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The parking garage beneath Montgomery Tower smelled of exhaust and concrete, a scent that would haunt Marcus Chen's nightmares for months to come.

He stood frozen, his Italian leather shoes planted on the cold gray floor, as red and blue lights painted the walls in alternating waves.

Twenty feet away, surrounded by a cluster of SFPD officers and crime scene technicians in white Tyvek suits, lay the body of Sam Prescott.

Not just any body. His most lucrative client. The president of HomeBase, the largest home improvement chain on the West Coast.

A man who, just two hours ago, had been alive and animated, gesturing enthusiastically as he described his vision for the spring campaign launch.

Marcus's hands trembled. He shoved them in his pockets.

"Mr. Chen."

Detective Sarah Moss materialized at his elbow, her badge glinting under the harsh fluorescent lights.

She was maybe forty, with sharp cheekbones and sharper eyes that missed nothing.

"I need you to come down to the station and answer some questions."

"Of course," Marcus heard himself say, though his voice sounded distant, like it belonged to someone else.

"Whatever I can do to help. Sam was— we just had a meeting. He was fine. We talked about the spring campaign launch."

"What time did your meeting end?" Detective Moss pulled out a small notebook, the old-fashioned kind, not a tablet or phone.

Something about that detail struck Marcus as significant, though he couldn't say why.

"Around six-thirty. Maybe six forty-five."

Marcus checked his watch reflexively— 8:47 PM. The gesture felt absurd, like checking the temperature during an earthquake.

"I left him here. He said he had some calls to make before heading home."

Detective Moss nodded, her expression neutral but her eyes cataloging every micro-expression that crossed his face.

Marcus had the unsettling feeling that she was reading a book written in a language he didn't know he was speaking.

"And where did you go after that?"

"Back to my office. Jenkins Creative Associates, about four blocks from here. I had some mockups to review for another client."

Marcus paused. "The Nordstrom holiday campaign. We're pitching it next week."

He stopped. “We were pitching it. Past tense now.”

Everything, suddenly, was past tense.

"Anyone see you there?"

Marcus's mind raced through the empty corridors of Jenkins Creative Associates.

Wednesday evenings, most people cleared out by six. Richard Jenkins himself was probably at the Bohemian Club.

The creative team had been talking about hitting some bar in the Marina.

Even Lisa, his assistant, had left early for her daughter's soccer game.

"The security guard in the lobby. Dave. He knows me. Sees me come and go all the time."

Marcus tried to remember if he'd actually spoken to Dave or just waved. Had Dave been at his desk?

Or had he been doing rounds?

"We'll need to verify that." Detective Moss gestured toward an unmarked sedan.

"If you wouldn't mind coming with us now?"

It wasn't really a question.

Marcus nodded and followed, his mind still trying to process the impossible. Sam, dead.

Murdered, clearly— the crime scene tape, the photographers, the grim faces of the detectives all confirmed what his brain was refusing to accept.

As he walked, he caught sight of the body again— the unnatural angle of Sam's neck, the expensive Brioni suit now rumpled and stained, one hand stretched out as if reaching for something or someone who never came.

Sam's eyes were open, staring at nothing. Marcus looked away quickly, tasting bile.

The sedan's door closed with a heavy thunk, sealing Marcus inside.

Through the tinted window, he watched the organized chaos of the investigation. Photographers capturing every angle. Technicians dusting for prints.

Officers stringing yellow tape. A system clicking into action, a machine designed to process death and deliver justice.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. His wife, Jennifer. He declined the call.

How could he explain this when he barely understood it himself?

Honey, my biggest client is dead, murdered in a parking garage, and the police are taking me in for questioning.

Oh, and did I mention this might destroy everything we've worked for?

The station was a blur of beige walls and fluorescent lighting that made everyone look slightly jaundiced.

They led him to an interview room— not an interrogation room, they'd been careful to clarify, though Marcus knew the difference was largely semantic.

Same table bolted to the floor. Same two-way mirror. Same air of accusation disguised as procedure.

Detective Moss sat across from him, joined now by her partner, Detective Raymond Park, a stocky man with a graying mustache and the weary expression of someone who'd seen too much and believed too little.

"Tell us about your relationship with Mr. Prescott," Moss began, sliding a digital recorder to the center of the table.

The red light blinked on.

Marcus cleared his throat. "He's been my client for three years. HomeBase brought their advertising account to Jenkins Creative Associates specifically because they wanted to work with me. I've handled all their major campaigns— their rebrand in 2022, the 'Build Your Dreams' series, the partnership campaigns with the Warriors. The 'Tools for Every Season' campaign last year increased their market share by— " He stopped himself.

Was he really citing statistics while Sam's body was still cooling in that garage?

"Successful partnership?"

Moss's pen hovered over her notebook.

"Very. We increased their market share by eighteen percent in two years. Sam was talking about extending the contract through 2027."

Marcus heard the past tense again. Was. Talking. All gone now.

"No conflicts? Disagreements?"

Marcus hesitated, and he could see both detectives note the pause, file it away.

There had been tensions, of course— there always were in high-stakes advertising. Sam could be demanding.

