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Seattle, WA

Early May

The rain hadn’t stopped all day. It slicked the downtown streets of Seattle in a sheen of gray, turning gutters into streams and pedestrians into silhouettes behind umbrellas. Inside the King County Correctional Facility, the world was just as grim.

Detective Christopher Macklin had an itch. He stood outside Interrogation Room 2 with a familiar prickling behind his ears. It was a quiet, primal warning he’d learned not to ignore. Something was off.

He’d barely settled into his post when a sharp knock echoed from the heavy steel door. The coded signal. The district attorney’s cue that they were either finished, or in need of backup.

To Chris’s right, Correctional Officer Phillip Jenner pulled a ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the door with a loud click. Chris gave a slow exhale through his nose. He’d expected to be here for hours. Apparently, the interrogation had ended early.

That didn’t sit right.

Rumor had it the DA had finally hit pay dirt. There was some kind of massive evidence uncovered against Hector Torres, the smug bastard currently sitting inside. Chris hadn’t been briefed on it. While he wasn’t the lead on this case, he was part of the Major Crimes Special Unit created for it. The lack of intel pissed him off.

He’d rushed downtown the moment news of Torres’s arrest hit his phone. The rest of his unit hadn’t arrived yet, but Chris didn’t care. This wasn’t just any other case or departmental rumor. The precinct was always buzzing with leaks and speculation, but this felt different. If Torres managed to walk free on bail again, Chris wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep his composure.

The guy wasn’t just a creep. He was dangerous. He should’ve been behind bars years ago. Chris was done letting child killers slip through his fingers. 

Hector Torres was a walking tabloid scandal. His wealthy family was connected, and loud about his innocence. Never mind that he was under arrest for the second time in the disappearance of a nine-year-old girl. Or that his last release coincided with two other missing children’s cases.

Chris stepped into the doorway behind Officer Jenner. The air inside the interrogation room was colder than the hallway, with bad fluorescent lighting and the toxic smell of cleaning supplies.

Torres lounged at the metal table like it was his living room couch, shoulders slouched, a faint smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. Luke Barrett, his big wig defense attorney leaned in close, whispering rapidly and clearly agitated.

As Chris scanned the room he noticed Detective Randall Hurts, Chris’s colleague and the lead on the case, alongside Adrienne Mulls, the assistant district attorney. They stood in the corner, looking strained. Chris moved toward them.

“That fucker is sick,” Randall muttered as Chris drew close. He turned his back on the suspect and lowered his voice. “We got him though. Surveillance footage and a digital dump. Techs pulled everything from his hard drive. Pictures of three different kids on his computer match with cold case reports from the last nine years.”

Chris’s stomach dropped. “Jesus.”

“Yeah,” Randall nodded grimly. “First time I could get word to you. Sorry, man. We had to keep the lid tight. I thought this would close it.”

Chris clapped a hand on his shoulder. “It still might.”

A plea bargain was their best shot at cleaning up this mess once and for all.

Randall didn’t look convinced. His eyes were ringed with exhaustion, his usually neat tie askew. “If his asshole brother pulls another magic act and gets him bail, I swear...”

Chris followed his gaze. Torres’s eyes were dark as oil, completely void of a soul. They stared back with quiet menace. 

Just then, his lawyer stood. “We need time to review a few issues before proceeding,” he said with clipped formality, already packing up.

Adrienne didn’t hide her contempt. “Bad decision, Luke.”

The defense attorney smiled thinly. “Pleasure as always.”

As Luke exited, another correctional officer entered. He held his post at the door, while Officer Jenner approached Torres with practiced detachment.

“Hands on the table,” Jenner said, retrieving his cuffs.

Torres didn’t move. Instead, he gave a slow, deliberate shake of his head.

Adrienne rolled her eyes. “He’s exempt from cuffs, remember? Arthritis flare-up. Per doctor’s note.” She said it like a joke, though no one laughed. “Ankle shackles only.”

The officer looked annoyed but complied, unlocking the leg irons. “Let’s go.”

