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The Trial That Shook a Nation
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The Courtroom Scene

A packed courtroom in Washington, D.C. The atmosphere is electric. Judge Raymond Kincaid presides with an air of command, his gavel slamming to silence the murmur of reporters and onlookers.

In the defendant’s chair, a young man—Alex Prescott, Julian’s brother—sits, accused of a brutal murder he swears he didn’t commit. His lawyer, Julian Prescott, passionately delivers closing arguments, presenting evidence of his client’s innocence, and pointing to prosecutorial misconduct. But Kincaid’s sharp interjections consistently undermine him.

The jury deliberates briefly and returns with a guilty verdict. Kincaid passes a harsh sentence, refusing to acknowledge Julian’s pleas for clemency. Alex maintains his innocence as he’s led away in chains, his final words echoing: “I didn’t do this!”

Months later, Alex dies in prison under suspicious circumstances, leaving Julian with a hole in his soul and a burning hatred for the system—and Judge Kincaid—that failed his brother.

Present day. 

Judge Kincaid is a celebrated figure, hailed as the beacon of truth in a justice system marred by corruption. To the world, he’s a hero. To Julian, he’s the man who destroyed his family.

Julian sits in his dimly lit office, nursing a glass of whiskey, staring at a photo of Alex. A knock at the door breaks his reverie. Ethan Caldwell walks in, pale and desperate. “I need your help. They’re framing me for murder. And I think Judge Kincaid is involved.”
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The Client
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Julian was still staring at the newspaper when Maya Reynolds appeared in his office doorway, her arms full of files. She was dressed in a navy blazer; her natural curls pulled into a neat bun. Maya had a knack for looking professional while projecting the kind of intensity that made even senior attorneys tread carefully around her.

“Who was that?” she asked, tilting her head toward the hallway.

“A new client,” Julian replied, not looking up.

Maya dumped the files onto his already-cluttered desk and crossed her arms. “Great. What’s this one accused of? Tax fraud? Drug smuggling?”

“Murder,” Julian said flatly.

That got her attention. She moved closer, glancing at the newspaper he was holding. “Ethan Caldwell?” Her eyebrows rose. “The guy who supposedly stabbed some oil executive to death?”

“That’s the one.”

Maya whistled softly. “The evidence against him is airtight. DNA, surveillance footage, a bloody knife with his prints. What’s his defense? Temporary insanity?”

“He says he’s being framed.”

“Of course he does.” Maya pulled out a chair and sat down, leaning forward. “And let me guess, he also claims the oil company, Bigfoot, and the Illuminati are working together to take him down?”

Julian shot her for a look. “He thinks Judge Kincaid’s involved.”

Maya froze, her expression hardening. She knew what Kincaid’s name meant to Julian. Everyone on the team did.

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“He’s desperate, and I’ve agreed to look into it.”

Maya frowned, her hands gripping the armrests of her chair. “You sure that’s a clever idea? This guy’s story doesn’t exactly scream credibility. If the evidence is as solid as the press says, we’re talking about the kind of case that could sink your career.”

Julian leaned back, the chair creaking under his weight. “You think I don’t know that?” His voice was quiet but firm.

“I think you’re still looking for a fight with Kincaid,” Maya said, meeting his gaze head-on. “And I think you’re about to walk into a buzzsaw if you try to take him on again.”

Julian didn’t respond. He stared at the photo of Alex on his desk, his jaw tightening.

Maya softened slightly. “Look, I know what happened with Alex still eats at you. It eats at all of us. But taking this case just because of Kincaid—”

“I’m taking this case because the man deserves a defense,” Julian interrupted, his voice sharp. “And because if there’s even a chance Kincaid is compromised, I’m not going to ignore it.”

Maya studied him for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. But you had better have something more than a conspiracy theory to work with. What do we know about Caldwell?”

Julian opened the folder Ethan had left behind. “Environmental activist, former journalist. Made a name for himself exposing corporate corruption—illegal dumping, tax evasion, that. He’s been after this oil company for years.”

“And now their executive winds up dead,” Maya said, nodding toward the newspaper. “That’s convenient.”

“Too convenient,” Julian said. He tapped the folder. “According to him, he’s got proof the company’s been bribing politicians, cutting corners on safety, and violating federal environmental laws. He claims they’ve been trying to silence him for months.”

“Do we have this proof?”

Julian shook his head. “He says it’s on a hard drive the cops seized when they arrested him.”