Sometimes unreasonable about timelines and revisions. Last month, he'd rejected an entire campaign two days before launch, costing the agency fifty thousand in production costs.

But nothing that rose to the level these detectives were suggesting.

"Normal business friction," Marcus said carefully.

"Nothing unusual. Sam pushed for results. That's why he was successful."

"Pushed hard enough to make enemies?"

"In business? Sure. But not— not this." Marcus gestured helplessly toward the direction of the parking garage. "Not murder."

Detective Park leaned forward, and Marcus caught a whiff of coffee and peppermint.

"We found something interesting on Mr. Prescott's body. A phone. Not his regular phone— we have that too. This was a burner phone, tucked in his inside jacket pocket."

Marcus frowned. "A burner phone? Why would Sam have a burner phone?"

The question sounded naive even as he asked it. Everyone knew why people had burner phones. Drugs. Affairs. Crimes. Things you wanted to hide from the official record of your life.

"That's what we're wondering," Moss said.

"But here's the thing, Mr. Chen. The text messages on that phone tell an interesting story. Messages between someone using the name 'MC' and another person identified as 'SP.'

Want to guess what those initials stand for?"

The air seemed to thicken in the small room.

Marcus felt his heart rate spike, felt sweat prickling at his collar despite the aggressive air conditioning.

"That's— that's not possible. I never— I don't even know how to set up a burner phone."

"The messages detail a grudge going back years. To college, specifically. Stanford."

Detective Park pulled out a printed transcript, the kind that had been carefully highlighted and annotated.

"References to someone named Evelyn. Ring any bells?"

Evelyn. The name hit him like a physical blow, punching the air from his lungs.

He hadn't thought about Evelyn Thornton in over a decade.

Hadn't allowed himself to think about her, about that whole period of his life when he'd been young and stupid and convinced that love meant something more than it did.

"Evelyn was someone I dated in college," Marcus admitted, his mouth suddenly dry.

"But that was fifteen years ago. I haven't spoken to her in over a decade. Haven't even thought about her in..." He trailed off, realizing how pathetic that sounded.

"According to these messages, you never forgave Sam Prescott for stealing her away from you."

Moss slid the transcript across the table. "Messages that suggest premeditation. That suggest a grudge that's been festering for fifteen years."

Marcus stared at the printed text, his eyes struggling to focus.

The messages read like something from a bad movie— melodramatic, aggressive, full of threats that Marcus would never make, had never even thought.

MC: You took everything from me

SP: That was years ago, grow up

MC: Some things you don't get over

SP: This is pathetic

MC: You'll see how pathetic it is when I'm done with you

"I didn't write these," Marcus said, his voice stronger now.

"I've never sent messages like this. And Sam didn't steal Evelyn. That's not what happened at all."

"Then what did happen?" Park asked, his tone suggesting he'd heard plenty of denials before, was prepared to hear plenty more.

Marcus tried to organize his thoughts, to pull up memories from a time when he'd had different hair, different dreams, a different understanding of what mattered.

"Evelyn and I dated junior year. It was... intense, the way college relationships are. We thought we were in love. Made all these plans about post-graduation, about moving to the same city, about forever."

He felt embarrassed even saying it out loud. "Then in April, she broke up with me. Said she'd met someone else. Someone who was— " He stopped himself.

"Someone who was what?" Moss prompted.

"Someone who was more ambitious. More connected. Someone whose family had money and connections and a path all laid out."

Marcus took a breath. "James Winford. He was the one who dated Evelyn after me."

Both detectives looked up sharply.

"James Winford," Moss repeated, writing the name down with careful precision. "And are you still in contact with Mr. Winford?"

"No. I haven't seen him since graduation. Maybe once at a reunion five years ago. We barely spoke. Just one of those awkward conversations where you both pretend to be more successful than you are and promise to get coffee sometime knowing you never will."

"So you held a grudge against James Winford, not Sam Prescott."

"I didn't hold a grudge against anyone!"

Marcus's voice rose, and he consciously lowered it, aware that he was sounding defensive, desperate.

"I was hurt. I was twenty years old and my girlfriend left me. But I got over it. I moved on. Met Jennifer, got married, built a career. The whole thing with Evelyn and James is barely a footnote in my life."

Detective Moss and Park exchanged glances, some silent communication passing between them.

Then Moss leaned back, her expression shifting from interrogation to something almost sympathetic. Almost.

"Mr. Chen, I'm going to be straight with you. The messages on that burner phone paint a picture. A man obsessed with a past slight. A man who blamed someone for ruining his life. A man who planned revenge."

She tapped the transcript. "These messages were sent over the past three weeks. Building up to tonight. Building up to violence."

"But I didn't send them. Someone set me up. Someone who knew about Evelyn, who knew about my history with— " Marcus stopped, his mind racing.

"Wait. You said the messages mentioned Sam stealing Evelyn. But Sam didn't date Evelyn. James did. Whoever created these messages got the basic facts wrong."

"Or," Park said slowly, "you created them yourself, deliberately including false information to make them look like a frame-up. To create reasonable doubt."

