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Beauty, success, and fame—that was how I described myself when I was being polite. Other people called me rude, bossy, stuck-up, and every other word they saved for women who knew exactly what they brought to the table. Maybe they were right. I helped build Johnson & Harold from blood, sweat, late nights, and nerves sharp enough to cut glass. I had earned every inch of space I took up.

I was Sierra Johnson, the best damn defense attorney in New York City, and I did not waste my gift on easy cases. The small ones went to the lawyers still trying to prove they could stand under pressure. I wanted the ones everyone else called impossible. The ones with missing evidence, dirty reports, scared mothers, and young men already buried by headlines before a jury ever heard the truth.

Difficult was where I liked to be.

The courtroom was cold enough to raise chill bumps across my arms, but Marcus Bellamy had sweat sliding down the side of his face like we were standing in the middle of August. His cheap navy suit still had the store crease in the sleeves. His mother had bought it with money she probably needed for rent, and every time she looked at him from the second row, her hands twisted around the strap of her purse like she was trying to choke fear to death.

I did not blame her. The state had painted her son like a monster before the jury ever saw his face.

Twenty-two years old. No violent record. One dead bodega owner. One blurry surveillance clip. One gun that appeared in his car after the police had already searched it once. One detective with a clean haircut and a dirty story.

Everybody else saw an open-and-shut case.

I saw bullshit wrapped in a badge.

Detective Raymond Alvarez sat on the witness stand with his shoulders squared, playing honest for the jury. He had that calm, practiced look cops got when the prosecutor had rehearsed them until their lies sounded like scripture. He did not look at Marcus. Men like Alvarez never looked at the people they were burying unless they wanted the jury to see them perform disgust.

The prosecutor, Dana Whitmore, stood near the state table in a gray suit sharp enough to cut paper. She had spent the morning feeding him soft questions and letting him give clean answers. According to Detective Alvarez, he had identified Marcus Bellamy after a broken-taillight stop. According to him, Marcus had consented to the search. According to him, Marcus had confessed off camera because the body camera had malfunctioned at the perfect damn time.

According to him, the system worked exactly the way it was supposed to.

I stood and buttoned my cream blazer, taking my time because silence made guilty people nervous.

"Detective Alvarez," I said, walking toward the podium, "you testified that Mr. Bellamy voluntarily allowed you to search his vehicle after you stopped him for a broken taillight, correct?"

"Correct."

"And during that search, you recovered the firearm the state claims was used in the shooting at Patel's Market?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"From underneath the driver's seat?"

"Yes."

"You also testified that my client was alone in the vehicle."

"That's correct."

I nodded like we were having a polite conversation and not standing on the edge of a man's life. The jury watched me closely, trying to decide if I was as calm as I looked or as dangerous as the city said I was.

"Detective, you wrote the incident report yourself?"

"I did."

"You reviewed it before signing it?"

"Yes."

"And when you signed it, you swore everything in that report was true and accurate to the best of your knowledge?"

"Yes."

I walked back to my table, picked up the report, and let the pages slide through my fingers. Paper had a sound when a lie was hiding inside it. Soft. Dry. Damning.

"Your Honor, may I approach the witness?"

Judge Ellis glanced at Dana first, already tired of both of us. "You may."

I handed the report to Alvarez. His eyes dropped to the page, and for the first time all morning, his confidence shifted. It was tiny, nothing more than his thumb pressing into the paper's edge, but I saw it. So did Marcus. Poor thing looked afraid to breathe too loud.

"Detective, please read the third sentence in paragraph four."

Dana's pen stopped moving.

Alvarez cleared his throat. "Upon approaching the vehicle, I observed two occupants inside the car."

A low murmur moved through the gallery.

I turned just enough for the jury to see my face. "Two occupants."

"That was a mistake," he said fast.

"A mistake." I stepped closer. "You accidentally added a whole second person to an official police report?"

"It was a typo."

"A typo is when you misspell a word, Detective. A second person is not a spelling error."

Dana stood so fast her chair scraped the floor. "Objection. Argumentative."

"I'll rephrase," I said before the judge could look at me. My eyes stayed on Alvarez. "Who was the second person in the car?"

"There was no second person."

"So the report is false?"

"No."

"Then there was a second person?"

"No."

"Detective, I'm trying to understand which version of your testimony is supposed to matter. The one you gave the jury this morning, or the one you signed the night you arrested my client?"

His jaw flexed. "The report had errors."

"Errors," I repeated, tasting the word like it was rotten. "Let's talk about another one. You testified that your body camera malfunctioned before Mr. Bellamy allegedly confessed."

"Yes."

"How convenient."

"Objection," Dana snapped.

"Sustained," Judge Ellis said, but I did not need the line. The jury heard it, and Alvarez felt it.

I picked up the remote from my table. "Your Honor, permission to play Defense Exhibit D for impeachment purposes."

Dana was on her feet again. "Your Honor, the state has not been given proper foundation for—"

"The state provided the footage in discovery," I said. "If Ms. Whitmore did not watch her own evidence closely enough, that is not my client's burden."

A few people in the gallery reacted under their breath. Judge Ellis looked over his glasses at me, and I gave him the face I saved for men who wanted to scold me but knew I was right.

"Proceed carefully, Ms. Johnson."

"Always, Your Honor."

I lied easily because it sounded pretty.

The video appeared on the monitor. Grainy. Dark. Blue and red lights flashed over Marcus's old Honda like a warning. We watched Alvarez approach the driver's side. Marcus had his hands up before the detective even reached the window.

The audio crackled.

"Keep your hands where I can see them," Alvarez said on the recording.

"My hands are up," Marcus answered, voice shaky.

Then another voice came from somewhere inside the car, low and panicked. "Yo, don't do that. Don't reach for nothing."

The courtroom went still when I paused the video. Alvarez's face changed color.

I looked at the jury, then back at him. "Detective, whose voice was that?"

"I don't know."

"You don't know."

"No."

"Was that my client's voice?"

"It was hard to tell."

I clicked the remote again. Marcus's voice played first. Then the second voice, deeper, rougher, close enough for the camera to catch through traffic and sirens.

I paused it. "Do those voices sound the same to you?"

Dana shifted in her chair.

Alvarez swallowed. "No."

"So there was another person there."

"I didn't see another person."

"Detective, you wrote that you observed two occupants. We just heard a second voice on your body camera footage. Are you telling this jury that both of those things are wrong?"

"I am saying the scene was chaotic."

"Chaotic enough for a gun to appear after your first search came up empty?"

Dana slapped both hands on the table. "Objection!"

Judge Ellis leaned forward. "Ms. Johnson."

I held up a hand. "Withdrawn."