Torres rose with a groan, the chains at his feet clinking softly as he moved. Then, unprompted, he veered toward Chris. Tugging on the arm that Officer Jenner held, he moved as close as possible. Stopping inches away, the space thickened with tension.

Chris stared him down for several moments, before looking to Randall and Adrienne for permission. They nodded and he refocused his attention on Torres, “What?”

Hector leaned in, smile widening, and whispered in a singsong voice, “Can’t stop, won’t stop.” 

Then he laughed. The ear-splitting sound was manic, chilling Chris like nothing else ever had. 

What happened next unfolded in a blur. Torres snapped his head backward, the sharp crack of his skull against nose echoing through the room. Officer Jenner screamed, his hands flying to his bleeding face.

The officer posted at the door moved too slow as Torres lunged. He moved toward Chris with his hands out. Hector wasn’t reaching for an escape, but for the Glock at Chris’s hip.

Years of training took over. Chris stepped back, drew his weapon, and yelled “Stop!”

Torres ignored him, was within reach now. There was no time to issue additional commands. Chris fired one shot. Blood sprayed from Torres’s neck in an arc, painting the wall behind him crimson. Then he crumpled, chains clinking one last time before the room fell into stunned silence.

Adrienne screamed, while Randall shouted for a medic. The other officer was attempting to stop the blood flow from Torres’s wound. Chris stood frozen, heart pounding, Glock still raised as smoke curled from the barrel.

The rain outside pounded harder against the windows, as if trying to drown out the chaos.
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Six months later 

Isabela Cruz stood propped against the wall outside the boardroom doors, pretending to study her notes. The bullet points she’d reviewed a dozen times had blurred into meaningless ink swirls. Her real focus was on the muffled voices inside.

Half a dozen police union representatives and high-powered attorneys chatted cordially inside as if they weren’t here to discuss the most controversial shooting Seattle had seen in years.

The elevator dinged, diverting her attention. She looked up sharply, her spine straightening as one of the firm’s managing partners, Marcus Walker, strode down the hall. As usual, he exuded the kind of confidence and swagger that made junior associates both envious and wary.

“Morning,” she greeted him, her voice steady despite her nerves.

“You ready, Izzy?” Marcus rasped, his voice gravelly from the cigars he pretended not to smoke and lack of sleep.

Rolling her eyes, she muttered, “As I’ll ever be.”

Marcus didn’t bother replying. He pushed ahead, nodding curtly to his paralegal, Nicole, who offered Isabela a supportive pat on the arm.

Isabela took a moment to tug on the hem of her suit skirt and glance down at her blouse to confirm all buttons were still secured. Satisfied, she followed Nicole into the room.

Though Isabela prided herself on her courtroom composure, she wasn’t so naive that she’d walk into a room like this without backup. As a Hispanic woman she couldn’t help feeling a bit like a sheep entering the lion’s den given the nature of this case. It did help having a Black man as her managing partner. This wasn’t just legal strategy, it was politics, reputation, and power plays. 

Across the long mahogany table, sat the head of the Seattle Police Officer’s Guild, Don Skulski, and two of their lawyers. However, it was the man seated beside them who sent a chill up her spine. Christopher Macklin. The subject of internal affairs reviews, public outcry, and endless news cycles.

Isabela offered a warm smile and a polite nod to the room, opting out of handshakes. In a post-COVID world, that was an accepted norm, and in her case, a welcomed shield.

As she pulled out her seat across from the Guild crew, Isabela couldn’t silence the voice in her head still questioning why she was here. Lending her expertise in human rights and workplace disputes to a man like Macklin felt like a betrayal of everything she stood for. She hadn’t yet made peace with it and the longer she delayed forming a judgment, the harder it was to sleep at night.

Macklin stood as they entered, offering only a nod to Marcus. Then he turned to her. Their gazes met and her breath caught. His eyes were icy blue. Arctic, almost. A bolt of heat zipped down her spine before dropping straight to her stomach. 