Marcus felt the walls closing in. Every truth he spoke was being twisted, reinterpreted, turned into evidence of guilt.

"I want a lawyer," he said quietly.

Detective Moss nodded, as if she'd been expecting this.

"That's your right. But Mr. Chen, before you lawyer up, I want you to understand something. We're going to find the truth. We're going to track every movement you made tonight. We're going to interview everyone you know. We're going to dig into your finances, your emails, your life. And if you killed Sam Prescott, we will prove it."

"I didn't kill him," Marcus said, but the words felt hollow even to his own ears.

They let him make a phone call. Not to Jennifer— he still couldn't face hearing her voice, couldn't handle the questions he didn't have answers to.

Instead, he called Richard Jenkins, his boss, the man who'd built the agency Marcus had helped grow.

"Richard, it's Marcus. I'm at the police station. Sam Prescott is dead, and they think— they're questioning me."

A long pause on the other end. Then: "Jesus Christ. Marcus, don't say anything else. Don't admit anything. Don't try to explain. I'm calling Howard Brennan right now. Brennan & Brennan has some of the best legal minds around. Howard is Senior Partner and although I’ve never worked with him, I’m told he’s the best defense attorney in San Francisco."

Howard Brennan’s father formed Brennan and Brennan in 1960, hoping his son would someday join him in a growing law practice in the city. He did in 1998 and the firm boasted a strong reputation and now had typically exorbitant hourly rates exceeding $1,000 an hour for senior partners.

"Richard, I didn't— "

"I know. Of course you didn't. But that doesn't matter right now. What matters is protecting yourself. Protecting the firm. Stay quiet until Brennan gets there."

The line went dead. Marcus sat in the interview room, now alone, trying to see some kind of motion on the other side of the two-way mirror.

He thought about Sam, about their meeting earlier. They'd discussed the spring campaign— "Tools for New Beginnings," playing on the renovation trend, the fresh-start mentality of spring.

Sam had been excited, more animated than Marcus had seen him in months.

Talking about his plans for HomeBase, about potential expansion into the Southeast, about— 

Marcus's thoughts were interrupted by a young officer opening the door.

"Mr. Chen? Your attorney's here."

Howard Brennan was everything Richard had promised—expensive suit, silver hair, the kind of face that belonged on billboards advertising legal services to the accused.

He looked at Marcus with the assessing gaze of someone calculating odds, measuring risk, deciding how much effort this case was worth.

"Mr. Chen, I'm Howard Brennan. Richard Jenkins asked me to see if you would like to retain me. Before we speak with the detectives, I need you to tell me everything. And I mean everything. No lies, no omissions, no trying to look innocent. Just the truth."

So Marcus told him. The meeting with Sam. Leaving the building around 6:45. Going back to his office. The security guard who may or may not have seen him. The burner phone. The text messages about Evelyn.

The past that had suddenly become present.

What he didn't tell Brennan— what he couldn't tell anyone— was the other secret.

The one that had nothing to do with Sam's murder but everything to do with Marcus's vulnerability.

The bribe he'd paid to get his adopted son, Billy.
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Brennan listened without interrupting, occasionally making notes on a legal pad.

When Marcus finished, the attorney was quiet for a long moment.

"They're going to arrest you," Brennan finally said.

"Not tonight— they don't have enough yet. But within a few days, maybe a week. They'll get a warrant for your phone records, your emails, your financial records. They'll interview everyone at your firm. They'll build a timeline. And unless something exculpatory turns up, they'll charge you with murder."

"But I didn't do it."

"Innocence is a nice theory, Mr. Chen. But in my experience, trials aren't about innocence or guilt. They're about evidence and narratives and which story a jury finds more compelling."

Brennan stood. "For now, I'm going to tell the detectives that you're invoking your right to counsel and won't be answering any more questions. Then I'm going to take you home, where you'll try to act normal, try to be a good husband and father, try not to think about the fact that your life is about to be torn apart."

He said it so matter-of-factly, like he was describing weather patterns rather than catastrophe.

They let Marcus go at 11:30 PM. Brennan drove him back to Montgomery Tower to get his car, and Marcus had the surreal experience of walking past the crime scene tape, past the few remaining officers, to retrieve his Audi from a parking spot just thirty feet from where Sam's body had been discovered.

The drive home to the Western Addition—now known as Lower Pacific Heights for enhanced real estate values—felt surreal. The city glowed around him, oblivious. The Financial District's familiar lit buildings. The dark expanse of the Bay glimpsed between buildings. The steep climb up California Street.

It all looked the same, but everything had changed.

Jennifer met him at the door wearing her work clothes— a tailored charcoal suit that meant she'd come straight home from her law firm downtown.

Her face was pale, drawn, older than it had looked that morning.

"Tell me everything," she said.

So he did.

Or at least, he told her the version of everything that didn't include burner phones and text messages about college girlfriends.

He told her about finding the police, about being questioned, about Howard Brennan and Richard Jenkins and the investigation that was about to consume their lives.

What he didn't tell her— what he couldn't tell her— was how scared he was.

