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​CHAPTER ONE

The Woman Who Fixes Monsters
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SIENNA

The boardroom smelled like expensive cologne and desperation.

I sat at the head of the table, spine straight, legs crossed, my Louboutins catching the afternoon light streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked Manhattan. Forty-three floors below, people moved through their ordinary lives. Up here, we traded in ruin and resurrection.

"Ms. Voss, surely we can negotiate—"

"No." I didn't look up from my phone, where I was already composing the press release that would save the sweating man across from me. "These are my terms. You pay the full fee, you follow my strategy to the letter, and in six months, you'll be giving TED talks about comeback stories. Or you can hire someone cheaper and watch your IPO crash before it launches."

Richard Chen, former wunderkind of Silicon Valley, currently under investigation for misappropriating user data, wiped his palm on his thousand-dollar slacks. His attorney, some silver-haired shark from a white-shoe firm, leaned forward.

"My client needs assurances—"

"Your client needs to shut up and let me work." I finally lifted my gaze, letting them see the absolute absence of sympathy in my eyes. "I don't do assurances. I do results. Check my track record."

The lawyer's jaw tightened, but he nodded. They always did. Because men like Richard Chen didn't come to me for comfort. They came because I was the best at making problems disappear, at spinning narratives, at finding the one angle that would make the public believe that monsters were just misunderstood.

I didn't believe it myself. But I didn't need to.

Twenty minutes later, the contract was signed, the retainer deposited, and Richard Chen was walking out of my office with something he hadn't had in six months: hope.

It would cost him three million dollars and whatever remained of his dignity.

"Another soul saved." Marcus appeared in my doorway the moment the elevator closed on our latest client. My business partner was tall, Black, devastatingly charming, and the only person in the world who could read my moods. "You're getting better at the ice queen routine. I almost believed you don't have a heart."

"I don't. It's more efficient this way." I poured myself two fingers of scotch from the crystal decanter on the bar cart. Noon be damned. "What's next?"

"Lunch. Sleep. A vacation." Marcus dropped into the leather chair across from my desk, his expression shifting from playful to concerned. "When's the last time you ate something that wasn't delivered?"

"I eat."

"Almonds and black coffee don't count as meals, Sienna."

I took a sip of the scotch, letting it burn down my throat. Marcus had been with me for five years, since I'd left the crisis management firm that trained me and started my own practice. He handled the clients who needed charm. I handled the ones who needed a scalpel.

"I'm fine. What else is on the docket?"

He studied me for a long moment, then sighed. "There's one more. Big one. But I need you to actually listen before you say no."

My shoulders tensed. "I don't like that preamble."

"Callum Drake."

The name hit me like a fist to the sternum, though I kept my expression neutral. Everyone knew that name. Former federal prosecutor, the kind of righteous crusader that made headlines and enemies in equal measure. He'd built his career on taking down the untouchable—corrupt politicians, organized crime, white-collar criminals who thought their money made them invincible.

Then, six months ago, everything had imploded.

Evidence tampering. Falsified documents. A dozen convictions overturned, including a major human trafficking case. The man who'd been a hero became the villain overnight, and the trial was set to destroy what remained of his reputation.

"No."

"Sienna—"

"Absolutely not." I set down my glass harder than necessary. "He's toxic. Everyone he touches gets burned, and I'm not interested in career suicide."

"His legal team is offering two million."

The number landed in the space between us, heavy and impossible to ignore.

Two million dollars.

I could pay off the last of my mother's medical debts. I could finally afford to make the problem of my father disappear permanently, buy his silence, ensure he never crawled back into my life asking for money or favors or forgiveness.

Two million dollars was freedom.

"He's guilty, Marcus." My voice came out rougher than I intended. "The evidence is everywhere. This isn't spin. This is—"

"Defending the indefensible?" Marcus raised an eyebrow. "Isn't that our specialty?"

He wasn't wrong. I'd rehabilitated men who'd done worse. A congressman who'd embezzled campaign funds. A hedge fund manager who'd destroyed pension plans. A celebrity chef with a pattern of sexual harassment.

