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Introduction
On Monday mornings the courthouse smelled like old toner and nervous sweat. Anna
Mercer had learned to chart her days by it—the sour coffee in the public defender
bullpen, the fluorescent hum in the corridors, the soft thump of file boxes landing on
dented desks. She moved through it all with the muscle memory of someone who had
spent a decade running headlong into other people’s worst moments. Her calendar
was a grid of triage: arraignments, bond hearings, pleas she loathed but negotiated
anyway because the alternative was worse. Justice, in her world, rarely arrived with
trumpets. It arrived late, dented, sometimes unrecognizable.

There had been a time when her office looked out over glass and skyline, when she
billed in six-minute increments and measured worth in bonuses and partner nods. She
had been good at it—ruthless, quick, admired. Then a partner handed her a memo to
summarize and asked her to omit the paragraph that mattered. She saw, in his easy
smile, a career path paved with small edits that made big lies. She walked out with a
box of plants and law books and took a job defending people who could not afford her.
The pay was a joke. The work felt like air.

Loss had made her stubborn. Her sister had been nineteen, all knees and laughter,
when a distracted driver ran a red light and took her future. The police report was
clean; the prosecution, efficient; the sentence, thin. Anna learned then how the
system could be precise and still miss the point. Every client after that had her sister’s
shadow at their shoulder—loud, insistent, reminding Anna that a courtroom could
crush a person as easily as it could save them.

By forty-one, the armor had dents. Sleep was a negotiation. The caseload never
lightened, and the cases never ended—only staggered into the next round with new
paperwork and old wounds. She kept a running list of small victories taped to her wall
to fight the drag: a dismissed charge, a reunification, a judge who had listened. Some
days the list felt like a joke. Most days it kept her honest. She told herself she had
traded prestige for purpose and that purpose, even when it hurt, still mattered.

Late that afternoon, she sat cross-legged on her office chair, shoes off, reading a crash
reconstruction report that used a forest of jargon to say almost nothing. A busker’s
harmonica drifted up from the street. Her phone buzzed against a legal pad, nudging a
pen into motion. Unknown number. She let it go to voicemail. It buzzed again. And
again. Persistence used to mean a creditor. Lately it meant urgency attached to
someone else’s deadline.

She answered on the fourth ring, setting the call to speaker and continuing to scan the
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report. The voice that filled the room was young, polished, and fraying at the edges.
An associate from a high-profile firm introduced herself so quickly that Anna had to
ask her to repeat the name. They had an emergency, the associate explained, words
tumbling—an appeal window measured in hours, new evidence, a client whose
previous counsel had withdrawn amidst “disagreements,” a case so radioactive no one
wanted to touch it.

The client’s name pulled her eyes off the page. Daniel Hale. She had read the
headlines like everyone else. Brilliant biotech CEO, smiling in magazine profiles beside
microscopes and scholarship recipients. Convicted of a hit-and-run that broke a
college student’s body on a quiet street. Prosecutors painted him as reckless and
entitled; the jury took little time. He’d insisted on innocence, then stared at cameras
as the verdict landed, face disciplined and unreadable. The city had filed his story
under moral math: rich man, bad act, correct result.

“Why me?” Anna asked, because it was never flattering when the beautiful firms
called down to her fluorescent world. The associate rushed to explain: Hale wanted
someone outside the usual orbit, someone who would not bow to pressure, someone
with a track record of pulling cases back from the brink. New material had surfaced
since sentencing—a set of discrepancies in the forensic analysis and a witness
statement that did not match the transcript. They needed a defender willing to move
fast and fight harder.

Anna rolled the pen between her fingers, thinking of her calendar, of the clients whose
names she knew by heart, of the thin line between zeal and recklessness. She thought
of her sister, of the way grief had made her allergic to certainty. Big names came with
big noise. Big noise had a way of drowning everything else. Still, something in the
associate’s voice—a tremor at the edge of practiced calm—cut through her defenses.
If the report was wrong, if a conviction had settled on the wrong shoulders, then the
math no longer added up.

She stood, the chair squeaking back, and looked at the window’s dim reflection of her
face. “Send me what you have,” she said. “I’ll review it tonight.” The associate
exhaled as if granted parole, her gratitude tumbling over details and deadlines. Anna
wrote them down. When the call ended, the room was suddenly too quiet. The
harmonica had stopped. Outside, a siren wailed and faded. She gathered the crash
report, cleared space on her desk, and waited for an email that would drag her into a
story already racing ahead of her. The subject line arrived first: URGENT—Hale Appeal.
Then the phone buzzed again, a new voice, breathless and insistent, asking the
question that would upend her week, her work, her sense of safety: Would she take
Daniel Hale’s appeal?
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CHAPTER ONE: The Holding Room
The holding room at the county detention center was a cube of beige patience,
smelling faintly of bleach and something unspeakable that had given up the ghost in
the corner air vent. Anna had spent enough of her life in rooms like this to know their
secrets. The bolted-down table had been gouged by generations of nervous
fingernails. The chair seats were slick, discouraging anyone from getting too
comfortable. A camera, small and black, blinked a red eye from high on the wall, a
silent witness to every promise, confession, and lie. She set her briefcase on the table
and waited, the fluorescent light buzzing overhead like a trapped fly.

