richard’s hand.

			“We’ll get you answers,” Francy confirmed, kissing Veronica Belltone on the cheek.

			As Francy and Drew descended in the elevator, an overwhelming feeling washed over them. “It’s unbelievable what money can do,” Francy said, shaking her head. “I’m in complete shock.”

			“I feel so grateful for their confidence in us, yet at the same time, I feel obligated to deliver answers—it’s a precarious position to be in.”

			“We’ll put our heads together—all seven of us—and get to the bottom of this,” Francy declared proudly. “Hey, is that your phone buzzing?”

			Lost in thought, Drew ignored the phone vibrating in his bag. “Hey, it’s Detective Vincent from Miami.”

			“Drew, did you make it to New York?”

			“Detective Vincent, how are you?” Drew smiled as if his old friend could see his grin. “Yes, sir, we just spoke with the client and they really want our help.” Detective Vincent and Drew had known each other for a long time; they had grown closer during the exciting case they handled in Miami.

			“Good. I want you to talk to Detective Conor Jameson. I called the 140th Precinct, and he was the acting detective on the Belltone case. He’s an old friend and is available to speak with you now,” Detective Vincent said in his Jamaican accent.

			“Okay, so he’s aware that we’ll be working on the case?” Drew asked, uncertain how readily Jameson would provide details about Phillip’s death.

			“Well, he knows about you and your Miami case. I’m not sure he’s convinced that your team will uncover any new details, but I assured him that your lack of experience is balanced by your determination.”

			“I understand,” Drew confirmed.

			“He’s straightforward and to the point—kind of like you. But he’s a bit more hard-boiled, a real straight shooter. So, go in there knowing exactly what you want to ask,” Detective Vincent advised.

			Drew nodded in agreement. “I understand,” he repeated.

			“Despite his gruff exterior, I’ve seen a glimmer of compassion in his eyes when interacting with victims or witnesses. I’m speaking frankly with you,” Detective Vincent stated without any sugarcoating.

			Drew began to question whether it was a wise decision.

			“Jameson is a man of few words, but each is carefully chosen and reflects his unwavering commitment to seeking justice in the city he loves.” Drew recognized the relaxed tone in Detective Vincent’s voice; he trusted his friend.

			“Alright, Detective Vincent, I appreciate your candor,” Drew said, thanking him before hanging up.

			“That sounds promising,” Francy said with a slight smile.

			They walked briskly down Park Avenue, completely engaged in conversation about the new case. Unbeknownst to them, a black Mercedes had been tailing them for several blocks.

			Drew felt a prickling unease. When he looked back, he saw a suspicious vehicle quietly approaching and pulling alongside them, as if it had been following unnoticed. With a subtle gesture, he grasped Francy’s arm and brought them to a stop.

			“What is it?” she asked, slowly turning to look at him with one eye.

			“Black car on my left,” Drew replied.

			She glanced over his shoulder and noticed the polished gleam of the vehicle’s tinted windows. After a quick check of the street sign, she whispered, “Take a right here. It’s 52nd Street. It runs east—one way, so they can’t follow us.”

			“Smart,” Drew replied. “Even numbered streets run east!” Their hearts raced as they carefully planned their escape route, making split-second decisions to confuse their pursuer.

			“Maybe we’re just being paranoid?” Francy asked as they continued moving. They crossed three blocks of Madison Avenue, then turned west onto 49th Street. Believing they might have lost their tail, they stopped to catch their breath.

			Suddenly, Drew caught sight of the black Mercedes, intent on catching up. They stood frozen, realizing their earlier suspicions might have been true. The Mercedes screeched as it accelerated and maneuvered through traffic, racing toward them as if tracking every move. Gripped by fear, they understood that their lives were in peril. Without warning, they watched as the tinted driver’s side window lowered, revealing a glint of metal.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 

			South Street Seaport

			 

			Two bullets were fired in quick succession, their sharp sounds reverberating off the surrounding buildings. The projectiles sped through the air, aimed with deadly precision at Drew and Francy, who dove for cover behind a parked car.

			Adrenaline surged through their veins. They ran down the street as though floating. “Look,” Drew pointed, “The Waldorf Astoria.”

			“We shouldn’t go in there. Then they’ll know where we’re staying,” Francy yelled.

			“Come on… I have an idea,” Drew urged her.

			They sprinted to the corner of 49th Street and Park Avenue and then up another two blocks, hoping their rapid movements would lead them away from the pursuer stalking them.