But something about Callum Drake made my skin feel too tight. Maybe it was because he'd positioned himself as one of the good guys. Maybe it was because I'd actually believed it once, had followed one of his cases in the news and felt something dangerously close to admiration.

Men who pretended to be heroes were the worst kind of liars.

"I need you to think about it." Marcus stood, smoothing his suit jacket. "You have twenty-four hours. The retainer clears, we're set for the year. You can take that vacation. Maybe remember what it's like to be human."

He left before I could argue, which meant he knew he'd already won.

I turned to face the windows, the city sprawling below me like a kingdom of glass and ambition. My reflection stared back—dark hair pulled into a ruthless bun, sharp cheekbones, brown eyes that revealed nothing. I'd perfected this armor over years, learned that vulnerability was a liability, that caring was a weakness that men would exploit.

My phone buzzed. A news alert.

Richard Voss Released After Serving Eight Years For Corruption.

The scotch glass slipped from my fingers, hitting the carpet with a dull thud.

My father's face filled the screen. Older now, grayer, but still wearing that smile that had once charmed voters and fooled a young girl into thinking he was invincible. The article detailed his crimes—bribery, fraud, conspiracy—but it was the last line that made my stomach turn.

Voss maintained his innocence throughout his incarceration and says he looks forward to reconnecting with family.

No.

I'd built my entire life around staying far away from Richard Voss. I'd changed my professional name, kept my practice exclusive, made myself untouchable. The last thing I needed was my father's shadow creeping back into my world, bringing journalists and questions and all the ugly history I'd buried.

Twenty-four hours to decide.

Two million dollars.

Enough to make sure my father never had leverage over me again. Enough to finally cut the last thread tying me to the man who'd taught me that everyone was for sale, that integrity was a fairy tale, and that love was just another transaction.

I picked up my phone and stared at Marcus's message with the contract details.

My finger hovered over the delete button.
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​CHAPTER TWO

The Man Who Fell
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CALLUM

The heavy bag swung on its chain, leather creaking with each impact.

Jab. Cross. Hook.

Sweat ran down my spine, soaking through my shirt. My knuckles ached inside the boxing gloves, a good pain, the kind that meant I was still alive, still fighting. The home gym was dark except for the gray dawn bleeding through the windows, the Pacific Ocean a restless presence beyond the glass.

I'd bought this house three years ago, back when federal prosecutors could afford coastal Oregon real estate, when my reputation meant something other than a warning label.

Jab. Jab. Cross.

The bag barely moved. I hit it harder.

Six months since my life had detonated. Six months since Marcus Carrington—my mentor, the man who'd taught me everything about seeking justice—had stood in front of cameras and announced that evidence in the Riverside trafficking case had been compromised. That I had compromised it.

The case that had defined my career. Seventeen victims, some as young as fourteen, rescued from a network that spanned three states. I'd worked it for two years, barely slept, nearly destroyed my relationship with my sister because I couldn't think about anything except stopping the men who trafficked in human souls.

We'd won. Convictions across the board. Life sentences.

Then the appeals started. A paralegal found discrepancies in the evidence logs. Time stamps that didn't match. Documents that had been accessed after they were supposedly sealed. And somehow, all of it pointed back to me.

I hit the bag so hard the chain rattled against the ceiling mount.

"You're going to break your hand."

I spun, breathing hard. James, my attorney, stood in the doorway holding two cups of coffee. He was younger than me by five years, sharp as hell, and the only person from my old life who'd stood by me when everyone else scattered like I had plague.

"It's my hand." I yanked off the gloves, accepting the coffee he offered.

"Yeah, well, you'll need it functional for signing the contract with Sienna Voss."

I froze, the cup halfway to my mouth. "She agreed?"

"Not yet. But her partner seems to think the money will convince her." James settled onto the weight bench, his expression carefully neutral. "You sure about this? Her reputation is... complicated."

"Everyone's reputation is complicated." I drank the coffee black and scalding. "She gets results. That's what matters."