I did not look sorry because I wasn't.

Marcus's mother pressed a tissue to her mouth. Marcus stared at the monitor like it had just told him God had not forgotten him after all.

I softened my voice. Not because Alvarez deserved softness, but because the jury needed to hear the blade slide in clean. "Detective, did you document the second voice in your supplemental report?"

"No."

"Did you search for the second person mentioned in your first report?"

"No."

"Did you tell the prosecutor there may have been another suspect in that car?"

Dana's head snapped toward him, and Alvarez hesitated long enough for every juror to see it.

"Detective," I said, "did you tell the prosecutor there may have been another suspect in that car?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because I didn't believe there was another suspect."

"You didn't believe it, so you erased it?"

"No."

"You ignored the report you signed, the voice on your body camera, and the fact that my client has maintained from day one that a man named Rico was in that car with him?"

"Mr. Bellamy lied."

"About what? The person your own report says was there?"

The courtroom started buzzing again. Judge Ellis banged his gavel once, but he did not look at the gallery. He looked at Alvarez. Everybody did.

I let the silence breathe, because nothing worked harder than a man's lie when you gave it room to embarrass him.

Then I turned back to the jury.

"This is all I have for now, Detective. We'll pick back up tomorrow."

Dana stood so fast her chair almost tipped. "Your Honor, the state asks that the jury be instructed to disregard defense counsel's final implication."

I smiled. "It was not an implication, Your Honor. It was a preview."

Judge Ellis rubbed the bridge of his nose like I had personally shortened his life. "The jury will disregard counsel's characterization. Court is adjourned until tomorrow morning at nine."

The gavel came down, and Marcus's mother sobbed behind me, soft and broken. Marcus grabbed my wrist before I could move away from the table.

"Ms. Johnson," he whispered, "you think they saw it?"

I looked at his hand on me first. He let go quickly, embarrassed. I leaned down so only he could hear me.

"They saw enough to know this isn't over."

His eyes filled, and I hated that the system had made hope look so foreign on his face.

Outside the courtroom, cameras waited past the security barrier, hungry as wolves. Reporters called my name the second the doors opened.

"Ms. Johnson, do you believe the NYPD planted evidence?"

"Is your client claiming there was another suspect?"

"Do you think Detective Alvarez lied under oath?"

I kept walking, heels snapping against marble, Marcus's mother tucked close to my side while Mia cut through the crowd ahead of us like she had been born with an attitude and a clipboard.

"No comment," I said.

"Sierra, give us something," one reporter called.

I stopped long enough for the cameras to push closer. The hallway smelled like wet wool, coffee breath, and desperation.

"My client is twenty-two years old. He has been called a killer in headlines, on morning shows, and by people who never bothered to read one page of discovery. Today, the jury heard that the state's own witness changed his story about whether someone else was present the night Mr. Bellamy was arrested. Tomorrow, they will hear more. Until then, remember this: a badge does not make a lie holy."

Mia's mouth twitched like she wanted to shout amen.

The reporters exploded with questions, but I was already walking. I had given them enough to make the evening news and just enough to ruin Detective Alvarez's dinner.

By the time I got back to the firm, my blood was still hot.

The lobby doors opened to polished floors, glass walls, fresh flowers, and the kind of silence people paid rich attorneys to maintain. My name sat on the wall in brushed gold beside Harold's. Not bigger than his yet, because I had respect, but close enough for everybody to understand where this firm was headed.

I had barely handed Mia my coat before she started talking.

"First of all, you ate that man alive in there. I almost felt bad for him. Almost. Then I remembered he tried to send that boy to prison with a report full of lies, so I got over it." She tucked my coat over her arm and followed me toward the conference room, her heels clicking faster the more excited she got. "Second of all, I have to tell—"

"Mia, will you please shut up? Not right now."

She stopped so fast I made it three steps before I realized she was no longer beside me. When I turned, she had one hand over her mouth, her eyes wide with dramatic betrayal.

I knew that look. She was not scared. She was saving the performance for later.

I did not have time for it.

The board had been waiting for me all morning, and the moment I stepped into that meeting, the air changed. Men who had not tried a case in ten years wanted to tell me how to handle a trial being watched by half the city. One suggested I soften my approach because police unions had influence. Another suggested I consider a plea if the prosecution offered something "reasonable."

I stared at him until he remembered he liked breathing.

By the time the meeting ended, two hours of my life were gone, my patience had been murdered, and my stomach was running off courthouse coffee and rage.

I walked into my office and slammed the door hard enough to shake the frame.

A moment later, the knob turned. Mia slipped inside like I had not just verbally attacked her in the hallway.

"So, spill." She leaned against the doorframe, gaze fixed on me.

I sat behind my desk, opened my laptop, and started typing. "There's nothing to tell."

"Bullshit." Mia's voice came sharp and unwavering. "You do not talk to me like that unless something is going on. Court was court, the board was useless as hell, and you usually enjoy making useless men feel stupid. So spill."

I rubbed my temple, the headache building behind my eyes. "Fine. I had another dream."

Her expression changed so fast it should have been illegal. "So because you're dreaming about someone else instead of your fiance, you take it out on me?" She crossed her arms, a smirk tugging at her mouth. "How is it my fault this man is rocking your world in your sleep? I am not the cause of that, Sierra. Hell, I want to get laid too."

I tried not to laugh, but Mia had a way of kicking the door open on my bad mood and walking in with foolishness.

"Would you like to know the details?" I asked.

"I feel like that's how you should have started."

I glanced toward the frosted glass wall, making sure no one lingered close enough to hear me ruin my own dignity. The city stretched beyond my windows in steel, glass, and money. Somewhere below, people rushed to courtrooms, trains, restaurants, beds they did not want to share, and lives they pretended they could control.

I used to think I had control too.

"It started with him pushing me against a wall," I said, my voice dropping. "Not rough enough to hurt me. Just enough to let me know he could if I asked him to. His hand was around my throat, not choking me, just holding me there while he kissed down my neck like he already knew every spot that would make me weak."

Mia's eyes widened as she leaned across the desk. "Keep going."

I should have stopped. I had a fiance. I had a trial. I had a reputation that did not include sitting in my office telling my best friend about a man whose face I had never seen clearly enough to name but whose hands I could still feel when I woke up.

But the dream had followed me all day.

"He got on his knees," I said. "Kissed his way down my stomach and looked up at me like he wanted me to watch. Then his fingers were inside me, slow at first, like he had all the time in the world. I tried to hold it together, but he kept curling them just right, and the wall was the only thing keeping me standing."

Mia fanned herself with one of my case files. "Jesus."