Not just of the murder charge, but of everything else. The secrets that were about to be exposed.

The carefully constructed life that was about to collapse.

Jennifer listened in silence, her lawyer's mind processing, categorizing, building and discarding theories.

When he finished, she said quietly, "You need to prepare yourself. This is going to get worse before it gets better. The media will be brutal. Your colleagues will distance themselves. Friends will stop calling. That's what happens when someone's charged with murder."

"I haven't been charged yet."

"You will be." She said it with the same certainty Brennan had.

"And when you are, everything changes. Our finances, our reputation, our future. Billy's future."

Billy. Their son.

The child sleeping peacefully upstairs, oblivious to the storm about to break over his parents' heads.

"I should go check on him," Marcus said, needing to see his son, to remind himself what he was fighting for. He climbed the stairs to Billy's room, pushing open the door quietly.

His son lay in his crib, one arm flung over his head, breathing softly.

At fourteen months, Billy was just starting to walk, just starting to say real words instead of babble. "Dada" and "Mama" and "more" when he wanted another Cheerio.

Marcus stood at the crib railing, watching his son sleep, and felt something break inside him. This perfect, innocent child. This miracle they'd waited so long for. “He had paid a steep, immoral price for this perfect life.”

And now everything Marcus had worked for, everything he'd built, was about to be destroyed.

"I'm sorry," he whispered to his sleeping son. "I'm so sorry."

He didn't know if he was apologizing for the murder charge, for the chaos that was coming, or for the original sin— the bribe that had brought Billy into their lives but might now tear them apart.
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The morning brought reporters.

Marcus woke at 6 AM to the sound of his phone buzzing relentlessly on the nightstand.

Seventeen missed calls. Forty-three text messages. The first words he saw when he unlocked the screen were from a number he didn't recognize: "Channel 5 News here. We'd like to get your comment on the Sam Prescott murder investigation. Please call back."

He stumbled out of bed, and went to the window.

Four news vans were parked on their street, cameras already set up, reporters doing sound checks and hair touch-ups.

One of them spotted him in the window and immediately alerted the others.

Five cameras swiveled to point at their house.

"Fuck," Marcus breathed.

"They got here about an hour ago," Jennifer said from behind him.

She was already dressed, her blonde hair pulled back in the severe bun she wore to court.

"I've been fielding calls since five-thirty. My firm's media relations person is 'handling' it, which apparently means telling me to say 'no comment' to everyone."

"I'm sorry."

"Stop apologizing. Save your energy for the actual fight."

She moved to the window beside him, looking down at the media circus.

"Richard Jenkins called. He wants you to take a leave of absence from the firm. Paid, he emphasized. Just until things 'blow over.'"

Marcus felt something twist in his chest. “This was not a show of support; it was a severance.”

"He's protecting the agency."

"He's protecting his business. That's what people do." Jennifer turned away from the window.

"Your mother called too. She saw it on the news. I told her you'd call her back."

His mother. God.

Marcus hadn't even thought about this aspect of his nightmare.

Cecilia Chen, who'd emigrated from Shanghai at eighteen, who'd worked three jobs to put Marcus through Stanford and then Berkeley for graduate school always believed her son would do great things. 

Marcus’ father, Jian—who was born in Canada—died tragically when a hydraulic auto lift collapsed at the body shop in Fremont where he worked, crushing him underneath. There were attempts at getting a financial liability settlement, but those efforts were squashed due to Workman’s Compensation limits in California.

But now, regardless of his mother’s support, Marcus was a murder suspect.

"I'll call her later," Marcus said, knowing he wouldn't, knowing he'd put it off as long as possible.

Billy's cry came through the baby monitor— his wake-up call, right on schedule.

Jennifer went to get him while Marcus showered and dressed in one of the conservative suits Howard Brennan had told him to wear.

"Look respectable," Brennan had said. "Look like a family man, a businessman, someone incapable of violence. Juries notice these things before they even realize they're noticing."

By the time Marcus came downstairs, Jennifer had Billy in his high chair, feeding him applesauce while simultaneously responding to emails on her phone.

Their son banged his spoon enthusiastically, getting more applesauce on himself than in his mouth.

"Dada!"

Billy said when he saw Marcus, his face lighting up with uncomplicated joy.

Marcus kissed the top of his son's head, breathed in that perfect baby smell, and tried to imprint this moment in his memory.

Normal breakfast. Normal family. Before everything changed.

His phone rang. Howard Brennan.

"Don't leave your house," the attorney said without preamble. "The media will follow you everywhere. And don't— I repeat, don't— say a single word to anyone about the case. Not your wife, not your friends, not your priest if you have one. Anything you say can and will be used against you."

"Jennifer knows— "

"I don't care what Jennifer knows. From this point forward, you speak about the case only to me. Understand? Spousal privilege is shaky and prosecutors love to chip away at it. Keep your wife clean."

Marcus glanced at Jennifer, who was watching him with an unreadable expression. "Understood."

"Good. I've set up a meeting for this afternoon. Three o'clock. My office. We need to go over your timeline in detail, establish your alibi, start building the defense."