"She also costs a fortune, has a habit of making her clients do things that destroy their sense of self, and according to my research, she doesn't believe in redemption." James met my eyes. "She'll assume you're guilty, Callum. She'll work the case anyway, but she'll never believe you."

"Good." The word came out harder than I intended. "I don't need her faith. I need her talent."

I'd spent six months trying to prove my innocence through the legal system, the same system I'd served for twelve years. Every door had closed in my face. Former colleagues wouldn't return calls. Judges I'd worked with recused themselves. The media had already convicted me, turned me into a cautionary tale about hubris and corruption.

Sienna Voss was my last option. A woman who specialized in rewriting narratives, who could take a guilty man and make him sympathetic. If she could do that, maybe she could take an innocent man and make people actually believe it.

If I was innocent.

The doubt crept in during moments like this, when I was too tired to fight it. I'd review my own case files obsessively, looking for the moment I'd missed something, the possibility that I'd been so focused on winning that I'd cut corners without realizing it.

But I knew the truth. I'd been meticulous. Every piece of evidence logged, every chain of custody documented. Someone had framed me, and they'd done it well enough that I couldn't prove otherwise.

"There's something else." James pulled out his phone, his expression darkening. "This came to my office this morning."

He showed me the email. No sender name, routed through enough proxies that tracing it would be impossible.

Confess or everyone you love pays.

Below it, three photographs. My sister Rachel outside her kids' school. My mother at her book club. James himself, walking out of his apartment.

Ice flooded my veins.

"They're escalating." James's voice was tight. "This isn't just about destroying your reputation anymore."

"Forward it to the FBI." I forced myself to stay calm, to think like the prosecutor I used to be. "Send copies to Detective Morris at Portland PD. And increase security on Rachel."

"Already done. But Callum—" He stood, pocketing his phone. "If Sienna Voss takes this case, she becomes a target too. You need to tell her that up front."

I thought about what I knew of Sienna Voss. The photographs I'd seen showed a woman who looked like she could cut you with her cheekbones, who wore her competence like armor. She'd built her career in crisis management, in the ugly space between guilt and public perception.

If she took my case, she'd dig into everything. My past cases, my mistakes, the enemies I'd made. She'd have to, if she wanted to craft a narrative that would save me.

And she'd find out things I'd never wanted anyone to know.

"If she can't handle the risk, she shouldn't take the case." I headed for the shower, done with the conversation.

"And if she can?" James called after me.

I didn't answer. Because I didn't know what scared me more—that Sienna Voss would take one look at the evidence and confirm what the world already believed, or that she'd see past it and realize I was telling the truth.

Both options meant exposure. Both meant trusting someone in a world where trust had nearly destroyed me.

Twenty minutes later, showered and staring at the ocean from my office, I picked up my phone and looked at the message from James with her contact information.

Sienna Voss. The woman who fixed monsters.

I should probably warn her that some monsters couldn't be fixed. That some of us were already too far gone, too broken by the fight, too hollowed out by betrayal.

Instead, I opened my laptop and searched for her name, pulling up articles, interviews, case studies. She'd rehabilitated a tech CEO accused of sexual harassment, a politician caught in a bribery scandal, a celebrity chef with credible assault allegations.

Guilty, all of them. And she'd made the public forgive them anyway.

In every photograph, her expression was the same. Controlled. Unreadable. Beautiful in a way that seemed weaponized, like she'd learned to use every asset at her disposal.

My phone rang. James.

"She's thinking about it," he said. "Her partner called. She needs twenty-four hours."

Twenty-four hours for Sienna Voss to decide if I was worth saving.

I looked at the anonymous email again, at the photos of my family, and felt rage build hot behind my ribs. Whoever had framed me wanted me silent, wanted me to confess to crimes I didn't commit.

They'd underestimated how far I'd go to burn them down.

