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DEDICATION

For those who stand up, speak out, and fight—even when the system is stacked against them. For every truth-teller who has ever been told to sit down and be quiet.

May you always remember that storms change the shape of the world.

And, as always...for my husband—my calm in every storm.
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“Objection! Counsel is leading the witness.”

The defense attorney’s voice cracked through the courtroom—too loud, too late, and tinged with panic.

River Reed didn’t flinch.

She stood beside the witness stand as if she belonged there, one hand resting lightly on the edge of the jury box, posture loose, controlled. She turned toward the bench at her own unhurried pace. No rush. No scramble. The moment already belonged to her.

Her suit was black and razor-cut, the kind of tailoring that warned people before she ever opened her mouth. A white silk blouse softened the line—just enough. Her hair was swept into a low, immaculate chignon. Nothing accidental. Nothing wasted.

River wasn’t the storm.

She was the strike after the silence.

“Your Honor,” she said pleasantly, “if opposing counsel had spent less time coaching his witness and more time explaining the consequences of perjury, I wouldn’t need to lead him anywhere.”

A ripple of suppressed laughter moved through the gallery before Judge Grant brought his gavel down once—sharp, warning.

“Sustained. Ms. Reed. Restrain yourself.”

“Of course.” River smiled and turned back to the witness. The smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Let’s continue.”

Edward Dennison, Vice President of Operations for Southern PetroTech, shifted in his seat. Up close, she could see the sweat beading at his temples, the way his fingers twitched against the microphone like it might bite him.

“Mr. Dennison,” she said, moving toward the screen, “please remind the court what you testified to in your deposition regarding safety warnings at Plant Six.”

“I stated I had no direct knowledge,” he said.

River nodded. “So, you’re under oath today, maintaining that you were never informed of any valve failures or shutoff risks.”

“Yes.”

She clicked the remote.

The email filled the screen.

URGENT—Valve Failure Reports

From: SCOUT DRILLING

To: Edward Dennison

March 9, 7:03 AM

“Would you agree this qualifies as a warning?” River asked.

Dennison swallowed. “I don’t recall seeing it.”

River clicked again.

Opened: 9:07 AM

The silence in the courtroom became brittle.

“How odd,” River said softly. “Because the system confirms you opened it.”

Another click.

Forwarded: 9:13 AM

Get this buried. Not our problem anymore.

Dennison froze.

River let the words sit there, bright and undeniable, before stepping closer.

“Is that your message, Mr. Dennison?”

“It was a poor choice of words—”

“Was it?” River cut in, voice sharp now. “Or was it a calculated decision to ignore a lethal hazard and hope the consequences landed on someone else?”

He opened his mouth.

She didn’t let him speak.

“Two people died because of that choice. Five more won’t ever fully recover. One man has permanent nerve damage, and a daughter who learned sign language just to ask her father if he still remembers her name.”

This time, the gasps weren’t polite.

“Objection,” defense counsel snapped. “Argumentative—irrelevant—”

“Overruled,” Judge Grant said immediately, his tone flat with disgust. “Proceed.”

River’s voice dropped, cold and precise. “Did you receive the email?”

“Yes.”

“Did you read it?”

“Yes.”

“And did you forward it with the intent to conceal the failure from regulatory review?”

“I didn’t want to cause panic—”

“You didn’t want to lose your bonus,” River said, stepping back, contempt flashing across her face. “That was the only panic you cared about.”

She turned away before the rage could show too clearly. When she faced the jury again, her expression was calm, composed.

“You’ve seen the documents. You’ve heard the denials. Southern PetroTech had a choice—and they chose silence over safety.” She stepped back. “Nothing further, Your Honor.”

Her heels clicked as she returned to counsel table. The silence stretched until the judge finally called recess.

“All rise.”

As the jury filed out, River exhaled slowly, fingers tapping against her legal pad in a steady rhythm.

Mira leaned in. “You always do that after a win.”

“Do what?”

“The finger thing,” Mira nodded. “Like a war drum.”

River glanced down and smirked. “Seven Nation Army.”

“Of course,” Mira said. “The anthem of women who make men cry in expensive suits.”

“It’s efficient.”

“So are guillotines.”

River huffed a laugh. “Less subtle.”

They gathered their files. Across the room, Dennison sat hunched, gray-faced, his attorney bent close, whispering something that very clearly translated to you stupid bastard.

River didn’t bother hiding her smirk.

“You love this part,” Mira said.

“I don’t love that people died,” River replied. “Or that it took three courts to force accountability. But watching someone who tried to bury the truth squirm?” She shrugged. “That has its moments.”

They stepped into the hallway, straight into the buzz of reporters.

“No comment,” River said without slowing. “Read the transcript.”

“Classy,” Mira murmured.

“I aim for it.”

In the quieter corridor beyond, Mira fished a granola bar from her bag. “Have you eaten today?”

“I run on espresso and righteous anger.”

Mira snorted.