"What defense? I didn't do anything."

"That's not a defense, Mr. Chen. That's a statement of fact that no one will believe unless we can prove it."

Brennan's voice was hard, unsentimental. "Three o'clock. Don't be late."

The attorney hung up.

Marcus set down his phone and tried to eat breakfast, but everything tasted like cardboard.

Across the table, Jennifer fed Billy and avoided looking at her husband.

"I should take Billy to my parents' for a few days," she said finally. "Until the media attention dies down."

"Running away won't help."

"I'm not running away. I'm protecting our son from having cameras in his face every time we leave the house."

Her voice was sharp. "He doesn't need to grow up seeing his father on trial for murder on the news every night."

Marcus flinched at the word. Trial. As if his guilt was already established.

As if the investigation was just a formality before the inevitable conviction.

"Fine," he said quietly.

"Take him to your parents'. But Jennifer— "

"Don't." She stood, lifting Billy from his high chair.

"Don't make promises you might not be able to keep. Don't tell me everything will be okay when we both know it might not be."

She carried Billy upstairs to pack. Marcus sat alone at their kitchen table, looking out at the rooftops and the city spreading out below them like a promise that had been broken.

His phone buzzed again. A text from an unknown number: 

This is just the beginning. 

You took something that wasn't yours. 

Now you'll lose everything.

Marcus stared at the message, his blood running cold. Before he could screenshot it, the message disappeared— one of those self-destructing apps that left no trace.

Someone was watching him. Someone who knew his secrets. Someone who'd already killed once and framed Marcus for it.

He thought about telling Brennan, about showing him the message.

But the attorney had been clear— don't communicate with anyone except him, and even then, only in person, where conversations were protected by privilege. “Telling him now would be a direct disobedience to the man he needed most.”

Marcus deleted his message history and sat in the silence of his kitchen, listening to Jennifer moving around upstairs, preparing to take their son away from him.
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Howard Brennan's office occupied the entire forty-second floor of the Transamerica Pyramid, with views that seemed designed to remind clients how much they were paying for his services.

Marcus sat in a leather chair that probably cost more than his first car and tried not to stare at the city spread out below him like a game board.

Brennan was on a call, his back to Marcus, voice low and intense.

Marcus caught fragments: "...immunity deal... witness cooperation... DA's being unreasonable..." Then Brennan turned, ending the call with a curt "I'll get back to you."

"Sorry about that. Where were we?" Brennan sat behind his massive desk and pulled up files on his computer.

"Right. Timeline. Walk me through Wednesday evening again. Every detail, no matter how small."

So Marcus did.

The meeting with Sam starting at 5:30. Discussing the spring campaign. Sam's enthusiasm about expanding into new markets.

The meeting ending around 6:45, maybe 6:50. Sam saying he had calls to make.

Marcus leaving the parking garage, walking back to his office four blocks away.

"What time did you arrive at your office?"

"Maybe 7:00? I didn't check specifically."

"Did anyone see you? Anyone you can definitively say was there between 7:00 and 8:00?"

Marcus thought back.

The lobby had been mostly empty. Dave, the security guard, had been at his desk, but Marcus hadn't stopped to chat.

Just waved and headed to the elevator. Up to the fourteenth floor, past the darkened offices of his colleagues who'd already left for the day.

"No one else was there. It was Wednesday evening. Most people leave by six on Wednesdays."

Brennan made a note.

"So you have no alibi for the critical time window. Sam was killed sometime between 7:00 and 8:00 PM, based on preliminary forensics. You left him at 6:45 and were alone at your office. That's not good, Mr. Chen."

"I was reviewing campaign mockups. I can show you— there are timestamps on the files."

"Timestamps that could be manipulated. Don't give me solutions that create more problems." Brennan leaned back.

"Tell me about Evelyn Thornton."

Marcus felt his stomach drop. "What about her?"

"Everything. I need to understand the history, the relationship, why someone would think you held a grudge worth killing over."

So Marcus told him. Meeting Evelyn sophomore year at a party in some off-campus house.

The immediate connection, the sense that they understood each other in ways other people didn't.

Dating through junior year— movies and study sessions and walks through campus and all the things college couples did.

Talking about the future. Making plans. Then the breakup. April of junior year. Evelyn showing up at his dorm room with tears in her eyes and determination in her voice.

"I've met someone else. Someone more... compatible with my life goals."

James Winford had been a senior, pre-law, son of a federal judge. Connections at every major law firm in California.

A path to partnership practically guaranteed. Evelyn had always been ambitious— that was one of the things Marcus had loved about her. But apparently, his own ambitions hadn't been enough.

"How did you take it?" Brennan asked.

"I was twenty years old and heartbroken. I took it poorly."

Marcus remembered the weeks after, the drinking, the skipped classes, the angry late-night calls to friends who'd eventually stopped answering.

"But I got over it. That's what twenty-year-olds do. They get heartbroken and then they move on."

"Did you ever threaten her? James Winford? Send angry messages?"

"No. God, no. I was hurt, not violent. I just... eventually accepted it and moved on with my life."