"Then he picked me up like I weighed nothing, wrapped my legs around his waist, and moved me up and down on his dick in these slow, deep strokes. He had rhythm, Mia. The kind that makes you forget your own name. Slow, then fast, then slow again right when I was about to lose it. It felt real. His mouth, his hands, his voice in my ear telling me I was going to take every inch of him." I swallowed because my body remembered too much. "When I woke up, I was wetter than a dip in the pool."

Mia stared at me for a full second, then threw both hands up. "Well, that was... um, great. You go, girl!"

She started cheering like we were at brunch instead of in my office.

I gave her a very confused look.

"No, seriously." She dropped into the chair across from me, still smiling. "Are you sure you're ready to get married? Maybe you still want other people to pick your raspberries."

Then she started dancing in the chair.

I laughed despite myself, and for one second the tightness in my chest loosened.

"Of course I'm marrying Brian. We're happy, right?" The question slipped out softer than I meant it to.

Mia stopped dancing. Her face softened, but she did not baby me. That was why I loved her.

"I'm not sure, Sierra. I only know what you tell me. I'm your best friend, and I want you happy. Whatever you decide, I'm here."

I looked down at the Marcus Bellamy file on my desk. People trusted me to see the truth in rooms full of lies. Yet when it came to my own life, I kept acting like happiness was something I could argue into existence.

"Thank you, Mia."

"Sure, but let me get back to the desk. It looks like we're in for a long day."

"Do you want to get drinks tonight?" I asked before she reached the door.

"How could I say no? Maybe I can meet someone tonight to pick my raspberries."

We both laughed, and she left my office with enough bounce in her step to irritate everybody she passed.

Once I finally got comfortable and started working, my phone vibrated. The screen read Brian.

Does my beautiful fiancee have time for me to take her out to lunch today?

I stared at the message while the courthouse footage sat paused on my laptop screen. Marcus Bellamy's scared face reflected faintly in the dark glass of my phone.

I can't today, babe. We're pretty swamped at the firm.

The bubbles popped up almost immediately.

Are you ever going to make time for me?

My jaw tightened.

I really don't feel like fighting today, Brian.

Fine, Sierra.

I set the phone down harder than I needed to.

Brian was going to be the cause of my gray hair, not this job. I understood wanting time. I understood loving an ambitious person was not always easy. But there was a difference between wanting me and resenting the parts of me that made me who I was. He ran a company too, and I never counted the hours he gave to business like they were hours stolen from me.

We had a plan before we decided to get married. Build first. Marry strong. Move like partners. Now he wanted to switch it up and act like my success was a woman he had caught me cheating with.

Sometimes I thought he was jealous of me.

My work phone rang before I could spiral too far.

"Can't I get any damn work done in this place?" I grumbled, then hit the speaker. "Go for it, Mia."

"You have a Sean White on the line wanting to speak with you."

Everything in me went still as the name landed in my office like a bullet rolling across glass.

I had seen that name on court dockets, police briefings, news crawls, and headlines that acted like they knew the whole story. Alleged kingpin. Repeat target of law enforcement. Recently connected to the courthouse shooting that had left a judge, jurors, and security dead. The media loved a villain with money, charm, and a body count they could hint at without proving.

And now he was calling my office.

"No, thank you. Deny the call, please."

"Okay," Mia said, confused enough for me to hear it.

I ended the call and stared at the phone.

This could not be happening.

By the time evening slid over the city, my office had gone quiet except for humming lights and the distant ringing of someone else's phone. I had reviewed tomorrow's cross for Marcus's case, answered board emails I did not have the patience for, and ignored three more texts from Brian because each one felt like bait.

When I finally shut my laptop, my eyes burned.

I wanted a shower, a drink, and one peaceful conversation with the man I was supposed to marry. I was even willing to cancel on Mia if Brian acted like spending time with me mattered more than punishing me.

The hope died the moment I walked into the house.

Brian sat on the couch, angry as always, the television throwing blue light across his face. He did not look relaxed. He looked staged, like he had been waiting there long enough to turn irritation into a speech.

"Hey, baby, how was your day?" I asked, dropping my keys into the bowl near the door.

"It was fine. But the only time you want to know about my day is if you've already made plans with yours." His arms stayed crossed, voice sharp with accusation.

I took a breath and looked around our living room. Everything was expensive, tasteful, and suddenly exhausting. The marble coffee table. The cream rug I had argued was a terrible idea. The framed engagement photo where Brian's hand rested on my waist like we belonged to each other in a way I was starting not to recognize.

"I was actually interested in knowing. And yes, I'm getting ready to meet Mia for drinks."

He got up from the couch. "Well, have a good night."

Then he started toward the stairs.

I followed him because I was tired of him stomping away and calling it communication. "Can we at least talk about this instead of you acting like a child?"

He went into the guest bedroom and turned to face me. "Don't you have something to do?"

"What has gotten into you, Brian? This isn't you."

"You," he yelled. "That's what's gotten into me. You make time for everything but me."

"It's my job. What do you expect? If you decide to leave me today or tomorrow, my job is what I will still have."

His face twisted like I had slapped him with the truth. "So your job is more important. That's what you're saying?"

"No. That's not what I'm saying. We have our whole life together, and once we're married, we'll have nothing but time."

"I'm not sure marriage is even an option anymore, Sierra."

For a second, I just stared at him.

The room smelled like his cologne and the detergent I bought because he said the other one gave him headaches. His overnight bag sat open on the bed even though we lived in the same damn house. A tie hung over the chair, expensive and careless. All these signs of him were everywhere, and somehow he stood in front of me acting like I had been the one slowly leaving.

"Because I wasn't able to make lunch today? Are you kidding me?"

"No, because I'm not sure I'm exactly what you want." His eyes dragged over me with suspicion. "Tell me why you've been jumping out of bed every morning for the past three months in a sweat."

My mouth went dry because the dreams rose before I could stop them: the wall, the hands, the voice, and the faceless man who felt more real in the dark than Brian did standing in front of me.

I hated that Brian had noticed. I hated that I had given him something to use.

"It's just nightmares," I said.

"I don't buy that. I think you're cheating."

The accusation cracked across the room.

"Cheating on you?" I stepped closer, voice shaking because rage had nowhere else to go. "We've been together since college. You were my first and the only man I've ever been with. Why would I cheat?"

"Maybe that's the problem, Sierra. I was your first. You haven't experienced anything outside of me."

The slap came before I could talk myself out of it.

His head snapped to the side.

My palm stung as he looked at me like he could not believe I had done it, and that pissed me off even more because he had been swinging low for months and expecting me to keep taking hits like a good little fiancee.

"You know what, Brian, go to hell. I didn't need you then, and I damn sure don't need you now."

I slapped him again because the first one had not emptied enough anger out of me.