She broke eye contact immediately, pretending to adjust her notes as she sat beside her boss. To her other side, one of the union’s lawyers leaned in to strike up a conversation. She’d worked with him before. If memory served, the dialogue would eventually shift into a poorly veiled proposition, but for now, it was a welcome distraction. Anything to avoid looking at Macklin again.

She didn’t need to anyway. One look had confirmed what she suspected, Christopher Macklin was a privileged, arrogant bully.

Freshly shaven, hair cropped short in a military cut, he looked every inch the hard-edged cop. His rigid posture and no-nonsense expression made it clear he wasn’t here for small talk. All that was missing were the wraparound shades. They were probably in his car.

Still, she couldn’t deny he was attractive. He had the whole dark, menacing look down pat. Tall, with broad shoulders, he wore his tailored suit like he’d been born in it. He was older than her, late thirties, maybe early forties. Everything about him screamed confidence and control. Which made it even harder to believe he had accidently killed anyone. This man did things with purpose.

A throat cleared, snapping the room to attention and silencing conversations, including the half-hearted one she was having with the lawyer beside her. Don stood and opened the meeting.

“As you all know,” Don began, “we expect a decision from the district attorney’s office in the coming weeks on whether to pursue a grand jury. It’s disappointing that it’s come to this. The formal review cleared Mr. Macklin of wrongdoing. We assumed he would’ve returned to duty by now, but as you’re aware, the DA requested an extension, and it was granted.

“Now the rumor mill’s talking civil action. Even criminal charges. It’s an unprecedented situation. That’s why we’ve brought in Walker and Doyle. We’re grateful to have you on board.”

Marcus gave a warm, proud smile. “Thank you, Don. We’re glad to lend our expertise.”

He turned it over to the union’s attorney, who didn’t waste time.

“The morning of the alleged homicide...”

Isabela’s mouth fell open. Did he just say alleged? She glanced around but no one reacted. Heads remained bowed over notes or lit by the blue glow of cellphone screens.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she said, injecting as much civility as possible. “But...alleged homicide? Someone did in fact die.”

Marcus shot her a look over his glasses.

“I’m just making sure the facts from the brief are still consistent,” she added with a tight, forced smile.

The attorney gave a thin smirk. “We don’t like the term homicide. It was self-defense. But I’ll rephrase, if it helps. The morning our client was forced to take a life...”

Isabela’s jaw clenched. She cleared her throat to keep from scoffing. A small sound escaped that still earned her a sharp kick under the table from Marcus.

Fidgeting with her pen to keep from rolling her eyes, she dared a glance across the table. Christopher Macklin was watching her. Staring daggers would be a better description. His gaze was unflinching, hard and cold.

She held it this time, even as her spine tingled. What was his goal? Intimidation? Unfortunately for him, she didn’t scare easily. Isabela gave him her most practiced, dismissive look, then turned away.

Avoiding him after that was easy. She had no interest in reading the disdain written across his face. Everything about him unsettled her. As the meeting ticked past the hour mark, Marcus finally wrapped things up.

“We’re confident we can manage both the legal and public opinion aspects of this case,” he said. “Mr. Macklin is the victim. If need be, we’ll prove that beyond a reasonable doubt.”

That was when Macklin finally spoke.

“I don’t need to prove myself to them,” he muttered.

Marcus took it in stride. “But we do. People need to relate to you. They need to believe you. Right now, the city only has one version of events. Thanks to the judge’s gag order, the full story is still under wraps, including the evidence that would’ve put Hector Torres away for life. If we are going to help you, you need to trust us. Word is, the DA will decide whether to convene a grand jury before the long weekend. That gives us just under two weeks.”

He stood, smoothing his jacket. “Thanks, everyone. Nicole will coordinate Mr. Macklin’s interview schedule. We’ll be in touch.”

****
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Chris had reached a whole new level of exhaustion. Emotional fatigue was a bitch. Unlocking the front door of the townhouse, he kicked off his shoes with a sigh that came from somewhere deep in his chest. Technically, the place wasn’t his, it was his sister’s. 

