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The Honorable Arthur Pendleton (retired) was eighty-one years old, sharp as a razor, and rotting from the inside out. I could smell it on him when he entered my office not death, exactly. Something worse. The sweet, cloying scent of a man who had spent decades judging others and was now terrified of being judged himself. He wore a bespoke suit, a silk tie, and the kind of shoes that cost more than my first car. But his hands trembled. His eyes darted. His smile was a wound dressed in dentures.

"Ms. Cross," he said, extending a hand that felt like bird bones wrapped in leather. "Thank you for seeing me on such short notice." "Your assistant said it was urgent." "It is." He sat in the chair across from my desk, positioned himself carefully, like a man settling into a witness box. "Someone is draining my accounts. Slowly. Carefully. Over the last eighteen months, approximately $1.2 million has disappeared. The bank says it's authorized transactions. My accountant says it's internal theft. I say it's someone who knows my routines, my passwords, my weaknesses."

" A family member?" The question landed like a slap. Arthur's smile flickered, then reasserted itself.

"I have one son. Gregory. He's forty-seven, unemployed, and has a gambling problem that would make a Las Vegas bookie blush. He's the obvious suspect." "But you don't want me to investigate him." "I want you to find out who's stealing from me. If it's Gregory, I'all handle it internally. If it's someone else an employee, a contractor, a business associate I want you to gather evidence for prosecution." I studied him. Eighty-one years old. A lifetime on the bench. A son with a gambling problem. And a million dollars missing.

"Judge Pendleton." "Arthur, please. I'm retired."

"Arthur. I need full access to your financial records. Your personal accounts, your business accounts, your trusts. And I need a list of everyone who has access to your home, your office, your computers."

"Done." He reached into his briefcase genuine leather, monogrammed and pulled out a thick folder. "I'we prepared everything. Account numbers, statements, a list of employees and family members. I'we also taken the liberty of providing a retainer."

He slid a check across my desk. Twenty thousand dollars. More than enough. "This is generous." "I don't believe in doing things by halves, Ms. Cross. When I was on the bench, I expected thoroughness from every attorney who appeared before me. I expect the same from you." "I'm not an attorney."

"No. You're something better. You're a finder of facts. A seeker of truth. That's what I need." He stood. I stood. We shook hands again. "I'all be in touch," I said.

"See that you are. Time is of the essence." He walked to the door, paused, and turned back. " Ms. Cross one more thing. My son Gregory is not a good person. He's hurt people. He's stolen from friends. He's lied to everyone who's ever loved him. If you find out he's the one stealing from me, I don't want you to tell me. I want you to tell my attorney. Let him handle it. " "Why?" "Because I'm old. Because I'm tired. Because I don't want to look at my son and see a criminal. I want to look at him and see the boy who used to bring me coffee in chambers."

He left. The door clicked shut. I looked at the check, the folder, the ghost of rosewater and regret that still lingered in my office from cases past. Arthur Pendleton was lying. Not about the theft that was real. But about what he wanted. About what he was willing to sacrifice. I just did't know why yet.
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Gregory Pendleton lived in a studio apartment above a garage in Southeast Portland. The neighborhood was transitional craft breweries next to boarded-up storefronts, yoga studios next to pawn shops. The apartment smelled like cigarettes and defeat. He answered the door in sweatpants and a stained t-shirt, his hair unwashed, his eyes bloodshot. He was forty-seven going on sixty, with the hollowed-out look of someone who had once been handsome and had spent the last twenty years trying to erase the evidence.

"You're the PI," he said. "My father called. Told me you'd be coming." "May I come in? " "It's not much to look at. " "I'we seen worse." He stepped aside. The apartment was small a bed, a table, a television, a stack of betting slips that reached almost to the ceiling. Thousands of dollars in losing wagers, papered across every surface like wallpaper made of regret. "You know why I'm here," I said. " Someone's stealing from my father. He thinks it's me."