And if Sienna Voss was willing to light the match, I'd let her close enough to see exactly how dangerous I could be.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER THREE

The First Meeting
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SIENNA

The coastal highway stretched before me, cliffs dropping away to the Pacific on my left, dense forest rising on my right. I'd been driving for three hours, leaving Portland behind for the kind of isolation that made my skin prickle.

Callum Drake didn't live in the city like a normal person. No, he'd chosen a glass-and-steel fortress perched on the edge of nowhere, accessible only by a private road that wound through pine trees and mist.

Dramatic. Typical for a man who'd built his career on being the hero of his own story.

My GPS announced I'd arrived, but all I saw was a gate that looked like it could withstand a siege. I rolled down my window and pressed the intercom button.

"Sienna Voss. I have an appointment."

The gate swung open silently.

The house revealed itself slowly as I navigated the last curve of the driveway. Modern architecture, all sharp angles and massive windows, designed to showcase the ocean view. It should have felt cold, but something about the way it sat on the landscape—defiant, exposed—made it seem almost vulnerable.

I parked my Mercedes next to a black Range Rover and took a moment to check my appearance in the rearview mirror. Hair smooth, makeup perfect, expression giving away nothing. I'd dressed in a charcoal suit with a silk blouse, professional but expensive enough to remind him who held the power here.

The front door opened before I could knock.

Callum Drake was taller than I expected. Six-two, maybe six-three, with the kind of build that came from actually using a gym rather than paying for a membership. Dark hair, slightly too long, like he'd stopped caring about haircuts around the same time his life imploded. Sharp jaw, shadowed with stubble. And eyes the color of winter storms—gray, cold, assessing.

He looked at me like I was a puzzle he was trying to solve.

I looked at him like he was a balance sheet.

"Ms. Voss."

"Mr. Drake." I didn't offer my hand. "Shall we?"

He stepped aside, gesturing me into a foyer that opened directly into a massive living area. The ocean dominated the view, endless and dark. The furniture was minimal, expensive, and looked barely used. This was a house, not a home.

"Coffee? Water?" His voice was deep, with an edge that suggested he didn't waste words.

"I'm fine. Let's get to business." I set my bag on the glass coffee table and pulled out my tablet. "I've reviewed the public information on your case. I need full transparency if you want me to take this on. That means access to everything—your legal files, financial records, personal communications. I'll need to interview people from your past. I'll dig into parts of your life you'd rather keep buried."

He settled into the chair across from me, utterly still. "You'll find I have nothing to hide."

"Everyone has something to hide, Mr. Drake. My job is to make sure it stays hidden while we reshape the narrative around what's already public."

"And what narrative would that be?" He leaned back, arms crossed. The posture should have seemed defensive, but on him, it read as controlled danger. "That I'm a corrupt prosecutor who destroyed lives for personal gain?"

"That you're a dedicated public servant who became a target because you were too effective at your job." I met his gaze without flinching. "That evidence was planted by the same criminals you put away. That you're a victim of conspiracy, not the perpetrator."

"Is that what you believe?"

The question was quiet, almost casual. But I heard the weight beneath it, the desperate need for someone—anyone—to have faith in his innocence.

Too bad I'd stopped believing in anyone's innocence a long time ago.

"It doesn't matter what I believe. It matters what I can make other people believe." I pulled up my contract terms. "I charge two million for a case of this magnitude. Half up front, half upon successful resolution. You'll sign over complete control of your public image for the duration of our work together. No statements without my approval. No interviews, no social media, no contact with press. You do exactly what I say, when I say it."

"You want me to be your puppet."

"I want you to stop making things worse." I scrolled through my notes. "Your last press conference was a disaster. You were angry, defensive, and you practically confessed on camera when you said you'd 'do whatever it took' to get convictions. The prosecution is using that sound bite in their opening statements."

His jaw tightened. "I was emotional. My life's work was being destroyed."

"Emotion is liability. Control is everything." I looked at him directly, letting him see the absolute lack of sympathy in my expression. "If you hire me, you don't get to be emotional anymore. You get to be whatever I need you to be."

Silence stretched between us, heavy with challenge. I could see him struggling with it, this man who'd spent his career in control, now being told to surrender that control to a stranger.