"When did you meet Jennifer?"

"Three years later. I was in graduate school at Berkeley, MBA program. She was in law school. We met at a mutual friend's party and— " He smiled despite himself.

"She was arguing with someone about corporate liability law, getting really passionate about it, and I thought she was the most interesting person I'd ever met. Interesting and gorgeous."

"Happy marriage?"

The question felt like a trap. "Yes. Until this week, yes."

Brennan nodded, making more notes.

"The prosecution will try to paint you as someone with a history of holding grudges. Someone obsessed with past slights. They'll bring up Evelyn, suggest you never forgave Sam Prescott for some perceived wrong. We need to counter that narrative."

"By showing I had no reason to hold a grudge. Sam wasn't even involved in the Evelyn situation. That was James Winford."

"Right. So why would someone frame you using a false narrative about Sam?" Brennan leaned forward.

"That's the key question. If we can answer that, if we can figure out who actually killed Sam and why they chose you as the fall guy, we have a defense."

Marcus thought about the text message that morning. The threat. The certainty that someone was orchestrating all of this.

"There's something else," he said slowly. "I got a text this morning. From an unknown number. It said: 'This is just the beginning. You took something that wasn't yours. Now you'll lose everything.'"

Brennan's expression sharpened.

"You still have it?"

"No. It was one of those self-destructing messages. Gone before I could screenshot it."

"Fuck."

Brennan ran a hand through his silver hair. "That could be evidence of a frame-up, but without the actual message, it's just your word. The prosecution will say you made it up to support your defense."

"I'm not making it up!"

"I believe you. But belief doesn't win cases. Evidence does."

Brennan stood and paced to the window, looking out at the city.

"Someone went to a lot of trouble to frame you, Mr. Chen. The burner phone, the fake text messages, the elaborate back-story about a college grudge. That suggests sophisticated planning. Resources. Motivation."

"But who? And why?"

"That's what we need to figure out. We need to dig into Sam's life, look for enemies, business rivals, anyone who might want him dead. We'll also look at your life, your associates, anyone who might have a reason to frame you."

Marcus thought about the bribe. About Melissa Parsons and Bay Area Adoption Services.

About the thirty thousand dollars that had bought them Billy.

If Brennan's investigator started digging too deeply into Marcus's financial history... the one secret he was desperate to protect would be exposed before the trial even began.

"I don't have enemies," Marcus said.

"I'm an advertising executive. The most controversial thing I do is argue about campaign slogans."

"Everyone has enemies. Even people who don't know they have enemies." Brennan returned to his desk.

"For now, I want you to make a list. Everyone who might hold a grudge against you, no matter how small. Every business deal that went south. Every client who felt shortchanged. Every colleague who might be jealous of your success. Everyone."

"That seems paranoid."

"This isn't paranoia, Mr. Chen. This is defense work. Because right now, the police are building a case against you. They're interviewing everyone who knew you and Sam. They're pulling phone records and financial statements. They're constructing a narrative where you're the killer. And unless we can construct a better narrative, you're going to prison."

The words hung in the air like a death sentence. Prison.

The loss of everything— his career, his freedom, his chance to watch Billy grow up.

"I'll make the list," Marcus said quietly.

"Good. Bring it to our next meeting. Friday morning, 9 AM."

Brennan walked him to the door. "And Mr. Chen? Stop looking so scared. Guilty men look scared. Innocent men look confident, even when they're terrified."

Marcus wanted to ask how one accomplished that particular trick, but Brennan was already turning away, already fielding another call, already moving on to the next crisis.

The elevator ride down from the forty-second floor felt interminable.

Marcus watched the numbers descend— 40, 39, 38— each floor a reminder of how far he had to fall.

In the lobby, he found himself face-to-face with a reporter.

"Mr. Chen! Sarah Melton, Channel 5 News. Can you comment on the Sam Prescott investigation?"

Before Marcus could respond, a microphone was thrust in his face, a camera light blinding him.

More reporters materialized, surrounding him, shouting questions over each other.

"Did you kill Sam Prescott?"

"Is it true you had a grudge?" "What about the text messages?" "Look this way, Mr. Chen!"

"Were you having an affair with his wife?"

That last question came from nowhere, so unexpected that Marcus actually stopped trying to push through the crowd.

"What? No! I wasn't— there was no affair!"

Cameras clicked frantically.

Marcus realized his mistake too late— he'd engaged, he'd responded, he'd given them a soundbite that would be played on endless loops, dissected by legal analysts, transformed into evidence of guilt.

He forced his way through the crowd, ignoring the continued questions, and half-ran to his car in the parking garage beneath the Pyramid.

His hands shook as he tried to get the key in the ignition.

The drive home was a nightmare of paranoia— every car behind him felt like it was following, every pedestrian with a phone felt like a reporter ready to ambush him.

By the time he pulled into his driveway, his shirt was soaked with sweat.

Jennifer's car was gone. Of course.

She'd taken Billy to her parents'. The house was empty, silent in a way that felt accusatory.

Marcus poured himself a whiskey he didn't really want and sat in his living room, looking at the photos on the mantel.

