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Introduction
The city of New Orleans breathes secrets. Its narrow streets pulse with centuries-old
whispers layered thick like Spanish moss, and every shadow seems to promise a story
best left untold. For Camille Franco, these secrets have always been irresistible—luring
her from newsroom assignments to midnight stakeouts, and, more recently, into the
crosshairs of those who keep the city’s darkest truths well hidden. To Camille, the
chase for answers isn't just a job; it’s the lifeblood of her existence, sparking purpose
where others might have found only frustration.

Camille’s determination to shine light into New Orleans’ hidden corners has earned her
both respect and resentment in equal measure. Yet, in recent months, the thrill of the
hunt has dulled. Her editor, once her fiercest ally, now steers her toward deadlines
over discovery, careful reporting over bold investigation. Ever-practical, her
mother—the formidable Josephine Franco, retired detective and distant
mentor—insists Camille’s ambition will one day get her hurt. Their prickly
conversations echo with the strain of unresolved history and questions neither seems
ready to confront.

When a prominent philanthropist vanishes without a trace, the city’s newsrooms ignite
with theory and rumor. Camille senses something deeper beneath the surface:
unanswered questions, details too neatly boxed away. Her late-night research pulls
her down a labyrinthine trail, and each step forward stirs up memories of another,
colder case—a jazz musician gone missing decades before, swallowed up by the city’s
night.

As Camille digs, she brushes against names entwined with her own family’s
legacy—names that unsettle old wounds and hint at secrets carefully kept from her.
She soon learns that her mother, too, once peered into the darkness surrounding
these disappearances, and that the answers may be buried closer to home than she
ever imagined.

Her investigation draws her into the world of the Crescent Circle, a cryptic organization
with roots stretching back to post-war intrigue—the kind of shadowy society her
mother once warned her about. Crossing paths with power brokers, old enemies, and
the faded glory of New Orleans’ elite, Camille must ask herself: how much of the truth
is she willing to risk everything for? And, as the city’s vibrant façade crumbles around
her, who can she trust to stand with her at the story’s end?

In the pages ahead, secrets will surface and allegiances will shift. The mysteries of the
past refuse to stay buried, and danger waits where the gas lamps flicker. Welcome to
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Camille’s world—a city of masks, music, and revelations that could silence her forever,
or finally set her free.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows on Royal Street
The late afternoon sun, thick and buttery, dripped through the ancient live oaks on
Royal Street, mottling the cobblestones with shifting shadows. It was the kind of light
that made New Orleans feel like a half-forgotten dream, a city perpetually on the cusp
of something magical or deeply unsettling. For Camille Franco, standing on the uneven
pavement outside a meticulously restored Creole townhouse, it mostly felt unsettling.
She squinted, adjusting the strap of her worn camera bag on her shoulder, the lens
cap still on. No point in photos yet. Not until she had something concrete.

The townhouse, a vision in pale yellow with dark green shutters, was the last known
address of Malcolm LeRoux, the philanthropist whose disappearance had set the city
abuzz. LeRoux wasn't just wealthy; he was a titan of local industry, his name
synonymous with charitable trusts and ambitious urban renewal projects. His
vanishing act had left a gaping hole in the city’s upper crust, sending ripples of polite
panic through garden parties and gala committees.

Camille had been assigned the fluff piece – "City Mourns Its Missing Benefactor" – a
task she’d begrudgingly accepted from her editor, Ben Carter. Ben, bless his cynical
heart, had started seeing her more as a feature writer than the bulldog investigative
journalist she prided herself on being. "Just get the human interest angle, Camille,"
he’d droned over the phone, "the grieving socialites, the heartbroken foundation
board. We don't need another wild goose chase."

But Camille felt the familiar prickle of something else, something deeper. Malcolm
LeRoux didn’t just vanish. People like him, people with carefully curated public lives
and intricate financial webs, didn't simply evaporate like morning fog off the
Mississippi. They had too many anchors, too many connections. Her gut, a reliable
compass for trouble, told her this wasn't a simple case of a man deciding to start a
new life in Tahiti.

She checked her watch. 3:47 PM. Mrs. Evangeline LeRoux, Malcolm’s widow, was
scheduled to give a brief, pre-approved statement to the press at 4:00 PM. A tightly
controlled affair, no doubt. Camille had opted out of the scrum of microphones and
flashing lights, preferring to observe from a distance, to feel the vibrations of the
street itself. She’d learned long ago that the real story rarely unfolded under the glare
of official announcements.

A black Cadillac Escalade, polished to a mirror sheen, glided to a halt at the curb just
ahead of her. A stoic man in a dark suit emerged from the driver's side, opening the
rear door with practiced ease. Out stepped Mrs. LeRoux, a woman sculpted by wealth
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and a lifetime of carefully maintained appearances. Her silver hair was coiled into an
elegant chignon, her pearl earrings gleamed, and her face, though artfully composed,
held a tremor of genuine distress around her eyes. She clutched a delicate silk
handkerchief.