"You haven't asked if I'm innocent."

"Because I don't care." The words came out colder than I intended, but I didn't soften them. "Guilt or innocence is for juries. I deal in perception."

Something flickered across his face—disappointment, maybe, or recognition. Like he'd expected exactly this response and hated being right.

He stood abruptly, moving to the windows. The ocean beyond was turning rough, white caps forming on dark water. "Why did you take this meeting, Ms. Voss? Your partner said you turned down the case immediately."

Damn Marcus for being chatty.

"The money is... persuasive."

"Bullshit." He turned, and the intensity in his gaze pinned me to my seat. "You've turned down bigger retainers. I checked. Last year you refused to work with a former president because, and I quote, 'some stains don't wash out.' So why are you here?"

Because my father is out of prison and I need enough money to make sure he never touches my life again.

Because I recognize the look in your eyes—the betrayal, the rage at a system that failed you—and it's too familiar.

Because maybe I want to prove that someone can be saved, even if I stopped believing it years ago.

"The terms are non-negotiable," I said instead, standing to match his posture. "And I need an answer today. I have other clients."

"I'm sure you do." He moved closer, and I forced myself not to step back. He smelled like coffee and something woodsy, clean and masculine. "Let me be clear about what you're signing up for, Ms. Voss. Someone powerful framed me. Powerful enough to access federal evidence, to manipulate the legal system, to threaten my family. If you take this case, you become a target too."

"I can handle myself."

"Can you?" He was close enough now that I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. "Because the people who did this don't just destroy reputations. They destroy lives. And they're very good at it."

My heart was beating too fast, but I kept my breathing even. "Are you trying to scare me off or convince me to help you? Because you're sending mixed signals."

His mouth curved, not quite a smile. "I'm trying to figure out if you're brave or just reckless."

"I'm expensive. That's all you need to know."

"No." His voice dropped lower, intimate despite the hostility crackling between us. "I need to know if you can commit to this. Because once we start, there's no backing out. You'll be linked to me, to this case, to whatever ugly truths we uncover. Your reputation will take a hit just from association."

"My reputation is built on associating with the indefensible. I'll survive."

"Will you?" The question hung between us, layered with meaning I didn't want to examine.

I should have stepped back. Created distance. Reminded him that I was the professional here, the one in control.

Instead, I held my ground. "I have one condition of my own."

"Which is?"

"You stay here, at this estate, for the duration of our work. No trips to Portland, no public appearances that I haven't vetted. I need to control your environment completely if this is going to work."

"You want to lock me up."

"I want to eliminate variables. The media is watching your every move. One bad photo, one overheard conversation, and we lose momentum." I pulled out my phone, showing him the contract Marcus had drafted. "Six weeks. That's how long we have until your trial. Six weeks to completely rebuild your image, to craft a defense that goes beyond legal strategy into public opinion. But it only works if I have total access and total control."

He studied the contract, his expression unreadable. I'd negotiated with CEOs, politicians, celebrities. I knew how to read people, how to find their pressure points.

But Callum Drake was a blank wall.

Finally, he looked up. "There's one thing you should know before you commit to this."

"What's that?"

His eyes held mine, storm-gray and unflinching. "You don't believe I'm innocent. Good. I don't need your faith. I need your talent."

The words hit differently than they should have, burrowing under my professional armor. Because he was right—I didn't believe him. I didn't believe anyone.

And somehow, he'd seen that immediately.

"Then we have an understanding." I held out my hand for a handshake, sealing the deal.

His palm was warm, calloused, and the contact sent an unwelcome jolt of awareness through me. I pulled back quickly, already regretting the physical touch.

"I'll send you the contract details tonight. We start Monday."

I turned to leave, needing distance from this man who saw too much, who radiated a kind of barely leashed intensity that made the air feel too thin.

"Ms. Voss."

I paused at the door, not turning around.

"When you find the truth," he said quietly, "you'll wish you'd stayed blind."