He was subletting from her because he couldn’t stomach returning to his own house, not with the press camped out front like vultures. It was humiliating having big sis bailing him out, again.

Trudging into the kitchen, Chris yanked open the refrigerator and grabbed a can of sparkling water. He cracked it open and took a long pull, grimacing as the sharp fizz burned its way down his throat. His eyes watered. It wasn’t beer. He hadn’t touched alcohol in years, but nothing else had ever really replaced the satisfaction of a cold one after a brutal day.

As if summoned by the thought, his phone buzzed on the counter.

“I’m surprised you picked up,” Randall said. 

“Me too. What’s up?” 

“How’d the meeting go?” his best friend asked.

Chris leaned back against the counter. “About what you’d expect. Sat there while everyone politely pretended I wasn’t a monster.”

“Shit,” Randall muttered. “Did the attorneys seem confident at least?”

“Hard to say. Don and the union guys do. The new lawyers...” He hesitated. “They looked skeptical. I’ve got to meet with them again later this week to build a defense.”

“So, they think the DA’s actually going to press charges?” Randall sounded stunned. “Son of a bitch.”

“They said they’re just being cautious,” Chris said, taking another gulp of water. “But yeah. That’s the vibe I got.”

“I’m sorry, man. I really am,” Randall said. 

Chris felt something sharp well up in his chest and quickly shoved it back down. “It is what it is. Comes with the territory when you shoot someone, right?”

A few seconds of silence passed between them.

“Listen, it’s been a long day,” Chris said, his voice rough. “I’m gonna hit the shower.”

“Alright. You want to run soon?” Randall asked, hopeful.

“Yeah. Let me figure out my schedule and I’ll text you.”

“Okay. Keep me posted. I’m here for you.”

“I know,” Chris said quietly. “Thanks, man.”

“Later,” Randall said before hanging up.

Chris left the half-empty can on the counter and dragged himself upstairs. His body ached with weariness, his mind even more so. What a goddamn mess.

Thirty-eight years old, divorced, alone, and now anyone with access to social media thought he was a racist murderer. What a winner. Chris had perfected appearing indifferent, but it frightened him that he was starting to feel the numbness seeping in. While he certainly didn’t want to go to prison, he didn’t know how much more he could take. This wasn’t living.

He stepped into the bathroom, stripped off his button-down, and let it fall in a heap on the tile floor. Palms braced on either side of the sink, he leaned toward the mirror and stared.

The reflection that looked back was both familiar and foreign. The tired eyes and tight jaw were his norm now. His pecs and shoulders flexed from the pose, at least the gym was paying off. One of the few benefits of being on suspension was the endless, empty hours. Working out was something to do. Something he could control.

He turned on the shower and waited for the fog to coat the glass. The first couple of months after the shooting had been eerily quiet. He was placed on paid administrative leave, and outside the department, hardly anyone knew what had happened. That changed overnight.

The deceased’s family, a clan of well-connected social climbers, petitioned for and won a media gag order. Once granted, it sealed all records tied to Hector Torres’s charges and the damning evidence that would’ve been used at trial. In the next breath, they leaked the shooting to the press.

Within hours, his name was smeared across every headline in the country. Christopher Macklin, racist cop and cold-blooded killer. His life had imploded on cue.

Every time he stepped outside, he felt it. The looks, the tension, strangers whispering. People crossing the street. Parents pulling their kids closer. He was radioactive. Today’s meeting hadn’t helped.

The image of his new attorney rose uninvited in his mind. Again. He’d tried to ignore it, but she’d been impossible to forget on the drive home. Isabela. She had a pretty name. She was a pretty woman.

Who was he kidding? She wasn’t pretty, she was drop-dead gorgeous. All sharp eyes and sleek confidence, with that tailored suit and those heels that probably cost more than his monthly mortgage payment. She looked at him like he was something she'd scraped off the bottom of them.

