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“Some treasures are worth more than gold—and some shadows are deeper than fear.”
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  PROLOGUE

  
  










The moon hung low over Eldridge, casting pale beams of light on the sleek glass façade of the Eldridge Heights Tower. Inside, the muted sounds of city life echoed through the narrow hallways, undisturbed by the bustling horde. It was the perfect night for a heist—or so he thought. Adam had planned this job meticulously. After weeks of observing the daily routines of the building’s tenants, he was ready. Dressed in dark clothing, he moved silently through the shadows, bypassing the state-of-the-art security system with seemingly little trouble. As a maintenance man with a belt full of tools, it was easy. Lock-pick in hand, he slipped quietly into the empty penthouse, the prize: a magnificent collection of jewelry belonging to the wealthy owner, a prominent socialite well known for hosting lavish soirées. Daymian. As he crossed the threshold into the penthouse, his heart began to race with anticipation. The space was a treasure trove—golden necklaces, diamond-studded bracelets, and rare gemstones glittered under the soft glow of the ambient lights. He quickly filled a velvet bag with as much as he could carry and was about to head back to the utility stairs when he heard a faint sound. The sound grew louder, the echoes reverberating against the high ceilings. Adam froze, his eyes alert. Footsteps! Someone was returning. Adrenaline surged through him as he darted towards the laundry room door at the far end of the hall. The front door swung open. The unmistakable voice of the penthouse owner filled the air, echoing off the marble floors. “I’ll just put this in the laundry then I can rest! What a night!” Adam’s pulse quickened. He couldn’t get caught. As the voice became clearer, he spotted a laundry chute just beside him. With no time to waste, he climbed inside, pulling the heavy lid shut above him, his heart racing loudly in his chest. The chute was dark and cramped, and Adam could feel the vibrations as the housewife moved around the penthouse above. He slid down, gasping as he tumbled into the laundry room below. He hit the floor silently, landing on a pile of fresh linens. “Don’t come down here!” he whispered to himself, scanning the dimly lit room. The washing machines hummed softly, and he could hear faint voices drifting down the hallway. The laundry room held a single window that opened to a narrow ledge outside. He crept toward it, forcing the window open as quietly as he could. The cool night air rushed in, and he peeked out. Below him, the alley was dark and deserted, the perfect escape route. He heard footsteps again—a tenant, nearly home. Time was running out. Adam climbed out onto the ledge, feeling the chill of the night against his skin. He quickly attached his rappelling gear—his usual method for steep escapes—and with one hand gripping the rough brick, he double-checked his harness and lowered himself over the side. He took quick breaths as he descended, watching as the ground rushed up to meet him. He was going too fast. Needed to slow down. Suddenly, a light flicked on behind him; the tenant had entered the laundry room, sparking panic. Adam glanced back, his heart nearly stopping as he saw the silhouette moving toward the window. He had to move faster. With a twist of his body, he dropped silently, landing softly in a crouch on the asphalt below. The tenant’s voice rang out angrily, “Who left this window open?” But he didn’t wait to look; Adam sprinted toward the alley. He felt the thrill, euphoria—a rush unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He darted into the darkness of the alley, slipping through the shadows, blending perfectly, invisible beneath the cover of night. Behind him, the tenant yelled for help. Adam could hear the distant wail of sirens beginning to approach. Unperturbed, he melted into the crowd, leaving no trace of his escape.