A dozen reporters, already buzzing with impatience, surged forward from behind a
hastily erected velvet rope. Microphones bristled like a metallic sea urchin, jostling for
position. The bodyguard, a veritable brick wall of a man, placed himself protectively
between Mrs. LeRoux and the hungry media. Camille stayed put, leaning against a
wrought-iron fence, a silent observer.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Mrs. LeRoux's voice was a soft, reedy whisper, amplified by a
handheld microphone offered by an aide. "I… I just want to say how profoundly
grateful my family and I are for the outpouring of support during this incredibly
difficult time." Her words were precise, rehearsed. Every syllable seemed to carry the
weight of a script.

Camille watched, not just Mrs. LeRoux, but the subtle shifts in her posture, the flicker
of her gaze. There was grief, yes, but beneath it, something else. A tension that wasn’t
entirely about loss. It was the tension of a secret held taut, a carefully constructed
façade threatening to crack.

"We continue to cooperate fully with the New Orleans Police Department," Mrs. LeRoux
continued, her eyes scanning the crowd, briefly brushing over Camille. "We have every
faith they will bring Malcolm home."

Her words were met with a flurry of shouted questions, a cacophony of speculation.
"Mrs. LeRoux, were there any threats?" "Was Mr. LeRoux involved in anything
suspicious?" "Is there a ransom demand?"

The bodyguard stepped forward, signaling the end of the brief statement. Mrs. LeRoux
was gently but firmly ushered back into the Cadillac. The reporters, frustrated,
dispersed, grumbling about uncooperative sources and empty soundbites.

Camille lingered. She pulled out her small notebook, sketching the layout of the street,
noting the angle of the sun, the specific hue of the townhouse, the number of
windows, the presence of a discreet security camera tucked beneath a second-story
balcony. Every detail was a potential clue, a fragment of the larger puzzle.

She thought about her mother, Josephine. Jo would have been here too, back in her
detective days, not for the press conference, but to walk the perimeter, to talk to the
neighbors, to sense the echoes of what had transpired. Jo always said, "The streets
remember, Camille. You just have to know how to listen."
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Listening, however, was becoming increasingly difficult with Ben breathing down her
neck about clickbait headlines and the dwindling budget for "unproductive"
investigations. Her relationship with Jo was equally fraught. Josephine Franco, a living
legend in the NOPD before her retirement, had a way of offering advice that felt more
like a thinly veiled critique. "You’re too reckless, Camille. You see conspiracies where
there’s just human stupidity."

The memory of their last phone call, a week ago, still pricked at Camille. She’d
mentioned the LeRoux case, how it felt… off. Jo had merely grunted. "Another ghost
hunt, Camille? Stick to the facts. The NOPD is handling it." The unspoken subtext, as
always, was that Camille wasn't "handling" her own career or, for that matter, her life,
according to Josephine’s rigid standards.

Camille sighed. She pushed the familial tension aside. Right now, the only thing that
mattered was Malcolm LeRoux. And the nagging sensation that his disappearance
wasn't just a missing persons case, but a shadow extending from an older, colder one.

She pulled out her phone, scrolling through old news articles she’d bookmarked. The
name she was looking for was etched in the city’s musical history, a phantom melody
from a bygone era: Jean-Luc "Papa Jazz" Dubois. A trumpet player of legendary talent,
he had vanished without a trace in 1978. The official story had been a simple runaway,
a musician tired of the grind. But the whispers in the jazz clubs, the unwritten lore,
painted a different picture. Dubois had been on the cusp of something big, something
that had scared someone.

Camille scrolled past Dubois’s grainy black-and-white photo, his eyes sparkling with a
mischievous light, a trumpet held casually in his hand. The details of his
disappearance were sparse, almost dismissive in official records. Yet, a recent archival
dive for a forgotten history segment had unearthed a curious detail: Dubois, like
LeRoux, had been involved in local philanthropic efforts, albeit on a much smaller
scale. He’d helped organize community music programs for underprivileged youth,
rubbing shoulders with some of the same prominent families who now supported
LeRoux’s initiatives.

Coincidence? Camille didn't believe in them, not when they started to form patterns.

She took one last look at the LeRoux townhouse, its elegant façade now bathed in the
deepening gold of the setting sun. The shadows were lengthening, creeping across the
street, swallowing the last vestiges of daylight. In New Orleans, shadows didn't just
obscure; they revealed, if you knew how to look. And Camille Franco was determined
to see what they were hiding. The disappearance of Malcolm LeRoux wasn't just a
story for her newspaper; it was a crack in the city’s carefully constructed veneer, and
she intended to pry it open. Her instincts, honed by years of chasing stories that

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

others ignored, screamed that this was more than a simple missing person. It was the
beginning of something much larger, a conspiracy draped in the city’s unique brand of
old-world charm and modern-day corruption. And the trail, she suspected, led straight
into the heart of New Orleans’ most guarded secrets.
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