Once upon a time he would’ve had the guts to ask a woman like that out. Flash a grin, see how far his charm took him. Not anymore. Now she just reminded him how far he’d fallen. 

Hopefully he wouldn’t have to see much of her around the office. Just thinking about her made his chest tighten for reasons he didn’t want to unpack.

When the bathroom had steamed up enough, Chris stepped into the shower, the water hot and pounding. He tilted his head back and let the spray beat against his neck, washing away the day, or at least trying to.

He couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t fighting something. Combat overseas. Suspects on the street. His own demons. Now, he was running out of weapons for his battles. That terrified him, because without them, the pain came fast and hard. There was nothing left to dull it. Alcohol had nearly destroyed him once. So had pushing everyone away.

Sometimes he felt utterly alone. This was his reality. He told himself it was better this way. Less people to let down when he made another life altering mistake. He cursed under his breath, turning his back on the hot water.  

Tonight, his mind should’ve been locked on legal strategy, but it kept circling back to her. To the lawyer with sharp eyes and a sharper tongue. The one who had looked at him like he was both beneath her and worth her full attention at the same time. Isabela Cruz. He couldn’t afford distractions, least of all her. But for reasons he didn’t want to admit, she might have already crawled under his skin.
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Knocking a brief rhythm on the door, Isabela peeked into Marcus Walker’s spacious office. He was on the phone but waved her in. She slid into one of the plush chairs across from his desk and scrolled through emails on her phone, pretending not to eavesdrop.

“Point taken, sweetheart ... yes, you’re always right,” Marcus laughed into the receiver. His eyes flicked to her, amusement dancing there.

“Okay,” he continued, “Isabela just came in and is trying her best to act like she isn’t listening, so I need to let you go.”

Isabela looked up with a grimace but cracked a smile when she caught the humor in his tone.

“I will. Love you too,” he said, ending the call. “Jas says hi.”

“Tell her hi back for me,” Isabela replied warmly. Jasmine Walker was something of a legend around the office, and clearly Marcus’s queen. The way he talked about his wife made her believe that finding love was still possible.

“Just so you know,” Marcus added, leveling her with a mock-serious look, “you’re a terrible actress. Your face gives it all away.”

“Thanks for the heads-up, boss. I’ll work on my poker face.”

He leaned back, fingers steepled. “Speaking of ... what did you really think today?”

Isabela didn’t need clarification. “He’s a bully.”

Marcus laughed, white teeth flashing stunningly against his dark skin. “Well, that bully is all yours.”

“Pardon?” Isabela sat up straighter.

“He’s a pain in the ass, I know, but you can handle him. I’ll be focused on the media strategy and cleaning up his public image. Your job is getting Macklin to talk.”

She blinked. “You’re serious?”

“As a heart attack,” Marcus said. “Whether he did it on purpose or not, we need to know. No surprises in court. If it gets that far. Dig in.”

“But Marcus,” she groaned, “he hates me.”

“You just met the guy.”

“That’s all it took,” she muttered. “The way he looked at me, like I didn’t belong in the room. Get Bryan or Lewis to handle him,” she begged, unable to hide the edge in her voice. “He’ll probably enjoy their company, and their skin color, more than mine.” She coughed lightly into her fist.

Surprisingly, Marcus chuckled. “I could assign it to them. But I know they won’t fare better than you. In fact, they’ll get steamrolled.”

His tone shifted, face sobering. “I’m giving you the reins, Isabela. In my opinion, the DA’s already drafting the press release. The public wants blood, or at the very least, transparency. That’s what we’re going to give them.”

He leaned forward, “I want every inch of this guy exposed. His secrets, his scars, his hero moments. Apparently, his record was spotless before this. But the political climate? It doesn’t forgive cops acting as judge and jury.”

“It shouldn’t,” she said sharply, then caught herself, inhaling through her nose.

Marcus raised both hands in surrender. “You’re preaching to the choir.”

She paused, spine stiff as the importance of the opportunity took hold. This was her chance to prove herself worthy of the prestigious partner title. It was a high stakes case with a difficult client. All eyes were watching, especially those within the firm.