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The shrill beeping of the alarm echoed through Sophie’s dimly lit bedroom, cutting through the morning stillness. It was relentless, a harsh reminder that the day had begun without her. She blinked her eyes open, disoriented, sunlight filtering through the half-drawn curtains, casting warm stripes across her rumpled sheets. “Ugh. Not again,” Sophie grumbled, swinging her legs over the side of the bed, her feet hitting the cool hardwood floor. As she sat there, battling the remnants of sleep that clung to her like a second skin, she checked the clock. Panic surged through her as she realized she was already late for work. “Come on, Sophie! Move!” she muttered, shaking off the last tendrils of drowsiness. Time was not on her side today. She stumbled to her closet, throwing open the doors and rummaging through her collection of button-ups and blazers. Grabbing the first outfit she could find—a navy blue blazer paired with a crisp white shirt—she quickly tossed them on, her fingers fumbling to tuck the shirt into her slacks. As she hurriedly fastened her belt, Sophie caught a whiff of something sweet wafting through the air—her leftover slice of chocolate cake, a guilty pleasure she’d stored away in the fridge. A moment of hesitation crept in, but the rumbling in her stomach won out. “Just one bite,” she promised herself jauntily, rushing to the kitchen. After a swift glance at the clock, she opened the fridge and grabbed the plate, amazed at her own disregard for kitchen decorum as she took a large bite. The rich layers of chocolate melted in her mouth, the sweetness cutting through her tension like a warm knife. Cake crumbs dusted her shirt as she hurried back to her bedroom to finish dressing. She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin, realizing she might have to live with a few lingering crumbs on her blouse for the day. Running a comb through her tousled hair, she peeked at the mirror—her brown eyes, usually sharp and focused, were still clouded with sleep, but there was no time for touchups today. She’d simply have to channel her inner detective—capable and alert, even when disheveled. With one last glance at the clock, she grabbed her handbag from the dresser and bolted toward the door. “I can’t believe I’m late!” she exclaimed, her voice echoing in the empty hallway as she slipped her shoes on, only to hastily grab her notepad and pen from the table. The day awaited her outside those familiar walls, and as she stepped into the burgeoning chaos of the world, she could almost feel the adrenaline kicking in. She was late, but she was ready to tackle whatever the day had in store.
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Detective Sophie Evans had made a name for herself as the foremost investigator in jewel thefts in Eldridge. Eldridge, known for its opulent jewelry stores and vibrant nightlife, had seen a rise in luxury heists, the most recent a daring robbery at the illustrious Radiant Stone Gallery, where the rare Blue Marquise diamond was stolen under the mask of a lavish gala. As Sophie sat in her car, her mind swirled with thoughts of the Phantom’s most recent robbery at the Gallery. The audacious heist sent ripples of alarm through the precinct; it was executed so flawlessly that it felt almost like a taunt. Directed at her and the department. He was mocking her. How could he slip past the extensive security measures they’d set up with such ease? Sophie’s determination surged as she replayed the security footage in her mind, analyzing every frame for clues. The Phantom was not just a thief; he was a mastermind who thrived on the thrill of the chase—and Sophie found herself being swept away. She wasn’t going to rest until she uncovered his patterns and dismantled his network. “I will catch you, Phantom,” she murmured to herself, resolve hardening in her chest. “You can’t keep playing this game forever.”
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The Eldridge Gemstone Gallery was a captivating place. Elegant glass displays gleamed under the soft, ambient light. Each jewel was more mesmerizing than the last, each one displaying its brilliance. From sparkling amethysts to shimmering quartz, the rich hues of deep blues and radiant reds drew the eye of the modest crowd as they flowed through the exhibit. The Phantom entered through the front door. He wore an impeccably tailored suit. It gave him an air of sophistication. To the casual observer, he looked like any other art enthusiast—dapper, attentive, but… ordinary. As he made his way through the gallery, his keen eyes darted from one display to the next, calculating the distance to his target—the Eldridge Diamond. It was an exquisite diamond necklace, and the centerpiece of the exhibition. He was close now. There–but just as he reached the nearby display, he felt someone approach. Great. It was an old woman, her silver hair was pinned neatly back, and she was clutching an oversized handbag to her chest like a lifeline. “Isn’t it just breathtaking?” she piped, her voice crackling with excitement as she gestured toward the necklace. “The curator told me it belonged to some famous actress! Can you imagine?” The Phantom turned to her with a warm smile, maintaining his composed demeanor. “Absolutely, it’s stunning,” he replied smoothly, making eye contact while doing his best to hide his irritation. “I’ve always been fascinated by the stories behind such pieces. They have
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