Daniel Hale was a celebrity of the spreadsheet and press release variety, the kind of
man whose face usually appeared in soft focus under headlines about innovation and
philanthropy. The man who walked in behind the corrections officer looked less like a
CEO and more like a well-tailored ghost. His navy suit had been replaced by a baggy
gray jumpsuit that swallowed his frame. His hair, usually styled with the casual
perfection of a magazine shoot, was unkempt. But his posture remained stubbornly
upright, the kind cultivated in boardrooms and donor galas. He carried himself as if he
still believed he belonged to a different world.

“Ms. Mercer,” he said, his voice even, as if they were meeting at a coffee shop. He
offered his hand, then seemed to remember where they were and let it drop. The
officer cuffed him to the table and left, the heavy door clanging shut behind him. The
sound echoed like a sentence. Anna didn’t offer pleasantries. She had five days left on
his appeal window, and time was not a luxury they shared. She pulled a legal pad from
her briefcase and clicked a pen. She had read the headlines and the high notes of the
trial; now she needed the things that never made the press.

“Daniel Hale,” she said, not a question. “Convicted of manslaughter in the death of
Evan Brooks, a sophomore at the state university. Sentenced to twelve years. Denied
bail pending appeal. You have two prior counsel withdrawals. Your appellate window
closes in ninety-four hours. Start with why your lawyers walked.”

He didn’t flinch at her tone. “They didn’t walk,” he corrected, leaning forward just
enough to test the restraint chain. “They were pulled. One got a sudden nomination to
a federal bench. The other accepted a partnership offer he couldn’t refuse, from a firm
that once wouldn’t hire him. It was all very tidy.”

“Tidy is expensive,” Anna said. “Who paid for the tidiness?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here.” He met her eyes with a steady look that had
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probably closed more than one venture round. “I’m innocent, Ms. Mercer. I wasn’t
even in that car.”

She had heard those words enough to drain them of meaning. “Everyone’s innocent.
The system would collapse if anyone admitted guilt. Tell me something I can verify.
The hit-and-run happened on September twenty-seventh, just after ten p.m. on
Ashworth Avenue. Where were you?”

“At a fundraiser for the children’s hospital. I left at nine-forty. My driver was stuck in
traffic; I decided to walk the last eight blocks to my condo. I took the route down
Ashworth because it was quieter and I had a call to take. I saw a car—what looked like
a dark sedan—pull out fast from a side street ahead. I heard a thump. It was brief. I
didn’t understand what it was until I saw the student on the pavement.”

Anna studied him. The details were crisp, the timing precise. Too precise sometimes
meant rehearsed. “You called nine-one-one?”

“No. I ran toward him. I checked for a pulse. There was none. I panicked. I’m not proud
of it. I called my lawyer instead of the police. He told me to go home and wait. I did. I
know how that looks. But I didn’t hit him. I didn’t even have a car with me.”

“Your condo is a twelve-minute walk from Ashworth Avenue at a normal pace. You left
the fundraiser at nine-forty. The nine-one-one call from a pedestrian came in at ten-oh-
six. That’s twenty-six minutes. Where were you for the extra time?”

He didn’t look away. “I stopped at a deli on the corner of Tenth and Ashworth. Bought
water. I have a receipt. I have GPS data from my phone showing I was stationary for
about seven minutes. The police never asked for it. My first lawyer never mentioned it.
It got lost in the noise.”

Anna jotted down deli, receipt, GPS. “You saw a dark sedan. Make? Model?”

“It was dark. Maybe maroon. Hard to tell under the streetlight. I remember thinking it
was a midsize, something with a squared-off trunk. Not an SUV. Not a compact. It had
a dealership plate, one of those paper ones. It peeled away fast.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this to the first officers on scene?”

“I panicked,” he repeated, the word brittle. “And by the time I understood how bad
this was, the narrative had hardened. The police had my car. They had the forensic
report. They had a timeline that put me at the scene with motive and opportunity. I
became the rich jerk who thought he could run down a kid and buy his way out.”

Anna leaned back, letting the silence stretch. People lied to her all the time. They lied
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because they were scared, because they were guilty, because they thought she was a
mark. Hale didn’t seem scared. He seemed furious and very careful. “Your car—a
silver Mercedes coupe—was found parked a block from your condo the next morning.
It had fresh damage to the front bumper. Paint transfer matched the victim’s jacket.
Blood specks consistent with Evan Brooks’s type were found on the grille. A witness
placed you in the area. The prosecution argued you left the fundraiser, took a longer
route, and hit him.”

“A witness?” he asked, the first crack in his composure. “What witness?”