Maya rolled her eyes. “Of course it is. And let me guess, the hard drive is empty, damaged, or conveniently encrypted.”

“We’ll find out,” Julian said. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “But here’s the kicker: Kincaid’s presiding over the case.”

Maya’s lips tightened. “That’s not a coincidence.”

“No,” Julian said. “It’s not.”

Later That Evening. The First Meeting

Julian and Maya sat across from Ethan Caldwell in the small interview room of the county jail. The fluorescent lights buzzed faintly, casting a sickly yellow hue over the grimy walls.

Ethan looked worse than he had earlier—pale, gaunt, and jittery. He clasped his hands tightly on the table, as if trying to keep them from shaking.

“I appreciate you coming,” Ethan said, his voice hoarse.

Julian leaned back in his chair, his expression unreadable. “You’re in a tight spot, Mr. Caldwell. The evidence against you is overwhelming. Surveillance footage, fingerprints, the murder weapon—it all points to you.”

Ethan shook his head vehemently. “It’s not real. None of it. They’ve been after me for years, trying to shut me up. And when they couldn’t scare me, they framed me.”

“Let’s talk specifics,” Maya said, her tone brisk. “The surveillance footage. It shows you at the crime scene, right?”

“Yeah, but it’s fake,” Ethan said. “They spliced it together. I wasn’t even there that night.”

Maya exchanged a skeptical glance with Julian. “You have any proof of that?”

Ethan hesitated, then slumped in his chair. “No. But I can’t afford to hire someone to analyze it, either.”

Julian ignored Maya’s raised eyebrow and pressed on. “What about the murder weapon? Your fingerprints are on it.”

Ethan nodded grimly. “Because they planted it. I’ve never seen that knife in my life, but they’ve got the resources to make anything look real.”

“And by ‘they,’ you mean the oil company?” Julian asked.

“Not just the company,” Ethan said, lowering his voice. “Their political backers, their lobbyists. People in power. They’re all in on it. And Kincaid—he’s their guy.”

Julian leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “What makes you so sure Kincaid’s involved?”

Ethan hesitated, glancing nervously at the door as if expecting someone to burst in. “A few months ago, I got a tip from someone inside the company. They sent me financial records—payments to offshore accounts. Kincaid’s name was on them.”

Julian’s heart skipped a beat. “You have these records?”

“They were on the hard drive the cops took,” Ethan said bitterly. “But I swear they’re real. I saw them myself.”

Maya exhaled sharply and leaned back into her chair. “This is thin, Julian. Really thin.”

“Maybe,” Julian said, not taking his eyes off Ethan. “But if there’s even a shred of truth to what he’s saying, we need to dig deeper.”

Ethan looked at Julian, his eyes pleading. “Please. I’m telling you; they’ll kill me if I stay in here. If Kincaid doesn’t sentence me to death, they’ll find another way. I need your help.”

Julian stood, gathering his notes. “We’ll see what we can do.”

Ethan looked panicked. “That’s it? You’ll, see?”

Julian paused at the door, turning back to meet Ethan’s gaze. “I don’t take cases I don’t intend to win. But if you’re lying to me, I’ll find out. And when I do, I’ll Walk away.”

Ethan swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m not lying.”

Julian didn’t respond. As he walked out with Maya, his thoughts raced. Kincaid’s shadow loomed large over this case, and for the first time in years, Julian felt the familiar surge of adrenaline.

If Ethan was right, this wasn’t about a murder. It was about corruption at the highest levels of the justice system.

And it all led back to Raymond Kincaid.
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The Evidence
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The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across Julian’s office as he sat at his desk, the hum of city traffic below barely registering. The thick case file on Ethan Caldwell lay open in front of him. Photos, reports, and transcripts were spread across the desk like a grim mosaic. 

He picked up a glossy crime scene photo—a body sprawled on a polished hardwood floor, blood pooling under the torso, the knife jutting out from the chest. The victim, Garrett Thurman, was a high-ranking executive at the controversial Dominion Petroleum Corporation.

Maya entered, a large coffee in one hand and her laptop in the other. “I’ve pulled everything the DA’s office has submitted so far,” she said, setting the coffee on his desk and opening her laptop. “Brace yourself. It’s bad.”

Julian nodded, gesturing for her to start. Maya leaned forward, her fingers flying over the keys.

Case Review. 

“First, the murder weapon,” Maya began. “A ten-inch hunting knife, found in a dumpster two blocks from the scene. Caldwell’s fingerprints are all over it.”