			At the center of the block, St. Bartholomew’s Church rose impressively. As they approached, its massive dome—crowned by a gold cross—caught the sunlight, glowing against the New York City skyline.

			“Let’s hide in here,” Drew suggested.

			The vast interior of the cathedral became their refuge. The thick stone walls were adorned with detailed patterns and carvings. The stained-glass windows cast a shifting array of colors, bathing the space in a warm, inviting light. They collapsed into one of the pews.

			“We should be okay here,” Drew said, panting. His lungs felt as though they were ready to burst. Sweat dripped down his forehead and pooled near his eyes.

			“What’s happening?” Francy asked, looking around while trying to catch her breath. Her heart pounded like a time bomb waiting to detonate. “Could this be connected to where we just came from?”

			“That’s a fair assumption,” Drew replied as he slowly stood up. He gazed down the long aisle toward the shimmering marble altar. Gradually, his breathing steadied. “Someone seems to have anticipated our arrival. We have to be cautious about whom we share information with.”

			“Let’s start with the people we just encountered,” Francy said as she stood, still trying to steady her breathing.

			“Phillip’s parents, Veronica and Richard, Jonathan Matthews, the art curator, the doorman…” Drew rattled off the list.

			“And the maid, Bayya,” Francy added.

			“They all seem to be people determined to guide us toward answers,” Drew mused. “Maybe our path was set even before we reached their home.”

			They sat in silence, reflecting and thankful simply for being alive.

			“If Phillip uncovered something so shocking that it cost him his life, we must go back and retrace his steps,” Francy said, her gaze fixed on a radiant statue of the Virgin Mary—a sight that stirred thoughts of Phillip’s mother. “I want to get Mrs. Belltone some answers.”

			Francy’s disbelief was evident as she struggled to accept the latest news about the tragic loss of their dear friend.

			“It’s ironic—the last conversation I had with Phillip was a heated debate about life after death. He was afraid of what awaited him after he died,” Drew recalled. He glanced toward the altar while Francy slowly turned, casting a long, perplexed look in his direction.

			“Is that why he always invested his time and energy in signs and symbols?” Francy said slowly as she began to understand.

			“Yes, and how other cultures viewed death and dying,” Drew confirmed. “If he couldn’t control it, he was determined to make sense of it logically and rationally.”

			Before they knew it, the sun had disappeared through the windows, and the sacred statues cast a shadow along the center aisle.

			“I think we’ve lost them. Let’s go,” Francy exclaimed.

			They passed through the large wood and glass doors at the front of the church, searching for their attacker up and down Park Avenue. “Looks like the coast is clear.”

			They walked downtown, constantly glancing over their shoulders. A car honked in front of them, startling both of them.

			“Okay, just breathe,” Francy whispered. “It’s rush hour.”

			As they crossed the busy street, Drew caught sight of a black car. “It can’t be,” he said softly, hoping his instincts were wrong. A lump formed in his throat. He had no time to warn Francy when the driver of the Mercedes, unwilling to give up, maneuvered right past them, almost clipping Francy’s leg.

			“He’s back,” she screamed.

			Without a second to lose, Drew and Francy sprinted along Park Avenue, narrowly dodging oncoming traffic. The driver of the Mercedes screeched to a halt, causing the car to slide sideways in the middle of the street. Other drivers reacted quickly—some coming to a full stop, others just grazing the vehicle to prevent a collision. The driver rolled down the window and opened fire, the sound of bullets piercing the air.

			The crowds on the sidewalk scattered in every direction—women screaming and others ducking for cover. Dodging gunfire, Drew and Francy dashed at full speed, zigzagging between pedestrians and obstacles as they ran for their lives. They crossed the median in the middle of Park Avenue while desperately searching for an escape.

			“Quick,” Drew yelled as he spotted the entrance to the Lexington Avenue subway station. Summoning their last bit of energy, they dashed toward the entrance and raced down the steps.

			They jumped over the turnstiles and ran down the platform. “Hold the doors,” Francy pleaded. With seconds to spare, they leaped onto the departing train just as the doors closed, leaving their attacker behind.

			Gasping for breath, they collapsed into the seats, their hearts pounding. Several passengers looked at them as if they had just robbed a bank. “It’s okay,” Drew gasped. “It’s all okay.”

			As the train sped away, they locked eyes, relief and triumph mingling in their expressions. It was a close call, but they had successfully evaded their dangerous pursuer.

			“That’s the first time I ever mopped the train!” Francy exclaimed with mixed emotions as she caught her breath.

			“Well, we were running for our lives,” Drew reminded her. “I’m sure the MTA would understand that we didn’t pay the fare.”