Then I walked out. All because I could not make lunch. All because I had ambition. All because I refused to shrink myself into a woman he could feel taller standing next to.

I took a shower hot enough to turn my skin red. Steam filled the bathroom, fogging the mirrors until I did not have to look at myself. Good, because I did not want to see the woman in the glass. The woman who could dismantle a detective in open court but still felt guilty for wanting something she could not name. The woman who could speak like a queen in front of cameras, then come home and argue with a man who made love feel like negotiation.

By the time I stepped out, I had made up my mind.

I wanted to look extra fabulous tonight just to piss Brian off.

I pulled on a black dress that hugged my body like it had been made with revenge in mind. The neckline was low enough to make a point, the hem high enough to make another. I smoothed lotion down my legs, slid into heels that made me feel dangerous, and did my makeup with a sharp hand. Gloss. Liner. Lashes. A face that said I could ruin your life and still make dinner reservations after.

When I walked downstairs, Brian was nowhere in sight.

Good.

I got in the car and drove to the club with the windows cracked, letting the city air slap against my face. New York at night had a different pulse. Horns, bass, sirens in the distance, people laughing outside restaurants like nobody's heart was breaking two blocks over. The streets smelled like hot asphalt, weed, street meat, and money. I let all of it pull me out of that house and back into myself.

By the time I reached the club, I was still heated, but I was no longer shaking.

Mia met me at the door with a grin that said she already knew I had come to misbehave.

The club was tucked behind a black door with no sign, the kind of place that did not need to advertise because the right people already knew where to go. Inside, the bass hit my chest before I even saw the dance floor. Blue and purple lights moved over bodies packed tight, turning sweat into glitter. The air smelled like tequila, perfume, cologne, hookah smoke, and the kind of bad decisions people made when the beat was good enough.

Mia leaned close so I could hear her. "So what do you think?"

"This place is amazing. I need a shot of tequila ASAP."

She laughed and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the bar.

The bartender was fine in that pretty-boy way I usually ignored, with tattoos running down both arms and a smile he probably used to get tips. I leaned over the bar and yelled over the music, "I'd like a double shot of tequila with a little bit of ice, please."

While he made the drink, I let myself move with the music. Not enough to perform. Just enough to remind my body it belonged to me. My hips caught the beat, slow and smooth, and for the first time all day, I felt something other than pressure.

Once I placed my order, I turned to look at Mia.

She was staring across the room, biting her finger with enough seduction to embarrass both of us.

"Who the hell are you looking at?" I asked.

"Someone who I want to call daddy tonight," she replied with a wink.

I followed her gaze, expecting some random man with nice shoulders and no future.

Instead, I turned to the right and jumped.

The man beside me was tall, beautiful, and dangerous in a way that made the noise around us fade for half a second. Light brown eyes. Rich brown skin. Low fade with waves laid like he had never had a bad day in his life. The perfect amount of hair around his mouth, framing lips that looked like they knew how to give orders and ruin sleep.

I knew his face from the news.

I knew his name from my phone.

And somewhere deep in my body, in a place I did not want to admit existed, I knew him from my dreams.

"Denying my calls doesn't exactly boost your reputation now, does it, Ms. Johnson?" he said, his voice cutting through the noise like he owned the air between us.

My fingers tightened around the edge of the bar.

The tequila arrived beside me, sharp and clean and useless, because there was not enough liquor in this building to prepare me for the way this man looked at me.

I took a deep breath and sighed.

This was not how I expected this night to go.
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Sean White stood in front of me like my dream had put on designer clothes and walked straight into the club to embarrass the hell out of me.

The bass hit hard enough to tremble through the tequila in my glass. Blue and purple lights swept over bottles, glossy lips, gold chains, sweat-slick skin, and every inch of the man I had been trying not to look at. Sean stood close enough for his cologne to cut through the hookah smoke and heat crowding the air. Clean. Expensive. Dangerous.

"Denying my calls doesn't exactly boost your reputation now, does it, Ms. Johnson?"

His voice slid through the music like he owned the speakers. Smooth. Low. Too calm for a man standing in my personal space after I had already made it clear I did not want to speak to him.

I took one slow breath and remembered who the hell I was. Sierra Johnson did not get nervous over men. Crooked detectives, arrogant prosecutors, judges who thought my mouth was too sharp—none of them had ever made me forget my damn name.

Unfortunately, my body had decided Sean White was a different kind of problem.

Up close, he was worse. Rich brown skin. Low fade with waves laid neat enough to make me mad. Light brown eyes that stayed too still. A mouth framed by just enough facial hair to make it look soft and sinful. I hated that I had already seen that mouth in places I had no business thinking about with an engagement ring on my finger.

"Is there something I can help you with, Mr. White?" I asked, forcing professionalism into my voice.

His gaze dropped to my lips.

Half a second was all it took.

The club disappeared. My back hit a wall that did not exist, and Sean's hand slid around my throat in the dark. Not choking me. Holding me. Controlling the space between us like he had already decided my pride belonged beneath his palm. His body pressed mine into the wall, hard and hot, expensive fabric brushing my bare thighs. His mouth was at my ear.

"You talk all that shit with your clothes on," dream-Sean whispered. "Let's see how much mouth you have when I'm the one making you wet."

His fingers slipped under lace I did not remember putting on, and dream-me moaned like she had been waiting for him to find her. He laughed against my neck when he felt how soaked I was.

"Look at that," he murmured. "All that attitude, and this pussy already telling the truth."

"Ms. Johnson."

I blinked hard.

The club crashed back into place. Music. Lights. Bodies. Mia beside me. Sean in front of me, one eyebrow lifted, his mouth curved like he had caught me naked even though I was fully dressed.

I straightened my shoulders before my spine could betray me. "I heard you."

"Did you?" His smile deepened. "Because for a second, you looked like you went somewhere else."

Mia made a sound beside me and tried to hide it behind a cough. I refused to look at her. If I looked at her, she would know, and if she knew, she would never shut the hell up.

"I was thinking about how many ways I could tell you no without wasting my breath," I said.

Sean's eyes lit with something that should have warned me to stop talking. Instead, it made heat crawl under my skin. He liked mouth. He liked resistance. He looked at me like every smart thing I said was another button he wanted to undo with his teeth.

A man stepped beside him wearing a grin that belonged to somebody who had never respected peace in his life. Tall, easy-fine, smooth-skinned, with arrogance that worked because he made it look fun.

"Well, damn," he said, eyes sliding from me to Mia. "Two beautiful stallions standing right in front of our eyes."

Mia's hand flew to her mouth.

I turned my head slowly. "Excuse me?"

Sean barely looked at him. "Shut the hell up, Law."