Julian frowned, rubbing his temple. “He claims the prints were planted. How airtight is the chain of custody?”

“Perfect,” Maya said, scrolling through a document. “The police logged the weapon immediately. No breaks in the chain, no irregularities in the paperwork.” She glanced up. “If the prints were planted, whoever did it knew exactly what they were doing.”

“What about the surveillance footage?”

Maya opened another file. “There’s security camera footage from a building across the street. It shows Caldwell entering Thurman’s townhouse at 10:52 p.m. and leaving just after 11:30.” She played the grainy video. On the screen, a figure resembling Ethan Caldwell walked toward the building. Thirty-eight minutes later, the same figure emerged, slipping into the night.

Julian narrowed his eyes. “Is there a timestamp?”

“Yes. And it matches the coroner’s estimated time of death—right between 11:00 and 11:15.”

“What’s the resolution?”

“Low, but good enough to convince a jury. The figure’s build, height, even his gait all match Caldwell.”

“Could it be doctored?”

Maya shrugged. “Maybe. But if it was, it’s flawless. I’d need an expert to confirm.”

Julian nodded, filing that away for later. “What about witnesses?”

Maya flipped to another file. “A neighbor reported hearing arguing from Thurman’s townhouse around 11:00. He told police he saw a man leaving the house in a hurry, but he couldn’t give a detailed description.”

“So no ID.”

“Right, but it’s enough to corroborate the timeline.”

“And motive?” Julian asked.

Maya hesitated. “That’s where it gets... interesting.” She pulled up another document. “Thurman was one of Dominion’s senior executives, overseeing operations that Ethan Caldwell had been publicly railing against for years. The prosecution is spinning it as a vendetta—Ethan snapped and killed him to send a message.”

Julian drummed his fingers on the desk. “That’s weak. A vendetta might explain harassment or vandalism, but murder? A good jury won’t buy that.”

Maya gave him a pointed look. “Unless the evidence makes it impossible to ignore.”

The Visit to the Courthouse

Julian decided he needed to see the evidence firsthand. By late afternoon, he and Maya arrived at the D.C. Superior Courthouse. The assistant district attorney, Marcus Vance, met them in the evidence room.

Vance was young and sharp-dressed, with a boyish face that belied his growing reputation as a rising star in the DA’s office. “Prescott,” Vance said with a polite smile, shaking Julian’s hand. “Didn’t expect you to take this one.”

Julian matched his smile. “I like a challenge. Thought you’d know that by now.”

Vance chuckled but his eyes stayed cold. “You’re walking into a buzzsaw with Caldwell. The evidence is clean, the motive’s solid, and the jury’s going to love the story. It’s an open-and-shut case.”

“I don’t believe in open-and-shut,” Julian said evenly.

“Suit yourself,” Vance replied, gesturing toward the evidence table. “Let me know if you find any miracles in here.”

Maya stayed close to Julian as they examined the items laid out under clear plastic cases.

“Here’s the knife,” Vance said, pointing to the murder weapon. The blade was still stained with blood, though it had long since dried. “Caldwell’s prints are all over the handle. Forensics confirmed it’s Garrett Thurman’s blood.”

Julian studied the knife for a moment before turning to Maya. “Thoughts?”

“Simple, common design. Easy to plant if someone knew how to get Caldwell’s prints.”

Julian nodded but said nothing. He moved on to the next item: a crumpled receipt.

“What’s this?”

“The receipt Caldwell had in his pocket when he was arrested,” Vance said. “From a gas station about three miles from Thurman’s townhouse. Timestamped 10:30 p.m.”

Julian raised an eyebrow. “You’re calling this evidence?”

Vance smirked. “It places him in the area before the murder. Combined with the footage and the fingerprints, it’s just another nail in the coffin.”

Julian set the receipt down and turned to the surveillance footage, which played on a nearby monitor. He watched it twice, paying close attention to the way the figure moved.

“It’s good,” Maya admitted, watching over his shoulder. “Not perfect, but good.”

Julian straightened and faced Vance. “And the hard drive you seized from Caldwell’s apartment?”

Vance’s smile faltered slightly. “We’re still going through it. Early results are... inconclusive.”

“Meaning you didn’t find anything useful yet.”

“Meaning it’s a lot of data to sift through,” Vance shot back, his tone cooling.

Julian didn’t push. Not yet.