			The two sat silently as the train whizzed through the dark tunnel.

			“Are you alright?” Drew asked, studying the blank expression on Francy’s face. His skill at reading a room, understanding what others thought, and analyzing decisions was something he continually honed.

			Francy shot him a look. “I know you’re trying to read me,” she smirked. “I’m okay, really.” She leaned back in her subway seat and stretched out her legs.

			“It’s not every day you get chased by a car firing bullets at you,” Drew reminded her. “If it weren’t for the adrenaline and your dance and fitness classes in Miami, I wouldn’t have made it.” Drew did his best to reassure her.

			Francy was far from her classes. “I have my classes covered,” she replied nervously. “I told management I was going away for a work conference.” She shifted in her seat as throngs of people disembarked at 34th Street while another group merged onto the train.

			Drew lowered his voice. “Well, this definitely counts as work. Clearly, there’s some information worth killing for. Someone doesn’t want us to find it.”

			“If Phillip was killed and the independent coroner Mr. Belltone hired was also murdered, then someone is covering their tracks.” Francy’s thoughts turned back to the information Richard Belltone had shared.

			“I say we crash at our current hotel tonight and head to the Waldorf Astoria tomorrow when the team arrives.” Drew wiped the sweat from his brow and leaned back as the subway train barreled downtown, its rhythmic sway soothing his racing mind.

			***

			There was nothing more beautiful than a summer morning in New York. That beauty was not just seen—it was experienced. From the cozy confines of their hotel room, nestled near the vibrant South Street Seaport, the day’s opening scene unfolded through the expansive windows in Francy and Drew’s hotel suite. A range of soft pastels spread across the horizon, announcing the sun’s arrival.

			South Street Seaport, one of New York’s oldest historic districts, centered around where Fulton Street met The East River, with the water—a quiet guardian of the city’s slumber—reflecting the gentle hues of the awakening sky. From this viewpoint, the city seemed to pause in a moment of calm anticipation. The river shone with the promise of a new day. Boats, both small and large, began to appear along the waterway, their bows catching the first hints of the morning breeze.

			Francy and Drew made their way to a quaint café near their hotel along the cobblestone streets of the Seaport. The air was crisp and refreshing, carrying a trace of salt inland from the vast Atlantic beyond the harbor.

			“I did not sleep very well last night,” Drew confessed. “I kept thinking of what the consequences could have been.” The lingering taste of coffee on his lips suddenly shifted his mood.

			“I kept seeing that car in my nightmare with the gun protruding from the driver’s side window. It was awful,” Francy admitted.

			They sat in silence, watching the world around them.

			Over the water, the Brooklyn Bridge stretched into the growing daylight. Its renowned network of cables and stone pillars stood as a clear sign of human ingenuity and perseverance. The towers, reaching toward the sky, were outlined by golden sunbeams that revealed its intricate design.

			This was New York City at its calmest—a brief pause before the city’s heartbeat quickened. It granted them a moment of serenity before the rush of urban life resumed.

			Seated and absorbing both the roughness and refinement that gave New York its shine, Francy wiped the sleep from her eyes, removed her light sweater and stowed it in her bag before changing into a tank top and spandex shorts—ready to start the day. She downed her coffee and croissant. “I’ve resolved to move on and not dwell on yesterday’s events,” she stated matter-of-factly. “If I think too much about it, I’ll end up trapped in my own thoughts.”

			They both stared into the distance, lost in their own reflections on what might have been. Suddenly, the familiar rumble underfoot caught their attention.

			At regular morning intervals, a stream of downtrodden commuters emerged from a small opening in the sidewalk that served as the subway entrance. Most bore the marks of life’s hardships on their faces. Occasionally, a few young, determined individuals broke through the crowd, carrying an air of possibility with them. 

			Francy and Drew exchanged a knowing glance, remembering their friend Phillip.

			“That used to be us too,” Francy managed to say.

			Drew gave a somber smile and nodded.

			These morning warriors were armed with two essentials: a steaming cup of coffee and the day’s headlines. Known for its over-the-top, jaw-dropping 35-character headlines, the NY Post was a New York institution. Almost tabloid in nature, it sharply contrasted with the refined New York Time. Yet often, you’d see New Yorkers carrying the Post. Even in a digital era, things were different here. This was New York—where scandal, sensationalism, and blatant tongue-in-cheek humor always found an audience, and the Post never disappointed.

