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Dedication

For Julia. For every survivor who was told to forget.

And for the ones who never got the chance to speak. 

Author’s Note

I began writing The Hartman Trial with a single question in mind:
What happens when justice becomes the thing survivors fear the most?
This book isn’t just a courtroom thriller, it’s a story about systemic failure, survival, and the power of truth when it's finally spoken aloud. It’s inspired by the very real stories of those silenced by bureaucracy, gaslit by power, and erased from the official record.

Ellie Hartman is fictional. But her pain, her fury, and her fire are very real.

To survivors reading this: I see you. You matter.

And the silence ends now.
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The Hartman Trial — A Legal Thriller Rooted in Shadow and Truth

In a city where justice is currency and silence is survival, one woman must tear open the past to save the future.

Ellie Hartman once believed in the system. Trained in its codes. Forged by its elite. But behind the polished doors of Manhattan’s most powerful law firms and federal courtrooms, she has learned an ugly truth: the law does not always serve justice, it often shields those who corrupt it.

When a young paralegal, Julia Grant, is found murdered inside the marble fortress of a prestigious law firm, the ripples reach deep into the judicial underworld. The suspect? Judge Richard Sloane, a man once revered for his intellect, feared for his power, and—most disturbingly—connected to Ellie’s buried past. When Ellie is summoned to the precinct in the middle of the night, not as counsel but as his one phone call, the message is clear: this isn’t just a murder case. It’s a message.

Sloane claims innocence. But the evidence points toward something darker, something systemic. Documents surface. Files sealed for decades. Names scrubbed from records. And at the heart of it all, Ellie discovers a connection she never expected: the victim is her half-sister, Julia—a child separated from her in foster care. A name Ellie never knew. A life stolen.

Now, Ellie must unravel a conspiracy buried under years of legal protection, judicial immunity, and state-sanctioned silence. She’s forced to reconnect with Jack Callahan, a disgraced former investigator with his own reasons to burn the system down. Together, they uncover a string of deaths tied to corrupt verdicts, sealed settlements, and a secret court within the court. What began as a defense case quickly turns into a battle for survival. Judges are not only the gatekeepers of truth, but they are also the architects of cover-ups.

But exposing the truth won’t be enough. Not when the system is wired to destroy those who challenge it. With each clue Ellie uncovers, another ally disappears, another warning arrives. Her phones are tapped. Her apartment is bugged. And her face soon becomes the target of a federal manhunt—not because she broke the law, but because she dared to reveal who had already broken it.

This is a story about corruption at the highest level. About how justice becomes a game of chess where the pawns are expendable, and the king is protected at all costs. But it is also a story about courage. About what it means to fight for the truth when the truth might kill you.

In the end, Ellie must decide: will she sacrifice her freedom to save her soul? Or will she become the very thing she swore to fight?

The Hartman Trial is a blistering, high-octane legal thriller that blends courtroom drama with political conspiracy, emotional stakes, and a relentless drive for justice. With razor-sharp dialogue, unforgettable characters, and twists that keep you breathless, Mo Shakor delivers a breakout novel for fans of John Grisham, Lisa Scottoline, and Gillian Flynn.

Justice is blind.
But vengeance sees everything.
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Chapter 1: Blood in the Marble Tower
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The storm rolled in like an omen.

Lightning fractured the New York skyline, casting ghostlight across the twenty-eighth floor of Morgan Pike LLP—an obsidian tower of power and secrets. Rain lashed the windows with relentless fury, distorting the lights of Midtown into smears of gold and blue. Inside, the silence was unnatural, broken only by the staccato rhythm of high heels against polished marble.

Julia Grant shouldn’t have been there.

She knew it the moment she stepped out of the elevator.

The law firm’s executive corridor was deserted; lights dimmed into after-hours mode. Her ID badge had still scanned green—thanks to a request from Judge Sloane’s assistant, urgent and vague: “Pick up the sealed file in Conference A. It’s sensitive. National security level.”

Julia clutched her umbrella in one hand, the tote bag slung over her shoulder heavy with law books and take-home work she’d never finish. Her other hand trembled slightly as she reached for the conference room door.

It opened too easily.

The lights flickered above the long mahogany table, casting an amber sheen over the leather chairs and water glasses that remained from the partners’ earlier meeting. The room felt like a temple. A cold, impersonal shrine to money and power.

And then she saw him.

A figure stood in the far corner, obscured by the shadows just beyond the chandelier’s circle of light. No movement. No greetings. Just presence.

She froze.

“Hello?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

The door clicked shut behind her. Then locked.

She turned around, but the room was sealed. No security guards. No exits other than the one now locked from the outside.

The man stepped forward.

His shoes made no sound against the carpet.

Julia’s hand reached slowly for her phone.

Too late.

Two miles south, the city buzzed obliviously. Horns. Sirens. Neon-lit bars that never closed. But inside a one-bedroom apartment in the West Village, the storm outside had met its match: Ellie Hartman, civil rights attorney turned defense specialist, was wide awake before the first knock ever came.