The Quiet Ride Back

As Julian and Maya left the courthouse, the sun was dipping below the horizon, painting the sky deep orange and red hues. The cab ride back to the office was silent at first, both lost in thought.

Finally, Maya broke the silence. “So, what do you think?”

“I think Vance is right about one thing,” Julian said. “This case is going to be hell.”

“But?”

“But it doesn’t add up,” Julian said, staring out the window. “Caldwell’s not stupid. If he wanted to kill Thurman, why would he leave fingerprints, show up on camera, and dump the murder weapon in a dumpster two blocks away?”

“Maybe he panicked.”

“Maybe,” Julian said, though his tone suggested he didn’t believe it.

Maya sighed. “You’re betting a lot on a guy with no alibi, a mountain of evidence against him, and a conspiracy theory about a compromised judge.”

Julian turned to her, his expression grim. “If Kincaid’s involved, it’s not a theory. It’s the truth.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence.
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First Court Hearing
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The towering marble columns of the D.C. Superior Courthouse loomed large as Julian and Maya approached, the morning air crisp and heavy with tension. Reporters jostled for position near the steps, their cameras clicking and microphones thrust toward the building’s imposing entrance.

“Big case,” Maya muttered as they weaved through the throng of journalists.

“Big enough to sink us if we’re not careful,” Julian replied, glancing over his shoulder. He noticed a cluster of men in tailored suits—representatives from Dominion Petroleum, no doubt—talking quietly amongst themselves.

Inside, the courthouse buzzed with energy. The hearing was scheduled in one of the larger courtrooms, a space designed to accommodate high-profile cases like this one. As Julian entered, his sharp eyes swept the room. He recognized District Attorney Victoria Langford at the prosecution table, her icy composure cutting a stark contrast to the nervous chatter around her.

And then there was Judge Raymond Kincaid, already seated behind the elevated bench, his hands steepled as he scanned a document.

Kincaid looked the part of a respected jurist: silver hair neatly combed, wire-rimmed glasses perched on a straight nose, and a robe that amplified his stature. But Julian knew better. The man who had condemned his brother sat at the very heart of this case, and that realization sent a rush of anger surging through Julian’s veins.

“Steady,” Maya whispered, sensing his tension.

Julian gave her a curt nod and walked toward the defense table, where Ethan Caldwell sat in an ill-fitting suit, his face pale and drawn. Ethan’s hands fidgeted on the table, but he straightened slightly as Julian approached.

“Mr. Prescott,” Ethan said, his voice low. “You think they’ll let me speak?”

“No,” Julian replied firmly, sitting down beside him. “This is just a pretrial hearing. Let me do the talking.”

Ethan swallowed hard and nodded.

The Hearing Begins

“All rise,” the bailiff announced.

The room stood as Kincaid gave a perfunctory nod and gestured for everyone to sit. “This court is now in session,” he intoned, his voice calm but commanding.

Victoria Langford was the first to speak. She rose smoothly, her voice crisp and confident as she addressed the judge.

“Your Honor, the prosecution moves to deny bail for the defendant, Ethan Caldwell,” she began. “Mr. Caldwell represents a clear flight risk, given the severity of the charges and the overwhelming evidence against him. Furthermore, as a well-known activist, he has the means and connections to disappear should he choose to flee.”

Langford’s words were clinical, rehearsed, and utterly devoid of empathy. Julian noted how the phrase overwhelming evidence was carefully emphasized, an early attempt to paint his client guilty in the eyes of the court.

When Langford sat down, Julian stood.

“Your Honor,” he began, his tone calm but firm. “The defense vehemently opposes the motion to deny bail. Mr. Caldwell is not a flight risk. He has lived in D.C. for over a decade, has no criminal record, and has always cooperated with law enforcement. Denying him bail would be unjust.”

Kincaid looked at Julian, his expression unreadable. “Cooperation is irrelevant if the charges involve first-degree murder,” the judge said, his voice cutting through the room like a scalpel.

Julian didn’t miss a beat. “Then let’s discuss the evidence the prosecution is relying on, Your Honor. This so-called ‘overwhelming evidence’ is circumstantial at best.”

Langford’s lips tightened, but she let Julian continue.

“The surveillance footage,” Julian said, pacing slowly, “is grainy and inconclusive. The prosecution claims it identifies Mr. Caldwell entering and leaving the victim’s home, but at no point does it show his face clearly. As for the knife, yes, it has my client’s fingerprints—but fingerprints don’t tell us when or how they got there. And finally, what is the motive? It’s thin, Your Honor. Passionate activism does not equate to murder.”