He continued, voice gentler. “You were added to this case because you get results. Because you’re likeable, smart, and tireless. And, yes...” he hesitated only slightly, “because a Hispanic woman with a human rights background looks damn good to a jury.”

Her stomach dropped, rollercoaster-style, even though she’d already guessed.

“But more than optics, I trust you. I trust your gut. You won’t let him play you. You’ll get the truth.”

Marcus sighed, rubbing his temples. “I’ve been the token Black man more times than I can count. It always stings. But I know my worth. I’ve always been willing to take the opportunity to prove it. You strike me as being cut from the same cloth.”

Damn him for being right. He always reminded her of her father. Both men were blunt, but brilliant and fair. She wanted to be partner material, and this case was her audition.

“I got you,” Isabela said quietly.

“I knew you would.” Marcus nodded once, then gestured to the growing stack of case files on his desk. “Now, I have work to do, and so do you.”

Taking the cue, Isabela rose and left the office. As she walked down the hall toward her own, her paralegal, Kelly Moore, looked up from behind his computer.

“Hey, Izzy, your schedule just got an update. First interview with Mr. Macklin is booked for tomorrow morning.”

She stopped mid-step. “What?”

Kelly winced. “Sorry, chica. Thought it was best to get it over with.”

“Did you book a conference room?” she asked.

“I was going to ask. Want me to?”

Izzy exhaled. As much as she wanted to keep things in neutral territory, maybe starting off in her own office would help her stay grounded.

“No ... my office is fine,” she said with a forced smile.

But as she turned away, the thought of being behind closed doors with Christopher Macklin made her stomach flip in a way that had nothing to do with nerves.

“Actually, yes, Kel. Book the room.”

“You got it.” He winked.

“You’re the best.” Izzy threw a kiss in his direction.

“I know it. Wanna get margs with Alexis and I after work?”

“I thought you’d never ask. I should be done by six-ish.”

“Perfection. I’ll have her book a table for three,” he said.

At least her work husband had her back. Isabela headed for her office, heels clicking and heart steadying. Tomorrow would be uncomfortable. Maybe even ugly. She’d never been afraid to get her hands dirty, but she was afraid of what she might see behind those arctic blue eyes if she wasn’t careful.
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The scent of sizzling fajitas and fresh lime filled the air. Isabela breathed deep and leaned back in her chair, margarita in hand, Tajín crusting the rim like a halo. The low hum of conversation and Spanish guitar playing overhead made Zapotec Cantina feel like a second home. In the last year, she’d come here enough it could literally be listed as her secondary address. 

Their favorite booth near the window was occupied but she didn’t mind the bar seating. The dinner hour was always packed. The high stools gave her a clear view of the whole restaurant, and tonight, she was in good company.

“You should see the look you made when you tasted the green salsa,” Kelly said, smirking into his drink.

“It burned a hole in my soul,” Kelly’s wife Alexis said, fanning her mouth with a chip. “That is not salsa, that’s chemical warfare.”

Izzy laughed as she reached for another chip. “That’s why you pair it with this,” she lifted her pomegranate margarita like it was a potion, “a gift to women who work too damn hard.”

“Amen,” Alexis said, her curls bouncing as she raised her own glass. “Cheers to temporary amnesia due to these lovely margaritas.”

They clinked glasses with an overly dramatic flourish before sipping. The tequila hit just right. Izzy hadn’t realized how tightly her shoulders had been coiled until they started to unspool.

“So.” Alexis raised a brow, chip paused halfway to the guac. “You gonna tell us what’s eating at you, or do we have to tequila it out of you?”

Izzy sighed, dragging her chip through the guacamole like it had personally wronged her. “I have to interview that detective tomorrow morning. Christopher Macklin,” she whispered the name.

Kelly gave a sympathetic wince. “Officer Grumpy.”

“Grumpy and judgy,” Isabela muttered. “He looked at me like I walked into the meeting wearing body glitter and Crocs.”