His wedding day. Billy's first birthday. Family trips to Napa and Tahoe and Hawaii.

A life that had seemed so secure, so permanent, now revealed as fragile as glass.

His phone rang.

An unknown number. He almost didn't answer, but something made him pick up.

"Hello?"

"Mr. Chen?"

A woman's voice, nervous, slightly breathy. "My name is Emma Rodriguez. I'm a junior associate at Brennan & Brennan. I worked on some of Jenkins employment contracts.”

Marcus tried to place her. Vaguely, he recalled a young woman, early-thirties maybe, always in the background taking notes during legal meetings at Brennan. She was very attractive, in an innocent yet provocative way. Thick brown hair and captivating brown eyes.

"What can I do for you, Ms. Rodriguez?"

"I need to talk to you. About your case. About Sam Prescott. I know— I think I know something that might help."

Marcus's pulse quickened. "What do you know?"

"Not over the phone. Can we meet somewhere? Somewhere private?"

Every instinct screamed caution. This could be a reporter fishing for information. A police informant. A trap of some kind.

But it could also be exactly what she said— someone who knew something that could help.

"Where and when?" Marcus asked.

"Tomorrow. 10 AM. Dolores Park. Come alone."

She hung up before he could ask more questions.

Marcus sat with the phone in his hand, wondering if he'd just made another terrible mistake or grasped at the first real hope he'd had since Sam's body was discovered.

Outside, the sun was setting over the Pacific, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink.

Beautiful and indifferent, the world continued turning while Marcus Chen's life fell apart.

He picked up his whiskey, drained it, and tried to remember what hope felt like.
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Dolores Park was unseasonably warm for November, the grass still green despite the recent rains, the palm trees swaying in a breeze that carried the scent of eucalyptus and the distant sea.

Marcus arrived fifteen minutes early, parking three blocks away and walking through the Mission District, checking constantly to make sure he wasn't being followed.

The park was populated with the usual San Francisco mix— tech workers on lunch breaks, young families with strollers, clusters of teenagers skipping school, homeless people claiming benches as territory.

Marcus found a spot overlooking the city and waited.

Emma Rodriguez arrived exactly at ten, wearing jeans and a San Francisco Giants hoodie instead of business attire.

She looked younger out of context— maybe twenty-five, twenty-six, with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and an intensity in her brown eyes that Marcus hadn't noticed during their brief interactions at work.

"Mr. Chen." She sat down on the bench, maintaining a careful distance. "Thank you for meeting me."

"You said you know something about my case?"

"I do. But first, I need you to understand my situation. I'm a junior associate. I'm nobody. I graduated from Hastings Law three years ago, passed the bar on my second try, and I'm still working under supervision, still trying to prove I deserve a permanent position at Brennan and Brennan. If I'm wrong about this, if I'm overstepping, I could lose my job."

"I'm facing murder charges, Ms. Rodriguez. I think I have more to lose than you do."

She smiled slightly.

"Fair point." She pulled out a tablet, unlocking it with her thumbprint.

"I have an almost photographic memory. It's not as useful as people think— I still have to read and process things like everyone else— but I remember everything I read. Perfectly. Word for word."

Marcus wasn't sure where this was going. "That must be helpful in law."

"It is. It also means that when I review documents and contracts and correspondence, I remember every detail. Including things other people might have missed."

She pulled up a file on her tablet. 

"Three weeks before Sam Prescott died, there was an incident at your ad agency. Someone hacked into the Jenkins Creative Associates email system. It was subtle— no mass deletion, no obvious data theft. Just someone poking around, looking at specific accounts."

"I heard about that. Richard had IT upgrade all our security."

"Right. But what you probably didn't hear is whose accounts were accessed."

Emma turned the tablet to show him a list. "Yours. Sam Prescott's. And five other clients associated with your portfolio. The hacker was looking at correspondence between you and your clients, specifically looking at email threads about campaign strategy, timelines, meeting schedules."

Marcus felt something cold settle in his stomach. "Someone was tracking my interactions with Sam?"

"Not just tracking. Learning. Building a profile. Understanding your relationship, your patterns, your routines." Emma swiped to another document.

"The IT forensics report says the hacker covered their tracks well, but they found one IP address that was accessed multiple times. Want to guess where it traced back to?"

"Where?"

"A public library in Marin County. Sausalito, specifically."

Sausalito. The upscale coastal town north of the Golden Gate Bridge. Marcus had been there several times for client meetings, nice restaurants, gallery openings.

"That doesn't prove anything," Marcus said.

"Anyone could use a library computer."

"True. But it's interesting, isn't it? Someone in Marin County, specifically tracking your communications with Sam Prescott, three weeks before he was murdered."

Emma closed the tablet. "There's more. I've been going through old files, looking at cases handled before I joined Brennan. I found something from five years ago— a failed adoption case."

Marcus's blood went cold. "What about it?"

"A couple tried to adopt through a local agency. Bay Area Adoption Services. The adoption fell through at the last minute— the birth mother changed her mind, or at least that's what they were told. The couple sued the agency for emotional distress and fraud. 