Law grinned harder. "What? I'm appreciating God's work. Can I get an order of sex on legs, please? Matter of fact, make it two."

Mia's laugh broke loose, loud and shameless over the music.

"I should kill you right now for trying to make me laugh," Sean muttered.

"You love me too much," Law said, then leaned enough to look past Sean at Mia. "And you, beautiful, can call me whatever you want as long as you call me."

Mia's eyes dragged over him like she was already choosing what sin to commit. "I might."

"Mia," I warned.

She lifted her glass. "You said we were turning up."

Sean's attention returned to me, and the air shifted so fast it was disrespectful. "I called your office earlier."

"I know."

"You denied the call."

"I know that too."

His mouth twitched. "You always this rude to potential clients?"

"Only the ones who do not follow proper procedure."

"Proper procedure," he repeated, letting the words drag slow. "You make everything sound sexy, or is that just when you're talking to me?"

Heat rushed up my neck. "Mr. White, I am off the clock."

"Clearly."

His eyes moved over me. Not rushed. Not sloppy. He took in my fitted dress, the heels I had worn to piss Brian off, the bare skin at my collarbone, and the way my fingers tightened around the glass. I should have felt offended. I did feel offended. I also felt my nipples tighten beneath my dress, and that was between me, God, and whatever reckless demon had sent him into my night.

I stepped closer because backing up would have felt like losing. "You do not get to show up wherever I am and demand my attention."

Sean lowered his head enough that his voice reached me without him raising it. "I didn't demand anything."

"You walked up on me in a club after I declined your call."

"I walked into a club. You happened to be in it."

"New York has a lot of clubs."

"And yet here we are."

I lifted my chin. "Are you stalking me?"

Law made a low sound. "Damn."

Sean cut him a look that shut him up. When he looked back at me, his smile had sharpened into something colder.

"If I was stalking you, Ms. Johnson, you wouldn't have to ask."

A chill moved down my back. It should not have turned me on. It should not have made my thighs press together under the hem of my dress. My body had turned traitor with expensive taste, and I was getting real tired of it.

I took a sip of tequila because my mouth had gone dry. "Then let me make this clear. If you want me to look at your case, send the information to my office. My assistant logs it. I review it when I have time. If I decide your case is worth my attention, someone will call you."

"Someone?"

"Yes. Someone."

"I didn't come for someone."

The sentence landed low in my stomach, heavy and filthy with things he had not said.

I held his gaze. "Then you came to the wrong place."

His eyes dipped to the pulse beating at the base of my throat. "I doubt that."

The dream tried to drag me back again, but I gripped the glass tighter and forced the memory down before my face could give him another confession.

"Do you enjoy repeating my name?" I asked.

"I enjoy watching what happens when I say it."

"You do not know me well enough to enjoy anything about me."

"That can be fixed."

"It will not be."

"You sure?"

"Yes."

His smile did not move. "You hesitated."

"I'm a defense attorney. I choose my words carefully."

"That what you were doing just now?" He leaned in another inch, and the space between us turned hot and tight. "Choosing your words?"

I looked at his mouth by mistake, and of course he saw it. A man like him probably noticed every breath a woman took around him, every swallowed word, every glance she wished she could snatch back. He did not have to touch me to make me feel touched, and that was the real problem.

I needed to end this before I embarrassed myself in public.

"Unfortunately, Mr. White, I cannot drop everything I am working on because you decided to track me down during my personal time," I said. "You are not special in my office."

Law's eyebrows shot up. Mia whispered, "Oh, shit," like she had just pulled up a chair.

Sean did not flinch. "I'm not?"

"No. You are not my client."

"Yet."

"That attitude is exactly why you will have to wait."

His gaze sharpened, and for the first time since he walked up, the flirtation cracked enough for me to see the man underneath it. The one the news whispered about. The one prosecutors wanted badly.

Then he smiled, slow and almost respectful. "Fair enough."

He stepped closer. Not enough for his body to touch mine. Just enough for the air between us to become indecent.

"Just so we're clear, Ms. Johnson, I don't like being ignored."

"That sounds like a personal problem."

"It could become yours."

The warning slid over my skin like silk over a blade. I wanted to tell him to go to hell. I wanted to ask what the hell that meant. I wanted to drag him somewhere quiet and prove to both of us that my dreams had been lying.

Instead, I smiled because that was what women like me did when men tried to scare us. We smiled, then sharpened the knife in our hand.

"Then I suggest you make peace with disappointment."

For a second, Sean just stared at me while the club moved around us.

"I see why they talk about you," he said.

"They talk because I win."

"Good. I need somebody who hates losing."

"You need a lot more than that if half of what I've heard is true."

His face did not change, but his eyes did. The light in them dimmed for half a breath.

"You shouldn't believe everything you hear."

"I don't. That is why I ask questions."

"Then ask me."

The temptation of it almost got me. I wanted to ask about the courthouse shooting, the holes in the reports, and why every part of him felt like a warning my body had already ignored.

But this was not my office, and I would not let Sean White hand me pieces of a case that could ruin my reputation before I agreed to touch it.

"I told you what to do," I said. "Send the information over."

His jaw flexed once. "And if I don't like waiting?"

"Then find another lawyer."

Law whistled low. "She's mean as fuck."

Mia laughed. "She's worse sober."

Law stepped toward Mia. "I like her."

"You would," Sean said.

"See, that's hate," Law said. "You get to flirt with the attorney, but I can't flirt with the friend?"

"I'm not flirting," Sean said.

I almost choked on my tequila. "You are absolutely flirting."

He looked back at me. "Am I?"

"Yes."

"Then you should tell me to stop."

The words settled between us. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out immediately, and that tiny pause betrayed me more than any confession could have.

"Stop," I said finally.

Sean's smile turned wicked. "There you go."

I hated him a little for that.

"Have a good night, Ms. Johnson."

He turned like he had all the time in the world, nodding once to Law. Law held Mia's gaze a second longer before stepping back with a grin.

"Don't miss me too much," Law told her.

Mia rolled her eyes. "I don't even know you."

"That's the tragedy."

She laughed despite herself, and Law walked off behind Sean, shoulders loose, ego untouched.

People parted without being asked. Men nodded at Sean. Women watched him. A few people looked away too quickly. That told me more than any article could have. Sean White did not just enter rooms. Rooms adjusted to him.

He stopped near the stairs to the second level, turned his head, and found me through the lights and moving bodies. The distance should have made him easier to handle. It did the opposite. It gave my imagination room to act the hell up. In my dream, that same stare had come right before he dropped to his knees, pushed my dress up, and made me grab the back of his head like he was the only thing keeping me standing.