Kincaid raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Prescott, if the evidence is as flimsy as you say, you’ll have the opportunity to prove that during trial. Today, we’re here to determine whether your client’s release poses a risk to public safety.”

Julian met Kincaid’s gaze, refusing to back down. “With all due respect, Your Honor, holding my client without bail sends a message that the system has already judged him guilty. That’s not justice. That’s punishment.”

The room fell silent. Even Langford seemed momentarily taken aback by Julian’s boldness.

A Strategic Loss

Kincaid leaned back in his chair, his expression neutral. After a long pause, he spoke.

“Bail is denied.”

Julian’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t flinch. He gave Kincaid a curt nod and sat back down, his face impassive. Beside him, Ethan sagged in his chair, his hope visibly draining away.

Langford allowed herself a small, triumphant smile.

As the courtroom began to empty, Maya leaned over. “That could’ve gone worse.”

“It will go worse,” Julian muttered, “if we don’t find something solid to counter their evidence.”

They gathered their files and headed toward the exit, Ethan trailing behind under the watchful eyes of two bailiffs. Before they reached the door, Julian heard Kincaid’s voice behind him.

“Mr. Prescott,” Kincaid said, his tone conversational but with a razor’s edge. “A word.”

Julian stopped, his hands tightening around his briefcase. He turned slowly, approaching the bench as the room emptied.

Kincaid leaned forward slightly, his expression unreadable. “I know you have a reputation for taking on impossible cases. I hope this isn’t about settling old scores.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed, his voice low and steady. “It’s about justice, Your Honor. That’s all it’s ever been about.”

Kincaid’s lips curled into a faint smile, one that didn’t reach his eyes. “Justice,” he repeated softly, mockingly. “Let’s hope you can still recognize it when you see it.”

Julian turned and left without another word, his jaw clenched as anger simmered beneath his calm exterior.

Outside the Courthouse

Back on the courthouse steps, the reporters descended like vultures. Cameras flashed, microphones shoved into Julian’s face, and questions flew from every direction:

“Mr. Prescott, what’s your next move?”

“Do you believe Ethan Caldwell is innocent?”

“Is Judge Kincaid’s involvement a conflict of interest, given your history?”

Julian raised a hand, silencing the crowd. “My client is innocent, and we’ll prove it in court. No further comments.”

He pushed through the throng, Maya close behind him. Once they were out of earshot, she muttered, “This case is already a circus.”

“Then we’d better make sure we don’t get trampled,” Julian said grimly.

As they climbed into a waiting cab, his phone buzzed. It was Damien Torres, their investigator.

“You’re not going to believe this,” Damien said without preamble. “But I think I found something.”

“What kind of something?” Julian asked, his pulse quickening.

“Something that might explain why they’re so desperate to bury Caldwell,” Damien replied. “Meet me at the office. You’re going to want to see this.”

Julian ended the call, his mind racing.

“Damien’s got a lead,” he said to Maya. “Let’s hope it’s the one we need.”

The cab sped off into the city, the tension building as the fight for the truth began in earnest.
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The First Lead
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Julian’s office was dimly lit, the hum of the fluorescent overhead bulb competing with the city noise filtering through the windows. Maya sat cross-legged on the couch, scrolling through her laptop while Julian stood near the window, staring out at the street below. 

His tie was loosened, the top button of his shirt undone, but his mind was wound tight, replaying every detail of the hearing in Kincaid’s courtroom.

The door opened abruptly, and Damien Torres strode in, his expression grim but determined. His leather jacket still carried the faint scent of rain, and his eyes darted toward Julian. “You’re going to want to sit down for this.”

“I’ll stand,” Julian replied, turning from the window.

Damien tossed a manila folder onto the desk. “Then brace yourself.”

Maya straightened, her focus shifting from her laptop to Damien. “What’d you find?”

Damien perched on the edge of a chair, his voice low. “Remember when Caldwell said the oil company was greasing the right palms? I found proof.”

Julian raised an eyebrow but said nothing, flipping open the folder. Inside were photocopies of financial records, emails, and wire transfers.

“These are Dominion Petroleum’s internal financials,” Damien continued. “Specifically, offshore accounts. A whistleblower inside the company leaked this to an environmental watchdog group about six months ago. They buried it before it could go public.”

“Burying evidence is one thing,” Maya interjected. “How does this tie into Caldwell’s case?”