"Is it?" Gregory laughed. It was a bitter sound, the laugh of a man who had been accused so many times that the words had lost their meaning. "Would I be living here if I had access to my father's money? Would I be wearing these clothes? Eating ramen three times a day?" "Maybe. If you were hiding something." He sat on the edge of his bed. The springs groaned. "I stole from my father once. Ten years ago. Twenty thousand dollars. He found out. He did't press charges he was still on the bench then, could't afford the scandal. But he cut me off. No allowance. No trust fund. No inheritance unless I got clean and stayed clean."

"Did you?" "I got clean. For a while. Then I did't. Then I did again. It's a process." "Are you clean now?" " I'm sober. There's a difference." I looked around the apartment. No alcohol. No drugs. Just the betting slips thousands of them, dating back years.

"The gambling," I said. "How do you fund it?" "I work. Odd jobs. Construction, landscaping, delivery. I make enough to lose a little every week. It's not glamorous. But it's not theft." "Your father says someone has stolen $1.2 million over the last eighteen months."

Gregory's eyes widened. "That's not me. I'we never seen that kind of money. I'we never even dreamed of that kind of money." "Do you have access to his accounts?" "No. He changed all the passwords after I stole from him. I don't even know where he banks."

"Who does?" "His assistant. His accountant. His lawyer. His housekeeper. Anyone who's been in his life for the last decade." He paused. "My father has a lot of secrets, Ms. Cross. The money in't the only thing he's hiding." "What do you mean?" Gregory stood. He walked to the window, looked out at the gray Portland sky.

"My father was a judge for thirty years. He put people in prison. He ruined lives. He made enemies. But he also made friends. Powerful friends. The kind of friends who don't like being asked questions."

"Names?" "I can't. If I tell you, he'all cut me off for real. No inheritance. No second chances. I'all be dead in a year." "Gregory" "No." He turned to face me. His eyes were wet. "You want to find out who's stealing from my father? Look at his business partners. Look at the people he's done favors for. Look at the casino."

"The casino?" Gregorys face went pale. "I'we said too much." He walked to the door, opened it. "Please leave. And don't come back." I stood. I walked to the door. Before I stepped through, I turned. "One more question. Does the name 'The Ledger' mean anything to you?" Gregory's expression did't change. But his hand tightened on the door frame. "Goodbye, Ms Cross." He closed the door. I stood in the hallway, the smell of cigarettes and defeat seeping through the wood. The casino. Gregory had mentioned a casino.

Arthur Pendleton was connected to a casino. And The Ledger was connected to Arthur Pendleton.

I needed to find out how.
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The casino was called The Velvet Rail. It was located on tribal land outside Portland, which meant it operated outside state gambling laws. The building was low and long, painted the color of dried blood, with a parking lot full of SUVs and sedans and the occasional luxury car. I drove there on a Thursday afternoon, when the crowds were thin and the light was unforgiving. Inside, the casino was everything you'd expect: slot machines blinking, card tables buzzing, the smell of cigarettes and desperation. I walked to the bar, ordered a soda I did't want, and watched.

The manager on duty was a woman named Lena Kozlov—forty-five, ex-military, with the kind of face that had seen things and chosen not to forget them. I'd met her once before, on a case involving a stolen car and a bad check. She owed me a favor. "Lena," I said, sliding onto a barstool. "Maya." She did't smile. "You're not here to gamble." "I'm here to ask about a man named Arthur Pendleton." Lena's expression did't change, but her hand moved slightly reaching for something under the bar.

"Arthur is a customer. He comes in twice a month, plays poker, loses gracefully. That's all I know."

"He's also an owner." "I don't know anything about that." "Lena. I'm not here to cause trouble. I'm here to find out who's stealing from him." Lena was silent for a long time. Then she leaned forward, her voice dropping. "The Velvet Rail is owned







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
L%gaad Son's Dbt






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