I looked away first, and Mia grabbed my arm so hard I almost spilled what was left of my drink.

"Girl."

"Do not start."

"Oh, I'm starting." Mia grabbed my arm harder. "Sierra, I have seen judges, prosecutors, board members, ex-clients, and Brian's annoying ass try to get under your skin. You eat people for breakfast and floss with their nerves. That man said your name twice and you looked like you were trying not to climb him in public."

"I was irritated."

"You were wet."

"Mia!"

"What? Am I lying?"

I pressed my lips together because my best friend was loud, messy, inappropriate, and unfortunately not stupid.

The bartender set another round beside us, and Mia shoved my shot into my hand like medicine. "Drink. Your future client just made your pussy glitch and your brain reboot."

"Mia, I swear to God."

"You looked like you were about to say yes to something nobody asked."

I took the shot because arguing with her while sober enough to feel shame sounded exhausting.

Mia leaned across the table. "Start talking."

"There is nothing to say."

"Bullshit. You knew him before tonight."

"I knew of him."

"No. That was not of him. That was something else."

The DJ switched songs, the beat sliding into something dirtier. Bodies pressed close. Hands found waists. I watched a woman throw her head back while the man behind her gripped her hips, and my mind betrayed me again. Sean behind me. Sean's palm sliding over my stomach. Sean's voice telling me to stop running while he pushed two fingers into me and made every smart word break in half.

Mia's eyes widened. "Oh my God. You did it again."

"Did what?"

"Left earth." Her mouth dropped open. "Wait. Sierra. Is he the dream man?"

I looked away.

She slapped the table. "I knew it!"

"Could you be louder? I don't think the people in Jersey heard you."

"Sean White is the man from the dreams?"

I rubbed my temple. "Yes."

For once, Mia had to collect herself. Then she whispered, "That explains why you looked like your soul was trying to leave your body through your panties."

"I hate you."

"No, you love me, and right now you need me because you are clearly in a crisis." She pointed toward the stairs like Sean was still there. "That man is fine, dangerous, and apparently has dream access. That is not normal."

"You think I don't know that? I thought maybe my mind was creating somebody. Then he called my office today, and now he shows up here looking exactly like the man who has been in my sleep for three months."

Mia's humor softened around the edges. "Does Brian know?"

"He knows I've been having nightmares."

"Nightmares?"

"What was I supposed to tell him? 'Hey, babe, I keep dreaming about another man pinning me to walls, talking dirty in my ear, and making me come so hard I wake up mad at you'?"

Mia winced. "Okay, fair. But those dreams are not nightmares."

"They are when I wake up feeling guilty."

"That is not the same thing."

I looked down at my empty shot glass. "I'm getting married, Mia."

"I know."

"I love Brian."

"I know."

"Do you?"

Her silence made me look up.

Mia held my gaze, and I saw the answer she was kind enough not to say out loud.

My chest tightened. "Brian and I are fine."

Mia nodded slowly. "Okay. But fine people don't usually almost combust because a man said their last name."

I rolled my eyes. "You are impossible."

"And you are horny, confused, and in denial."

"I'm going to pretend you did not say that."

"You can pretend whatever you want. I'm still your best friend, and I'm telling you something about that man shook you. Not just because he's fine either."

I followed her gaze toward the second level. "He is trouble."

"He looks like trouble."

"No, Mia. I mean real trouble. Sean White is not some random rich man with pretty eyes. He was on trial when that courthouse shooting happened. Jurors died. Security died. A judge died. Every article I skimmed had his name sitting in the middle of that mess like the city had already decided he was guilty."

Mia's face shifted. "Damn."

"Exactly."

"But he said he wanted you for a case?"

"Yes."

"What kind?"

"I do not know yet. I refused the call before he could tell me, remember?"

"Because you were scared."

"I was busy."

"You were scared and busy." She touched my wrist before I could argue. "If something is wrong with what happened at that courthouse, you might be the only one bold enough to touch it."

The words sank deeper than I wanted them to. That was the problem with Mia. She played too much until she decided to tell the truth, and when she told the truth, she aimed straight for the nerve.

"I'll think about it," I said.

Mia squealed.

"I said think."

"That's lawyer for yes."

"No, it is English for think."

"It's okay. I heard yes." She nodded toward the dance floor. "Come on. We came here to drink, dance, and forget men. We are currently discussing men, and that is bad branding."

I followed her onto the dance floor because standing still felt dangerous. The music swallowed us whole. Heat rose from the crowd in waves. Mia spun in front of me, laughing, and I let the bass take over until my body remembered it belonged to me.

For a while, it worked. Then I saw him above us.

The club had a second level, a balcony lounge half-hidden behind smoked glass and velvet ropes. Sean leaned against the railing with Law beside him and two men I did not know, watching me like the whole club had been built for that purpose.

Mia followed my gaze. "Oh, hell."

Sean lifted his glass slightly.

The gesture was small. Controlled. Almost polite. My body reacted like he had dragged his palm across my bare thigh.

I turned away from him and kept dancing. I refused to give him the satisfaction of running off the floor. I rolled my hips to the beat, let the lights catch my dress, and let every man who looked understand that looking was all they were allowed to do.

Mia leaned close to my ear. "You know he's still watching, right?"

"Good."

"Oh, so now we're performing?"

"No," I said, even though that was exactly what I was doing. "I'm dancing."

"Sierra, you are about to start a war with your hips."

I laughed and caught another glimpse of the balcony. Sean was still watching, and this time his jaw was tight.

A man stepped into my space before I saw him coming. Tall, broad, handsome enough, with liquor on his breath and too much confidence in his smile. His hands landed near my waist before I could step back.

"Damn, beautiful," he said. "You dancing like you need company."

I moved his hands off me. "I don't."

He laughed like my answer was cute. "Come on, don't be like that."

"I said I don't."

Mia stepped closer. "She's good."

He glanced at Mia, then back at me. "I ain't talking to you."

My blood cooled.

"You should leave," I said.

He leaned closer. "Or what?"

The hand that landed on his shoulder did not belong to me.

Sean stood behind him, eyes flat, mouth calm.

I had not seen him come down. Neither had the man. That bothered me.

Sean's hand tightened once. "She said she doesn't need company."

The man looked back, irritation flashing before recognition killed it. "My bad, man. I didn't know she was with you."

My temper sparked. "I'm not with him."

Sean's eyes flicked to me. "No, she's not."

The man tried to laugh. "Then what—"

Sean leaned in and said something too low for me to hear.

Whatever it was drained every bit of color from the man's face.

He backed up fast. "My bad. For real."

Then he disappeared into the crowd like the music had swallowed him.

Mia stared after him. "Well, shit."

I turned on Sean. "I had that handled."