Damien leaned forward, tapping a specific document. “Right here—payments funneled to a consulting firm run by a former judge named Martin Greaves. Ring a bell?”

Julian’s eyes darkened. “Greaves was one of Kincaid’s campaign advisors during his reelection bid.”

“Exactly,” Damien said. “The timeline matches up. Dominion Petroleum makes massive contributions to Greaves’s firm, and Greaves bankrolls Kincaid’s reelection campaign. It’s all legal on paper, but anyone looking at this can see it’s a money-laundering operation.”

Maya’s eyes widened. “Are you saying Kincaid’s been bought?”

“More like rented,” Damien said with a dry smirk. “And Dominion’s getting their money’s worth. Every time an environmental case lands in Kincaid’s courtroom, Dominion comes out squeaky clean.”

Julian’s jaw tightened. “That still doesn’t explain the murder. Why kill Thurman?”

“That’s the thing,” Damien said, pulling another sheet from the folder. “Thurman wasn’t just an executive—he was the guy overseeing Dominion’s ‘special projects.’ The whistleblower said he was on the verge of flipping. Word is, he had dirt on everyone—Dominion, their lobbyists, and yes, even Kincaid. If Thurman was about to blow the whistle, they needed a scapegoat.”

Maya frowned. “And Caldwell fit the bill perfectly—activist, vocal critic, public enemy number one for Dominion. They frame him, discredit him, and bury the evidence.

“Exactly,” Damien said.

Julian closed the folder, his expression unreadable. “Do we have enough to link Kincaid to this directly?”

Damien shook his head. “Not yet. Right now, it’s circumstantial—payments, campaign donations, suspicious rulings. But it’s a start.”

Building the Case

Julian paced the office, his mind racing. “If we go after Kincaid, we’re going to need more than this. Hard proof. A smoking gun.”

“And how exactly do we get that?” Maya asked. “He’s a sitting judge. Even whispering these allegations without solid evidence could backfire spectacularly.”

Damien leaned back in his chair. “I’ve got a guy who used to work Dominion’s security detail. He says there are encrypted files on Dominion’s servers that could tie all this together—payments, memos, everything.”

Julian stopped pacing. “Can he get us access?”

Damien smirked. “If I ask nicely. It won’t be easy, though. Dominion doesn’t just hand out passwords. They’ve got enough firewalls to make the Pentagon jealous.”

Maya’s brow furrowed. “If we’re caught snooping around their servers, this case could go nuclear. We’d lose what little credibility we have.”

Julian sat down, folding his hands on the desk. “We’ll play it safe. Damien, start with the whistleblower. See if they’ll talk to us directly. Maya, dig into Kincaid’s financials. If there’s a connection, we’ll find it.”

“And you?” Maya asked.

Julian’s eyes hardened. “I’m going to poke the bear.”

A Visit to Kincaid’s Chambers

The next morning, Julian found himself outside Judge Kincaid’s chambers, the heavy wooden door flanked by a bailiff who eyed him suspiciously. After a brief exchange, the bailiff knocked and opened the door, gesturing for Julian to enter.

Kincaid’s chambers were opulent but understated, the kind of room designed to project authority without ostentation. Dark oak bookshelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes of case law. Kincaid sat behind a massive desk, a fountain pen in hand and a stack of files before him. He looked up as Julian entered, his expression cool and unreadable.

“Mr. Prescott,” Kincaid said, setting down his pen. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Julian took a seat without waiting to be invited. “I wanted to discuss the Caldwell case.”

Kincaid raised an eyebrow. “Unorthodox but go on.”

Julian leaned forward slightly, his tone measured. “I find it curious that this case landed in your courtroom, considering your history with Dominion Petroleum.”

Kincaid’s lips curled into a faint smile. “Careful, Counselor. You’re treading on dangerous ground.”

“Am I?” Julian asked. “I’ve seen the rulings, Judge. Every case involves Dominion, every judgment in their favor. The pattern’s hard to ignore.”

Kincaid’s eyes narrowed, the smile fading. “Are you accusing me of impropriety, Mr. Prescott?”

Julian held his gaze. “I’m accusing you of nothing. Yet.”

Kincaid leaned back in his chair, folding his hands. “I’d be careful about making unfounded allegations. The courtroom is no place for conspiracy theories.”

“Neither is the bench,” Julian replied, his voice sharp.

For a moment, the two men locked eyes, the tension between them palpable. Finally, Kincaid’s expression softened, though his eyes remained cold.
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