River leaned back against the wall, letting the adrenaline drain. She loved the courtroom—the control, the clarity. She also hated what it cost.

And then the thought hit. Her brother Scout Reed, CEO of Scout Drilling ... she needed to let him know that they had won, but that they were being hunted.

Her jaw tightened.

“You okay?” Mira asked.

“Fine.” A beat. “They’re coming after Scout hard. I need to warn him.”

Mira nodded. “I’ll run interference.”

“Thirty minutes,” River said, already checking her watch. “I’ll meet you at the coffee shop down the block.”

Mira grinned. “Burn it down, boss.”

River stepped out into the wind and let the cold bite. It cleared the courtroom from her lungs, scraped the last of the adrenaline away.

Washington always felt like this—like the air itself carried secrets. Every breeze whispered something it shouldn’t. Every shadow held a conversation you weren’t meant to hear.

She started down the courthouse steps, boots striking pavement with the kind of confidence that made men look twice—and then decide it wasn’t worth the risk.

Her phone buzzed.

She didn’t check it. She already knew who it would be.

Reed.

She was reaching for it when the feeling that she was being watched hit—sharp and unmistakable. Not a glance. Not curiosity.

Attention.

River slowed.

He was leaning against one of the stone pillars like the courthouse had grown him there. One ankle crossed casually over the other, coffee in hand, expression unreadable but amused. Tall. Lean. Solid in a way that suggested body armor had once been part of his daily wardrobe and never quite left his posture.

Dirty-blond hair, slightly too long. Stubble that had given up pretending to be temporary. But it was his eyes that stopped her.

Pale blue. Precise. The kind that didn’t miss details and didn’t waste forgiveness on them. This wasn’t appraisal. Or threat. This was interest.

He didn’t move until she did—until she turned toward the coffee shop and took a single step.

“That,” he said easily, falling into stride beside her, “was brutal.”

River kept walking.

“I mean that as a compliment,” he added. “Efficient. Surgical. You should sell tickets.”

“I don’t perform for spectators.”

He smiled into his coffee. “Funny. Because the man you just dismantled is probably drafting an apology statement for media already.”

She stopped. He did, too—no hesitation, no surprise.

“I don’t know you.”

He held out a hand. “Julian Price.”

She looked at it. Didn’t take it.

“Private sector?” she asked.

“Private investigations. The ethical-ish kind.”

“There’s more than one kind?”

“I don’t threaten or beat confessions out of people. I prefer discreet intelligence acquisition.”

“That’s worse.”

He laughed softly. “Doesn’t matter. You already don’t trust me.”

“I’m a lawyer.”

“And yet,” he said, eyes warm with something that annoyed her far more than it should have, “you fascinate me.”

River arched a brow. “Let me guess. You work for someone powerful, morally compromised, and very invested in making my life difficult.”

“How’d you know?”

“You’re too well-dressed to be unemployed and too relaxed to work for anyone decent.”

“Ouch.”

She studied him the way she did hostile witnesses—measured, clinical.

“Johnson Petroleum Group.” His smile didn’t falter. “Contracted through outside counsel, technically. But yes. Opposite sides.”

And there it was. “You’re casing me.”

“I prefer studying.” He said with a shrug

“Like a rat in a maze?”

“Like a fox recognizing another predator.”

River snorted. “You’re a cliché with good hair.”

He leaned closer, just enough. “You think I have good hair?”

She didn’t answer.

“I’m not the enemy, River,” Julian said lightly. “At least not until the retainer clears.”

Her jaw tightened. “That how you justify it? Put an invoice between yourself and a conscience?”

Something darkened behind his eyes—not anger. Recognition.

“Don’t confuse me with someone without lines,” he said. “I just don’t pretend I’m the hero.”

She stepped into his space now, deliberate. “Then you already know how this ends.”

“I do,” he said quietly. “You win. Eventually. But not before I learn everything I can about you, your clients—and your brother’s company.”

The mention of Reed flipped a switch.

“Scout Drilling has nothing to hide.”

“Everyone hides something.”

River leaned in, close enough that he could feel the heat she didn’t bother to contain. “Listen carefully, Mr. Price. I have buried better men than you under discovery motions alone. If you come after my family, I will dismantle your case so thoroughly you won’t know which foot you meant to shoot.”

The wind snapped her hair across her cheek. She didn’t move it.

Julian didn’t flinch. Instead, he studied her, something unreadable passing through his gaze.

“You really were on fire in that courtroom,” he murmured.

“I usually am.”

She walked past him and didn’t look back.

But she felt his attention all the same.

Her phone buzzed again as she crossed toward the café—long vibration this time. Family.

She answered immediately. “Reed?”

“You see the motion they filed against us yet?” His voice was tight.

“No. I just left court. What happened?”

“They’re going for the jugular. JPG filed a formal challenge on our offshore contract—claiming falsified maintenance logs for the Discovery.”

River stopped cold. “That’s bullshit. You were cleared of any wrongdoing.”
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