"I know."

"Then why did you interfere?"

"Because I wanted to."

The honesty hit harder than an excuse would have.

I stepped closer, furious now because anger was safer than whatever else was happening inside me. "You do not get to watch me, follow me, and step into my space like you have some kind of claim."

His eyes moved over my face. "I didn't claim you."

"You implied it."

"He assumed it."

"And you enjoyed it."

Sean's smile barely touched his mouth. "A little."

"You are unbelievable."

"And you are stubborn as hell."

"I am not one of your women."

The amusement vanished.

Sean lowered his head, voice quiet enough that only I could hear. "Do not compare yourself to women you don't know."

"Then do not treat me like a possession."

His gaze held mine while the lights moved over his face, blue, then purple, then darkness again.

"If I treated you like a possession, Ms. Johnson, you would know the difference."

My breath caught, and I hated myself for it.

The dream came at me hard. Sean pinning my wrists above my head. My dress bunched at my hips. His thigh between mine. His mouth brushing mine while he slid inside me with one slow, brutal stroke that stole every thought I had.

"That's what I thought," he said in the dream. "All that attitude until this dick is in you."

"Fuck," I whispered.

"No, baby," he said, pulling back and driving into me again. "Say my name."

"Ms. Johnson."

I came back to the club with my thighs clenched so tight it hurt. Sean's eyebrow lifted, and this time there was no hiding a damn thing.

"You need to stop doing that," I said.

"Saying your name?"

"Saying it like that."

"How am I saying it?"

Like a threat. Like a promise. Like he had already said it while buried in me and remembered what I sounded like when he did.

I picked up my drink, grateful my hand was steady. "You know exactly what you're doing."

"I do."

At least he had the nerve to admit it.

Mia had grabbed Law's arm several feet away and was clearly pretending to be distracted while watching us like this was the best episode of television she had ever seen. Law looked delighted. I hoped both of them choked on ice.

Sean glanced over his shoulder. "Law."

Law's grin vanished into innocence too fast to be believable. "Yeah, nigga?"

"Take your ass upstairs."

Law looked at Mia. "You hear how he talks to me? Hostile work environment."

Mia laughed. "You poor thing."

"You coming upstairs too?"

"She is not," I said.

Mia looked at me like I had offended her personally. Law lifted both hands and backed away, still smiling at her like he planned to see her again whether the universe approved or not.

When they were gone, Sean returned his attention to me.

"Why me?" I asked.

"For the case?"

"For anything."

The question surprised us both. It had come out too honest.

Sean studied me. "Because everybody says you're the best."

"That is not an answer. That is a headline."

"I don't waste time with people who can't help me."

"And showing up at a club is your idea of efficient?"

"No." His gaze lowered to my mouth again. "That was personal."

Every warning bell inside me went off.

"You don't know me."

"I know enough."

"No, you know what you've seen on TV."

"I know you denied my call without hearing the details, then still looked me up."

I froze.

Sean smiled faintly.

My eyes narrowed. "How would you know that?"

"You think I walked in here without doing my own homework?"

"You had someone watching me?"

"I had someone watching the situation."

"That is a cute way to say yes."

"I don't do cute."

"No, apparently you do criminal."

He laughed then, a real sound that hit me lower than it should have. It changed his face for a second, made him look less like a headline and more like a man.

"I hate being played with," I said.

His smile faded. "Then don't play with me."

I held his stare. "You came to me, so maybe you should remember who needs who."

"When a woman like you walks into a room, every man notices," he said. "Some want to fuck you. Some want to humble you. Some want to own a little piece of whatever makes you walk like that." His eyes held mine. "I'm not them."

My throat went tight. "What are you then?"

He leaned down, close enough that his breath brushed the shell of my ear. "Patient."

My knees almost betrayed me.

I stepped away, and this time I did not care if it looked like retreat. "Send your information to my office."

"You said that already."

"And yet you're still here."

"For now."

"Then leave."

His eyes moved over me one more time, and there was nothing polite about it. "Have a good night, Ms. Johnson."

I hated that my name sounded better in his mouth every time.

He walked away, and I did not watch him go all the way upstairs. Instead, I turned back to Mia, who had somehow reappeared with two fresh drinks and the face of a woman who had just witnessed a crime.

"Do not," I said.

Mia handed me a glass. "Girl, that man wants to eat you alive."

"He wants a lawyer."

"He wants a lawyer, your mouth, your attitude, and probably your legs around his neck. I saw what I saw."

I choked on my drink.

"And you want him too," she added, entirely too pleased with herself.

"I want to go home."

"No, you want to go home before you make a decision that requires a shower, a confession, and a lawyer for your own damn self."

"I am engaged."

The words came out sharper than I expected.

Mia's expression softened. "I know."

I looked down at my ring. The diamond caught the club lights and threw them back in tiny fractured colors. Brian had picked a beautiful ring. Expensive. Tasteful. Respectable. Everything about it said future wife, polished life, shared last name, dinner parties, business events, and a man who expected me to come home and make his insecurity feel less heavy.

I used to look at that ring and feel chosen. Tonight, it felt like evidence.

"I need air," I said.

Mia nodded. "I'll come with you."

We slipped through the side exit into a narrow patio tucked between brick buildings. The air outside was cold enough to bite through the heat on my skin. The music became muffled behind the door, bass thudding through the walls like a heartbeat. A few people stood near the far railing smoking, laughing, wrapped around each other. The city stretched above us in windows, sirens, and yellow streetlight.

I leaned against the brick and closed my eyes. The cold helped a little.

Mia stood beside me, quiet for maybe ten whole seconds before she gave up. "You okay?"

"No."

"Thank God. I was about to be worried if you lied again."

I laughed, but it came out tired.

"I don't know what to say," I admitted. "Brian and I have been together forever. He was my first everything. And now I don't know if we're holding on because we love each other or because we don't know who we are without the story."

Mia did not joke this time.

"I am not a cheater," I said. "I would never do that to him."

"I know."

"But these dreams feel real. And then Sean stands in front of me saying my name like he knows exactly what I sound like in the dark, and I can't breathe right."

Mia's voice softened. "Maybe that does not mean you're a bad person. Maybe it means something in you has been trying to tell you the truth before you were ready to hear it."

I looked at her. "Since when did you become wise?"

"I have layers."

"You have liquor."

"That too."

We laughed, and the heaviness eased enough for me to breathe.

The patio door opened, spilling music and heat into the alley. For one stupid second, I thought it might be Sean. It was not. I hated the disappointment that moved through me, and Mia saw it because of course she did.

"Come on," she said. "One more dance, then we go."

"One."

"Two if the song is good."

"Mia."

"What? Healing has rhythm."