"What happened with the case?"

"They lost. No evidence of fraud, just one of those unfortunate situations where adoptions sometimes fall apart."

Emma paused. "The couple's names were James and Ruby Winford."

The name hit Marcus like a physical blow. James Winford.

The man who'd dated Evelyn after him. The man whose name was somehow connected to this nightmare even though he'd had nothing to do with Sam's murder.

Or had he?

"I remember James," Marcus said slowly. "From college. But I haven't thought about him in years. Certainly haven't had any contact with him."

"Maybe not direct contact. But think about the timing." Emma leaned forward.

"The Winfords lose their adoption case five years ago. Then, three weeks ago, someone hacks the Jenkins Creative Associates email system, specifically targeting your correspondence with clients. Then Sam Prescott is murdered and you're framed using a false narrative about a college grudge. A narrative that mentions someone named Evelyn—who you dated, and who later dated James Winford."

Marcus tried to process this, tried to see the connections Emma was laying out.

"You're saying James Winford killed Sam to frame me? Why?"

"That's what I'm trying to figure out. But think about it— he has a connection to you through college. He has a connection through the failed adoption case. He knows about Evelyn. And he's sophisticated enough to hack an email system and plan an elaborate frame-up."

"But what's his motive? If he wanted revenge for the breakup with Evelyn, why wait fifteen years? And why kill someone who had nothing to do with it?"

Emma shook her head. "I don't have all the answers. But I know something isn't right about this case. The text messages on the burner phone— they mention events that didn't happen, details that are wrong. Someone created a false narrative, but they didn't do their research carefully enough."

"I noticed that too. I told the police— "

"And they probably dismissed it as you trying to create reasonable doubt. That's how prosecutors think."

Emma stood, pacing a few steps away. "Mr. Chen, I shouldn't even be here. I'm risking my job by talking to you. But I've watched you work for three years. I've seen how you treat people, how you handle pressure, how you run campaigns. And I don't believe you're capable of murder."

"You barely know me."

"I know enough. And I know that if you're convicted, an innocent man goes to prison while the real killer walks free."

She turned back to him. "Let me help you. Let me dig into this connection with James Winford, find out what he's been doing, see if there's evidence linking him to the murder."

"I have a lawyer. Howard Brennan. Your boss. "

"With all due respect, Mr. Brennan is a famous attorney. He has only two motives when he takes a case. Money and publicity. I saw his press conference yesterday. He spent more time promoting himself than defending you."

Emma's voice was sharp. "You need someone who actually cares about finding the truth. Someone who has the skills to uncover it."

Marcus studied her— this young lawyer who was risking her career for someone she barely knew. "Why are you doing this?"

Emma was quiet for a moment, looking out at the city spread below them.

"Because the system is supposed to work. Because justice is supposed to matter. And because I'm tired of watching powerful men get away with things while powerless people take the fall."

"I'm hardly powerless. I have money, connections— "

"But right now, you're vulnerable. And that makes you powerless in the ways that matter."

She pulled out a business card, writing something on the back.

"This is my personal cell phone. Not my work number. Call me if you want my help. But Mr. Chen? If we do this, you have to be completely honest with me. No secrets, no hiding things because you think they make you look bad. I can't help you if I don't know everything."

Marcus thought about the bribe. About Melissa Parsons and the thirty thousand dollars.

About the secret that could destroy what was left of his life. “He was being asked to trade one life-shattering secret for a chance at freedom.”

"I'll think about it," he said, taking the card.

Emma nodded and walked away, disappearing into the crowd of park-goers.

Marcus sat alone on the bench for a long time afterward, turning her card over in his hands, wondering if he'd just met his salvation or another person who would eventually betray him.

His phone buzzed. A text from Jennifer: 

Billy keeps asking for you. 

When are you coming to see him?

Marcus typed back: 

Soon. I promise.

But he wasn't sure when "soon" would be. Wasn't sure if he'd ever have the chance to be a father to his son again, or if prison would steal that from him like it was about to steal everything else.

He looked down at Emma's card. On the front: "Emma Rodriguez, J.D., Associate Attorney, Brennan & Brennan."

On the back, in neat handwriting: "Some cases are worth risking everything for."

Marcus put the card in his wallet and headed back to his car, feeling something that might have been hope or might have been the beginning of his final mistake.
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Jennifer's parents lived in Rockridge, an affluent enclave nestled in the Oakland hills.

The kind of place where "neighborhood watch" meant retired executives with too much time on their hands scrutinizing everyone who drove through.

Marcus pulled up to the Tudor-style house at 3 PM on Thursday, having spent the morning making his list for Howard Brennan— every person who might conceivably hold a grudge against him, no matter how far-fetched.

The list had been disturbingly short. Marcus wasn't naive enough to think he had no enemies, but his career in advertising had been built on relationships, on collaboration, on making clients happy.

The few conflicts he could remember were minor— a creative director who'd wanted credit for Marcus's campaign ideas, a colleague passed over for promotion who'd blamed Marcus's success, a client who'd been unhappy with a campaign that ultimately underperformed.
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