“An off-duty nurse who said she saw a man fitting your description get into a silver
coupe and drive away. She was shaky on cross, but the jury bought it.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t drive that night. The car was parked. The damage was
from a parking garage scrape two days before. I have emails to my assistant telling
her to schedule bodywork. The blood—” He stopped, ran a hand through his hair. “I
don’t know. I don’t know how they got that.”

Anna flipped a page on her legal pad. “Your blood alcohol was point-zero-two. Well
under the limit. They didn’t charge DUI. They charged manslaughter based on reckless
driving and leaving the scene.”

“Point-zero-two,” he echoed, a bitter smile touching his lips. “From a single glass of
champagne I sipped at nine. I barely drink. My point-zero-two could have come from
mouthwash.”

She watched his face for tells—the flicker of eyes, a twitch at the jaw. Nothing. Just
exhaustion wrapped in indignation. “Why would the state build a false case against
you?”

“Because I was a threat to something bigger than a traffic fatality. Because someone
needed me out of the way and a dead college student provided the perfect cover.”

Anna clicked her pen, a small mechanical beat in the quiet. “You’re going to need to
be more specific.”

“Last year, my company developed a rapid sequencing platform that can identify
pathogens in under five minutes. It’s revolutionary. It’s also a threat to a dozen
entrenched players and a handful of drug patents. I was in negotiations to license the
platform to the federal government for public health use. The terms would have
undercut certain private contracts worth billions. There were meetings. Pressure. I was
told to stay in my lane. Then Evan Brooks was dead, and I was the villain in a story
that made all my other stories irrelevant.”
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Anna had heard conspiracy theories that began on message boards and ended in bar
fights. This one started in a boardroom. That gave it a different weight. “You think
someone killed that boy to frame you?”

“I think someone was driving that car. I think they made sure it was mine. I think the
forensic report told the story they wanted it to tell. I think the witness said what they
needed her to say. And I think a lot of people looked the other way because it was
convenient.”

She set down her pen. “The timeline is tight, Daniel. The judge will want more than
suspicion. You have a receipt, you say. And GPS data that disappeared. Why didn’t
your first lawyer use it?”

“Because he was already looking toward his next job and didn’t want to piss off the
people who could give it to him.” Hale’s voice sharpened. “Because the deeper we
dug, the more we found walls. Walls with names on them.”

Anna had a built-in allergy to walls. She had built a career on chipping holes in them.
Still, she didn’t touch the case files he had pushed across the table. She had read the
essentials already. The conviction looked solid on paper. The odds were not in his
favor. Appeals were long shots. This one felt like a Hail Mary thrown from the parking
lot. “You understand what you’re asking. This is a high-profile conviction. The system
is designed to protect finality. I don’t do press. I don’t do stunts. I do the work. If I take
this, I own it, and you tell me everything, even the parts that don’t help you.”

Hale lifted his cuffed hands as much as the chain would allow. “I don’t have anything
left to hide. I have my life, my company, and my name. They’ve taken two of the
three. I want the last one back.”

She looked at him for a long moment, weighing the charisma against the jumpsuit, the
conviction against the story. She thought of the busker’s harmonica from earlier that
afternoon, the simple song that didn’t pretend to be an orchestra. She thought of the
last time she had believed someone completely and how that had ended. She thought
of her sister. Anna Mercer didn’t trust easily. But she trusted the work. The work
demanded she check the receipt, pull the GPS, read the trial transcript line by line,
and chase the smallest discrepancy until it either vanished or screamed.

“I’m going to need the names of everyone you spoke to about the licensing deal,” she
said, pulling the files toward her. “I’m going to need your phone records from that
night, the fundraiser guest list, and the contact information for your driver. I need
everything your first lawyer ignored.”

“You’ll have it,” Hale said. He exhaled, a quiet release of pressure. “What happens

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

now?”

“Now,” Anna said, standing, “I go see what kind of trouble this will get me into. Stay
alive. Don’t talk to anyone else. If you get a new lawyer, I’m out.”

She rapped twice on the steel door, and the officer appeared. Hale stood as the cuffs
came off, his face unreadable again. As he turned to go, he paused. “The car I saw,”
he said. “The dark sedan. It was a Chevy Malibu, I think. And it had a red stripe down
the side. Not a racing stripe. Like a pinstripe. A dealer accessory. It was there, then it
was gone. I didn’t think of it until now.”

Anna wrote it down. Red stripe. Chevy Malibu. A detail was a place to start. It wasn’t
proof, but it was something. The door clanged, and the room emptied of him, leaving
the faint scent of soap and fear. She stood alone in the beige cube with a pad full of
notes and the hum of the fluorescent light overhead. It sounded like a warning.

She walked out into the hallway where the air was warmer and the paint was scuffed
from a thousand shoulders brushing past. Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown
number: Turn around. You’re being watched. She did not turn around. She kept
walking, her hand tightening on the handle of her briefcase, and pushed through the
heavy doors to the parking lot where the evening had gone dark and the city hummed
with its usual indifference. Somewhere behind her, she could feel the weight of eyes,
and for the first time that day, she felt the job click from routine into risk.
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