I let her drag me back inside.

I did not see Sean again. I told myself that was good. I told myself the night was better without his eyes following me from some dark corner. I told myself a lot of things while Mia and I danced through another song, then another, until my feet ached and the tequila made the room glow at the edges.

But every time someone brushed against me, my body checked to see if it was him.

By the time we finally left, the night air had gone colder, and the city had that late-hour shine that made everything look a little more honest and a lot more dangerous. Mia hugged me outside the club, still laughing about Law and his mouth.

"Get home safe," she said.

"You too."

"And Sierra?"

I paused with my hand on the car door.

"Look at the case before you decide anything."

I frowned. "You're still on that?"

"Yes. Because whatever Sean White is, that courthouse story sounds wrong. And if it is wrong, you won't be able to leave it alone."

I hated how well she knew me.

"I'll think about it," I said.

She smiled. "That is still yes."

I got in the car before she could say anything else. The drive home was quieter than I expected. New York slid past the windows in streaks of light, but my mind kept replaying Sean's voice.

I didn't come for someone. That was personal. Patient.

I pressed my thighs together and looked out the window because apparently I had lost my damn mind.

By the time I reached the house, Brian's car was not in the driveway. A few months ago, I would have called him immediately. Tonight, relief came first, and that scared me more than Sean.

Inside, the house was dark and too clean. No Brian on the couch with his arms crossed. No argument waiting in the kitchen. No accusation dressed up as concern. The only thing waiting there was me.

I should have enjoyed the peace. Instead, I carried Sean into the bedroom with me.

In the shower, hot water rolled over my shoulders and down my back, washing off sweat, smoke, perfume, and the club. It did nothing for the memory of Sean stepping into that man's space on the dance floor. Nothing for the way he said he was patient. Nothing for the way my body kept answering him when my mouth knew better.

When I finally crawled into bed, Brian still was not home. I checked my phone once. No message. No missed call. There was also nothing from Sean White, and I hated that I noticed.

I set the phone facedown on the nightstand and stared into the dark. I told myself it was nothing. A coincidence. A dangerous man with a good face and bad timing. But when sleep finally pulled me under, I did not dream of Brian.

I dreamed of Sean White standing at the foot of my bed, watching me like he had all night to wait, and in the dream, I did not tell him to leave.
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Just watching Brian sleep used to do something to me.

He was still handsome. That part had never been the problem. Even with one arm thrown over his head, lashes resting against his cheeks, and his mouth slightly parted like he had not spent half the night making me feel guilty for being myself, he looked like the man every girl on campus used to want. I remembered that Brian too clearly sometimes. The easy smile. The coffee waiting outside my class when finals got close. The way he used to look at my ambition like it was something he wanted to stand beside, not something he needed to compete with.

He had chosen me when everybody wanted him.

Back then, it felt like winning.

Now I lay beside him in the dim blue light leaking through the curtains, my engagement ring cold against my finger, wondering how the hell winning had started feeling so heavy.

Brian had come home sometime before sunrise. I heard the front door, the careful way he moved through the house, and the shower running in the guest bathroom. He did not come straight to bed. He never did when he was angry. He gave me silence like punishment, as if I had ever been the type of woman to break because a man withheld his mood from me.

Still, when he finally climbed in beside me, I pretended to be asleep.

That was new.

The club had followed me into the sheets. Sean White's voice stayed in my ear long after the music disappeared, saying my name like he had practiced it in the dark. I could still feel the weight of his stare from the balcony and the way his eyebrow lifted every time he caught me slipping into places I had no business going. My body had embarrassed me in a room full of strangers, and now I was lying beside my fiancé trying to convince myself I was still the same woman I had been before Sean walked into that club.

I turned my head toward Brian and tried to make myself feel normal.

He shifted closer until his warmth brushed my arm. Familiar cologne. Familiar skin. Familiar breath. I knew this man. I knew the scar near his ribs from a stupid fraternity dare, the spot on his neck that always made his body jump, the way he folded his T-shirts, and how he pretended not to be jealous until jealousy came out dressed as concern.

I knew everything about him.

So why did my body feel like a stranger beside him?

The television across the room was still on mute. Brian must have turned it on when he came in. A news anchor moved her mouth silently beneath a red breaking-news banner, and for a second the crawl at the bottom of the screen pulled me back to another night, another headline, another version of me sitting in this same room with my laptop open and my glass of wine untouched.

The first time I saw Sean White, the city was screaming his name.

It had been almost three months ago, late enough for the house to feel hollow. Brian had been asleep on the couch after another argument about my schedule, and I had been reviewing discovery for a case I knew the prosecution had stitched together with bad faith and worse paperwork. The television had been background noise until the words courthouse shooting cut through the room.

I looked up.

The screen showed chaos outside the courthouse. Police lights washed the stone steps red and blue. Reporters crowded behind barricades while officers pushed people back. Someone had lost a shoe on the sidewalk. Blood darkened the sleeve of a court officer being rushed toward an ambulance. The camera shook as if even the person holding it could not believe what they were seeing.

Then they showed him.

Sean White came out between two officers, not dragged and not stumbling, even with his white dress shirt torn at the shoulder and stained dark near his side. A paramedic tried to press gauze against him while one officer kept a hand on his arm. Cameras flashed so hard the screen turned white in bursts.

Reporters shouted over each other.

"Mr. White, did you order the shooting?"

"Were you the target?"

"Is this connected to the drug trafficking case?"

"Did your organization threaten the jury?"

Sean did not answer.

He lifted his head, and the camera caught his face.

That was the part I remembered most. Not the blood. Not the reporters. Not the headline calling him a suspected kingpin before anyone had counted the bodies. His face. That stillness. Those light brown eyes cutting through all that noise like he was already calculating who in that crowd would pay for speaking his name wrong.

Brian had stirred on the couch. "Turn that shit down," he mumbled.

"It's muted," I said, but he had already fallen back asleep.

The anchor's voice filled the silence a moment later, naming the dead: jurors, security, the judge. The report said Sean had been on trial after a drug stop. It said prosecutors believed he had ties to organized crime. It said the shooting appeared connected to his case.

Appeared.

That word always bothered me. It let people suggest guilt without having to prove a damn thing.

I watched Sean get pushed toward the ambulance. Watched him resist just enough for the officers to tighten their grip. Watched his eyes sweep across the cameras before the doors closed on him.

I should have thought about the victims first. I did think about them. People were dead. A courtroom had been turned into a warzone. Families were about to get phone calls that would split their lives in half. But the lawyer in me kept asking the questions the news did not want anyone asking.

Why were they talking about Sean like a suspect when he was bleeding through his shirt?

Where was his attorney?
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