I walked out without responding, but his words followed me all the way back to Portland.
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​CHAPTER FOUR

The Deal With The Devil
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CALLUM

She came back on Monday with a contract the size of a novel and a lawyer who looked like he'd rather be anywhere else.

I'd spent the weekend researching Sienna Voss more thoroughly than I'd researched any witness. Her company, Voss Crisis Management, had a client list that read like a who's who of the disgraced and desperate. She'd started it five years ago after leaving Thornton & Associates, one of the top PR firms in the country.

Before that, she'd been nobody. Grew up in Connecticut, graduated summa cum laude from Columbia, worked her way up through the industry with single-minded focus.

What the public record didn't show was her father. That, I'd had to dig for.

Richard Voss. Former Connecticut state senator. Served eight years for bribery, fraud, and conspiracy. Released last week.

I'd investigated Richard Voss a decade ago, when I was still climbing the ranks in the U.S. Attorney's office. We'd found smoke but never fire, and he'd skated on the federal charges. State prosecutors had eventually nailed him, but by then, I'd moved on to bigger cases.

Small world, getting smaller.

Now his daughter sat across from me at my dining table, her dark hair pulled back severely, wearing a navy suit that probably cost more than most people's monthly rent. She looked like she'd been carved from ice.

"Section twelve outlines the terms of residence," her lawyer was saying, pointing to a clause that made my teeth grind. "Ms. Voss will stay in the guest house on your property for the duration of the engagement. She requires twenty-four-hour access to you, your schedule, and your communications."

"Basically, house arrest," I said.

Sienna's dark eyes flicked to mine. "Basically, doing my job. Unless you'd prefer I manage your image via email while you continue to make disastrous decisions."

"I haven't made any—"

"You were photographed arguing with a photographer outside a coffee shop in Portland." She pulled up an image on her tablet. "You look violent, out of control, and guilty. The photo has three million views on Twitter."

"He was harassing a teenager who had nothing to do with my case."

"I don't care if he was harassing the Pope. You don't engage. Ever." She set down the tablet. "That's why you need me here. To stop you from destroying yourself faster than the prosecution can."

The lawyer cleared his throat. "Section fifteen covers access to sealed records and private documents. Ms. Voss requires full access to your case files, including sealed depositions and evidence logs."

That's where I drew the line.

"No."

Sienna's expression didn't change. "Excuse me?"

"You can have access to everything that's public record. Financial statements, emails, phone records. But the sealed case files from my active investigations stay sealed. Non-negotiable."

"Then this won't work." She started gathering her papers, every movement crisp and final. "I need to understand every angle, every potential vulnerability. If you're hiding something—"

"I'm protecting victims." I kept my voice level despite the frustration building in my chest. "Those files contain testimony from trafficking survivors, some of them minors. I won't expose them to scrutiny just to save my own reputation."

"Noble." The word dripped with sarcasm. "But impractical. How do I craft your narrative if I don't know the full story?"

"You're the expert. Figure it out."

Her jaw tightened, the first crack in her perfect composure. "You're paying me two million dollars to do a job with one hand tied behind my back. That's idiotic."

"That's integrity."

"Integrity is what got you indicted." She stood, snapping her briefcase closed. "Good luck with your trial, Mr. Drake. You'll need it."

She was halfway to the door before I realized she was actually leaving.

Panic, sharp and unexpected, cut through my anger. This woman was my last chance. If she walked out, I had nothing left except a legal defense that was barely holding together and enemies who wanted me silenced permanently.

"Wait."

She paused but didn't turn around.

I'd spent twelve years as a prosecutor. I knew how to read people, how to find leverage, how to push until something broke. But standing in my own dining room, watching my last hope walk away, I felt exposed in a way I hadn't since the indictment.

"What if I could prove my innocence? Not just create reasonable doubt, but actually prove someone framed me. Would that be worth your time?"

She turned slowly, her expression calculating. "Do you have proof?"

"I have... pieces. Evidence that doesn't add up. Timelines that don't make sense. But I need someone smart enough to put it together, and brave enough to go after whoever's behind it."