“First off, who said Crocs weren’t office appropriate?” Alexis waved a hand toward her feet where she wore Crocs with her scrubs. “Second, he’s probably just feeling threatened,” she offered. “You’re a stunning, intelligent woman who could eviscerate him with one sentence and look good doing it.”

“Damn right,” Kelly added.

Izzy smiled, touched in spite of herself. “Thanks, but it doesn’t matter. He’s not my problem. He can hate me all he wants. I’ll interview him and then hopefully never have to see him again after the case wraps.”

Before Kelly or Alexis could respond, a tall, dark, and handsome guy in a Seahawks t-shirt approached their table with a smile that was just on the right side of cocky.

“Sorry to interrupt,” he said, looking at Isabela, “but I’ve been sitting over there for the last ten minutes trying to figure out the least creepy way to say you have the cutest laugh I’ve ever heard.”

Izzy laughed again, caught off guard. “Oh.”

“I’m Jason,” he said, offering a hand.

She took it automatically. “Isabela.”

“Well, Isabela ... would you maybe want to grab a drink sometime? Or a taco? I’ve heard the guac here is legendary.”

Beside her, Alexis grinned and kicked her lightly under the table. Izzy hesitated.

Jason was cute. He was well built, with a scruffy beard and kind eyes. Charming in that laid-back Seattle kind of way. But she could already feel her brain sifting through excuses, calculating time, energy, emotional bandwidth. There wasn’t much left.

“I appreciate it,” she said honestly. While she got hit on frequently, it was rare a man put any effort into approaching her in a civilized manner. “But I’ve got a lot going on right now.”

“Fair enough,” he said easily, smiling as he stepped back. “Nice meeting you.”

“You, too.” Isabela said.

As he walked away, Alexis gave her a look. “Girl.”

“I know,” Izzy groaned, burying her face in her hands.

“That man had dimples I could see through the beard! You’re legally required to investigate.”

“I don’t need a distraction right now,” she said. “Especially not with this case.”

Kelly leaned in. “You also don’t need to keep burning yourself out on clients who wouldn’t know gratitude if it smacked them in the face with a subpoena.”

“Exactly,” Alexis said. “You’ve earned joy, Izzy. You deserve something besides depositions and deadlines.”

Izzy sighed, the weight of the day settling again, but buffered by chips and good company.

“I know you’re right. It’s just ... hard to want something more when you’re just trying to be enough, ya know? Enough to make partner, enough to not be a disappointment to my family.” She paused.  “Okay, now I’ve gone off the deep end. Sorry for being a buzz kill guys.”

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

Then Kelly raised his glass again. “To being enough and maybe making room for something more.”

Izzy clinked her glass to theirs and took a long sip. Tomorrow would be tough. So tonight, she’d let herself enjoy the salt, the laughter, and the warmth of the few people who already thought she was more than enough.
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Chris looked up from the Scrabble app on his phone when the conference room door opened. Isabela Cruz strolled in like she had all the time in the world. She was two minutes late. Not that he was keeping track.

Her pace was unhurried, her expression unreadable. In one hand, she held a stainless-steel coffee tumbler, the kind that screamed eco-conscious hippie. The other hand was full. A phone, notebook, and pen, all balanced with ease like she’d done it a hundred times.

Chris had prepped himself to not react to her looks again. He failed. The light gray skirt suit hugged her body like it had been custom-made. The silky white blouse underneath was strained at the seams in a way that made his pulse pick up. Sky high heels punctuated the look. 

Thick, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail so tight it could probably withstand a hurricane. It annoyed him that he wanted to tug it loose. He forced his gaze to her face. Her eyes met his and she gave him a fake, tight smile.

“Good morning,” she said in a singsong voice, syrupy enough to stick.

“Morning,” he replied flatly.

This conference room was smaller than the one from yesterday. It was also more informal. There was a round table, no corners to hide in, with windows letting in too much natural light for his liking. It felt more like a therapy session than an interview.

She set her things down and, without
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