Her phone buzzed against the hardwood floor beside her bed.

She blinked at the screen.

UNKNOWN CALLER
One text underneath:
“It’s Judge Sloane. Tell her to answer. Now.”

Her blood turned to ice.

Judge Richard Sloane wasn’t just a federal heavyweight—he was Ellie’s former mentor. The man who taught her how to eviscerate prosecutors with surgical precision, who once told her that justice was “a performance with paperwork.”

And he never, ever made unnecessary calls.

She answered. “Ellie Hartman.”

“Elizabeth,” said the voice. Smooth. Clipped. Calculated. “You’ve got a client.”

It wasn’t Sloane.

It was Andrew Wallace, U.S. Attorney for the Southern District. And a man who never wasted breath.

“I don’t take clients at two in the morning,” Ellie said, already throwing on jeans.

“You do when it’s him.”

She grabbed her bag. “What happened?”

“There’s been a murder. Inside Morgan Pike LLP.”

“Let me guess,” she muttered. “Someone powerful bleeding on the marble?”

A pause.

“Sloane’s in custody. He asked for you.”

Ellie stopped moving.

“As his attorney?”

“No,” Wallace said. “As his one phone call.”

The precinct reeked of bleach, bad coffee, and sleepless guilt.

Ellie walked past two detectives arguing over evidence chain procedures and entered the observation corridor. On the other side of the two-way mirror sat Judge Richard Sloane. Still in his charcoal gray suit. Tie loosened just slightly. Calm. Composed. Almost amused.

She entered.

Sloane didn’t look up at first. He stared at his cufflinks, polished silver lions. Then finally met her eyes.

“You always did look good under pressure,” he said.

“You always did look guilty in a tie,” she replied, pulling out the metal chair across from him.

“You’re still quick,” he said.

“You’re still deflecting.”

Sloane’s mouth curved into a smirk. “They think I killed the girl.”

“Did you?”

“If I had, do you think I’d be stupid enough to do it where there are working cameras?”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “You taught me never to assume intelligence.”

He chuckled, but there was no warmth in it. Only calculation.

“Why me?” she asked.

Sloane leaned forward. “Because no one else knows what you really are.”

Her pulse ticked up.

“That part of my life is sealed,” she said coldly.

“Not from me,” he replied.

He reached beneath the table and pulled out a manila folder, sealed in evidence tape.

Ellie hesitated, then opened it.

Inside: a single sheet of paper.

A name, circled in red ink.

Jack Callahan.

Ellie stiffened.

Sloane’s voice dropped. “I believe you two have unfinished business.”

She said nothing. The air felt heavier, like the walls had moved closer.

“I need a defense,” he continued. “But more than that, I need someone who understands how this city works. Someone who’s seen its rot from both sides of the gavel.”

Ellie stood. “You’re not asking me to defend you. You’re asking me to dig. But if I find out you had anything to do with Julia Grant’s death—”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“Prove it.”

He leaned back in his chair.

“I don’t need to prove anything to you. You’ll dig because I just handed you your ghost.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “Jack doesn’t scare me.”

“I wasn’t talking about him,” Sloane said. “I was talking about the girl.”

She paused.

“What girl?”

He gave her a look that made her stomach turn.

“Go to Jack,” he said. “He’s already started digging. And you’ll want to know what he’s found.”

He leaned in close, voice dropping to a whisper.

“Because this isn’t about murder, Counselor. It’s about bloodlines.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Sloane Dilemma
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The interrogation room was chilled to a bureaucratic perfection—sterile, silent, and smelling faintly of ammonia and linoleum wax. Overhead, fluorescent lights buzzed faintly, casting Judge Richard Sloane’s distinguished features in cold gray-blue tones. Even handcuffed to a steel table, he looked like he belonged behind a bench, not on one.

Ellie Hartman leaned back in her chair, arms crossed, the file still clutched in one hand.

The name inside haunted her.

Jack Callahan.

A ghost from another life. A name that still carried the sting of betrayal—and something far more dangerous: unfinished truth.

She slid the folder aside and stared at the man who once carved careers from thin air and erased lives with a raised eyebrow. Sloane had been the storm behind closed doors, the silent king of the Southern District’s legal court.

Now, he was just a suspect in shackles. Or so it appeared.

“You think handing me Jack’s name buys you leverage?” she said coolly.

“No,” Sloane replied, relaxed. “I think it buys me time. Leverage is what happens after you read the rest of that file.”

“I’m not your errand girl.”

“No, Ellie. You’re my contingency.”

She leaned forward. “Try again.”

Sloane folded his fingers, thoughtful. “Do you know why I picked you as my call?”

“Because your Rolodex of enablers finally thinned out.”

“Because you're the only one who’s been on both sides of the law,” he said sharply. “You’ve seen the system break. You’ve
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