"I'm not an investigator."

"No. You're someone who understands how powerful people operate, how they manipulate systems." I moved closer, watching her spine straighten in response. "You've rehabilitated corrupt politicians, corporate criminals, abusers. You know how they think. Help me figure out who did this."

"And the sealed files?"

I hesitated. Those files contained my life's work, my biggest victories and worst failures. They contained the names of people I'd promised to protect.

But they also might contain the key to who wanted me destroyed.

"If I give you access, I need your word that the victims' information stays confidential. No leaks, no sharing with press, no using their trauma for PR strategy."

Something shifted in her expression, too quick to name. "You have my word."

"That's not enough." I pulled out my phone, opening the contract her lawyer had sent. "I want it in writing. Confidentiality clause, with penalties severe enough that you'll never risk breaking it."

Her lawyer started to protest, but she held up a hand. "Done. My attorney will draft an addendum."

"Today."

"You don't trust easily, do you, Mr. Drake?"

"The last person I trusted helped destroy me. So no." I met her gaze. "But I'll trust you with this, if you commit. Fully. No half measures."

She studied me for a long moment, and I wondered what she saw. A desperate man? A guilty one? Someone worth saving, or just another client to manipulate?

"If I do this," she said quietly, "if I dig into those files and find something you don't want me to find, I won't bury it. The truth comes out, regardless of how it affects you."

"I'm counting on it."

"Even if it destroys you?"

"I'm already destroyed." The words came out harsher than I intended. "At least this way, I'll know why."

Her dark eyes held mine, and for a second, I saw past the ice-queen facade to something rawer underneath. Curiosity, maybe. Or recognition.

Then it was gone.

"I'll have the amended contract by end of day. We start tomorrow." She moved toward the door again, but this time with purpose rather than escape. "And Mr. Drake? If you're lying to me, if this is some elaborate game, I will make sure your reputation never recovers. Are we clear?"

"Crystal."

She left with her lawyer trailing behind, the door clicking shut with an air of finality.

I stood in the sudden silence of my house, the ocean crashing against the cliffs outside, and wondered what the hell I'd just agreed to.

Sienna Voss would tear apart my life looking for answers. She'd question everything, trust nothing, and probably confirm every worst suspicion she had about me in the process.

But she was brilliant. Even in our brief interactions, I could see it—the way she analyzed, strategized, controlled. If anyone could find the truth buried in the wreckage of my career, it was her.

If I survived her scrutiny.

My phone buzzed with a message from James: Did she sign?

Not yet, I typed back. But she will.

Another message, this one from an unknown number: Last warning. Confess or she pays too.

My blood went cold. They were already watching, already knew I'd hired Sienna.

I should tell her. Warn her that she was now in their sights, that associating with me made her a target.

But I didn't.

Because Sienna Voss wasn't some innocent bystander. She'd built her career in the ugliest corners of crisis management, defending the indefensible. She knew what she was getting into.

And if I was honest with myself, part of me wanted to see if she'd flinch when things got dangerous.

Something told me she wouldn't.
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​CHAPTER FIVE

Moving In
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SIENNA

The guest house was smaller than my apartment in Portland but infinitely more stylish. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the ocean, a fireplace dominated one wall, and the furniture was that perfect blend of modern and comfortable that cost a fortune to achieve.

Callum Drake had money. Old money, from what I could tell, mixed with the kind of salary a federal prosecutor earned after a decade of high-profile wins. The estate was worth at least five million, probably more.

Which raised the question: why would someone with this much to lose risk it on evidence tampering?

The obvious answer was that he hadn't. That someone had framed him.

The cynical answer—the one I believed—was that everyone was capable of corruption given the right pressure. Maybe he'd cut corners to secure a conviction. Maybe he'd convinced himself the ends justified the means.

Either way, my job wasn't to uncover the truth. It was to craft a narrative that would save him.

So why had I agreed to investigate?