			“Well,” Drew began hesitantly, “first things first.” As he rose from his chair to start their day, he noticed a guy in his late 20s with brown, tousled hair and black-rimmed glasses racing toward them on roller blades. He swerved in and out of traffic coming off the Brooklyn Bridge, barreling in their direction. “Now, what could this be?” flashed through Drew’s mind as his body tensed for any possibility. That skater picked up speed during his chaotic descent down the off ramp, waving both hands to attract attention.

			“It’s Israel!” Drew exclaimed.

			“What? Where?” Francy asked, scanning every direction. As she did, the skater zoomed past her, tossing half of a cream cheese bagel wrapped in foil into her hands.

			“Good reflexes,” Israel called out as he circled back on his skates.

			“You expected anything less?” Drew shouted. “She’s a fitness goddess!”

			“Let me guess,” Francy said as she watched Israel perform tricks around them. “You flew in from Miami last night, hit a party in DUMBO, and decided to join us for breakfast?”

			“Why, you must be a detective, amiga.” Israel skated up and over a cement partition, pausing in a perfect fourth position like a trained professional.

			“It doesn’t take a detective to pick up on your M.O.,” Francy remarked, scrutinizing him.

			“Drew, check your text.” Israel then sat on the edge of a fire hydrant, wiping the sweat from his forehead. He pulled out his phone, and Drew scanned several messages before opening one from Israel. Drew watched a video—seemingly shot from Israel’s perspective—skating along the pedestrian walkway on the Brooklyn Bridge. “Did you record this on your phone?” Drew asked.

			Israel raised his right finger to the tip of his glasses and shifted them up and down as though they were eyebrows.

			“You recorded that footage with those Ray-Ban glasses?” Drew marveled. “You really are the gadget king. That could come in handy someday.”

			“Pretty cool, huh? AI-enhanced, wearable tech. We’re living in the moment, my friends,” Israel said as he embraced his two besties.

			They shared a history—their bond growing stronger when they united in Miami to solve the notorious case that secured their place in detective lore.

			Israel was the group’s tech-savvy whiz. His inquisitive mind was always two steps ahead, and he often voiced his thoughts, a habit that only added to his charm. 

			“That’s why we love you.” Francy smiled. “Your adventurous spirit always guides our group in the right direction.”

			“It’s a team effort,” Israel laughed.

			“Well, guess who just texted me?” Drew asked.

			“Elena and Debra,” Israel answered quickly.

			“How did you know?” Drew inquired.

			“They’re already in New York. We tried reaching out to both of you late this afternoon to check on the interview with the new client.”

			Francy wrapped her arm around Israel. “We have a story to share with you.”

			“Let’s discuss it on the way. I texted the girls to meet us at the entrance to Central Park. Mr. Belltone also has an envelope for us at his office across from the park.”

			***

			Debra stretched her arms overhead and took a deep breath. “Ahhh, New York mornings. I love them,” she said with a smile, twirling in the middle of Fifth Avenue. Her bright yellow Max Mara summer dress swirled as she spun. “My dear, Manhattan is the catwalk of the world!” she declared, strutting along the avenue like a runway model. Though small in stature, she radiated boundless energy.

			The Argentinian heiress, Debra, with a flair for drama and fashion, danced through life with the grace of a “petite ballerina” — a nickname Drew had given her in homage to her classical ballet roots. Bold and forthright, her view of life was as unique and cherished as her heart of gold, earning her the role of the group’s guardian and spirited protector. Being back in New York made her feel alive; after a successful career as a dancer in the city, the urban rhythm pulsed through her veins. She started jogging in place. “Hello? Are you awake in there?”

			Elena, still half-asleep, reluctantly pushed her Wayfarers down to the tip of her nose so Debra could see her eyes. “You have enough energy for the both of us,” she replied, plodding alongside her.

			Elena embodied a mix of charm and cleverness unique to New Yorkers. With her wholesome look, blond hair usually styled in pigtails and a radiant smile that masked her biting New York sarcasm — what Drew affectionately called her humor — she was an intriguing paradox. A jaded New Yorker, she took life with a grain of salt, accustomed as she was to its unpredictability and exaggeration; lessons learned from show business. Her singing gig at the Blue Note the night before was now her excuse. “Morning meetings are not something I enjoy scheduling.”

			“How was your show at the Blue Note last night?” Debra asked.

			“Bad sound check — great show. And a full house,” a small smile touched Elena’s lips.

			“I would have loved to come, but it was past my bedtime!”

			“Are you sure Drew wanted to meet uptown?” Elena asked. “He usually gets a nosebleed above 23rd Street.”

			“He said he had something to show us,” Debra
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