I set my laptop on the dining table and pulled up the files Callum's attorney had sent over. The Riverside human trafficking case. Seventeen victims rescued, five perpetrators convicted and sentenced to life without parole. It had been the crown jewel of Callum's career, the case that made him a hero.

Then, eight months ago, the appeals process uncovered discrepancies. Evidence that had been logged at 4:00 PM was supposedly accessed and modified at 2:00 PM the same day. Impossible, unless someone had manipulated the timestamps.

The defense claimed Callum had planted evidence to secure convictions against innocent men.

The prosecution—well, the new prosecution going after Callum—claimed they had proof.

I spent three hours reading depositions, evidence logs, witness testimonies. The victims' statements were harrowing. Girls as young as fourteen, trafficked across state lines, held in warehouses and hotel rooms, brutalized in ways that made my stomach turn.

Callum had saved them. That much was undeniable.

But had he framed the men accused of trafficking them? That was the question worth two million dollars.

A knock on the guest house door interrupted my reading. I glanced at the clock—8:00 PM. I'd been working for five hours straight.

I opened the door to find Callum holding a bottle of wine and looking uncomfortable.

"Peace offering," he said, holding up the bottle. "I was an ass about the sealed files."

"You were protecting your victims. That's not being an ass." I stepped aside to let him in, immediately regretting it. The guest house felt smaller with him in it, his presence too large, too male, too... there.

"Still. We're going to be working together for six weeks. We should at least try to be civil." He set the wine on the counter, looking around the space. "You settling in okay?"

"It's fine. Thank you."

Awkward silence stretched between us. I wasn't good at small talk, at pretending to be anything other than professional. And Callum seemed equally uncomfortable with casual conversation.

"I've been reviewing the Riverside case," I said finally, gesturing to my laptop. "The evidence discrepancies don't make sense."

His expression shuttered. "No. They don't."

"Walk me through it. The day the evidence was logged." I opened my notes, slipping back into professional mode. "You were the lead prosecutor. Who else had access to the files?"

"My team. Three junior attorneys, two paralegals, the case manager. Plus law enforcement—FBI, local PD, ICE agents." He leaned against the counter, arms crossed. "At least twenty people on any given day."

"But only you had the ability to access sealed evidence logs."

"That's what they claim. But the security on those systems isn't as tight as people think. Anyone with the right credentials could have gotten in."

I pulled up the timeline on my screen. "The evidence in question was logged at four PM on June 12th. But according to the digital timestamp, it was modified at two PM the same day."

"Which is impossible."

"Unless someone changed the system clock." I'd been thinking about this all afternoon, about the technical aspects of the frame job. "Or created a backdated entry to make it look like tampering."

Callum's eyes sharpened. "You think someone planted evidence to make it look like I planted evidence."

"It's the only explanation that fits. But it would require sophisticated access to federal evidence systems." I met his gaze. "Who has that kind of reach?"

He was quiet for a long moment, and I could see him weighing how much to tell me. Trust was a luxury neither of us could afford, but we needed it anyway.

"There's a name that keeps coming up in my investigation," he said finally. "Someone I looked into years ago but never charged. Someone powerful enough to access federal systems, corrupt enough to destroy lives, and vindictive enough to burn me for getting too close."

"Who?"

"I need to be sure before I say. Because once I name them, there's no going back."

I wanted to push, to demand he tell me everything. But I recognized the look on his face—it was the same expression I wore when talking about my father. Old wounds, deep betrayals.

"Okay. But I need to know soon. If we're going after someone powerful, I need time to prepare."

"You'll know within the week." He pushed off the counter, moving toward the door. Then he paused, looking back at me. "Why did you really take this case, Sienna?"

There it was again. That uncomfortable directness, the prosecutor's instinct to dig until he found the truth.

"I told you. The money."

"Bullshit." He turned fully, and suddenly the space between us felt charged. "I've read about you. You're not motivated by money. You live modestly, you turn down high-paying clients regularly, and according to my research, you donate a significant portion of your income to victims' advocacy groups."

I stiffened. "You investigated me?"

"Of course I did. You think I'd let someone into my life without vetting them?" He
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