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Nathaniel Wolfe

10 Years Earlier

THE PAIN WAS SO VAST I couldn’t tell where it began or ended. Loving hurt, because when you truly loved someone, you gave yourself to them, body and soul.

Not that I was a man who believed in happy endings. But when I married Yolanda, I never imagined that would be ours. Every Friday, I brought her a bouquet of roses. Every Wednesday, I left the courthouse early so we could go to her favorite restaurant. I wanted to keep my marriage for the rest of my life, but what we wanted didn’t always come to pass.

I took a deep breath, grateful my eyes were hidden behind dark glasses, letting my gaze drift away from the priest to take in the morbid scene. Even the surrounding trees seemed to suffer; the grass was more yellow, almost dying... dying... death... Yolanda.

I had disconnected from the world around me, trying to feel less, but in that moment it all came rushing back. I returned to hearing the weeping beside me, the accusations—even the silent ones—still directed at me, with looks of pure hatred.

I couldn’t cry. It was as if something inside me had sucked all my tears dry. But the pain... ah, that hadn’t been sucked away. It had arrived at full force and seemed to triple with every second.

The priest finished his prayer, and for the first time since arriving, I let my attention return to the coffin that held the body of the woman I had promised to love, honor, and be faithful to, until death did us part...

And death had parted us.

Because of me. Because I had convicted an important man. Because I had followed the law. I lost my wife for condemning a man who promised revenge, and now she was there... inside a coffin.

In that moment, staring at the coffin, I swore I would never again believe I could have a normal life. Because when you were a judge, your life could be at serious risk. It could take away everything you loved.

“This is your fault,” Monica, Yolanda’s mother, screamed beside me, just as the coffin received its first shovelful of earth.

She didn’t need to blame me. I was already doing that. And she didn’t need to make a scene; I already knew she hated me. But people reacted to grief in different ways, and in that moment, my way was to remain silent, just watching the last visible remnant of the coffin disappear.

I had lost my wife...

And I would never put another person’s life at risk again.

Because to live by my side... was a death sentence.
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Ruby Monroe

Present Day

I’D BEEN PACING BACK and forth for about fifteen minutes, trying to resist the urge to bring my fingernails to my mouth and gnaw them off. I let out a sigh and ran a hand through my hair, trying to wrestle some control over the anxiety that was seizing my body and my senses.

Luckily, the soft knock at the door lifted a little of the tension that had settled over me. After taking a deep breath, I murmured, “Come in.”

As soon as the head of my best friend—my father’s wife, my brother’s mother—appeared in the small crack of the doorway, I broke into a smile. Maya returned it instantly and finally stepped inside, closing the door behind her.

“I see you still haven’t worked up the courage to look at the result,” she commented, coming closer and holding out her hands for me to take.

Maya had married my father over a year ago. A year ago, she became the First Lady of the country, and a few months back she’d given birth to the cutest baby in the world, my brother Dylan. My best friend had surrendered to my father the moment she first laid eyes on him, but it had taken time, a long time, for them to find that peace and happiness. Now, though, they were good, and I was happy to see them so... complete with each other.

I gripped her hands tightly, trying to contain the anxiety bubbling inside me.

“You know if I don’t pass... I...”

“Ruby, stop it!” She squeezed my fingers a little harder, her eyes shining with unshakable conviction. “Since when do you doubt yourself? Why on earth wouldn’t you pass this selection process? You’re amazing. They have no choice but to approve you.”

A crooked smile escaped my lips as she shook her head, as if the very idea of me failing was absurd. Her blonde hair, which brushed her shoulders, swayed with the motion, and for a moment I wished I had a tenth of the confidence she had in me.

“Okay, Mom. I’ll be more confident.” I teased her, and she narrowed her eyes at me.

“How wrong would it be for the First Lady to throw her best friend out her bedroom window?”

I let out a loud laugh, feeling the weight of my anxiety ease from my shoulders. Only Maya could have that effect on me.

“I think if my dad wants to get re-elected in the next campaign, three years from now, it’d be pretty bad for his image,” I remarked, my voice still colored by laughter.

Maya squeezed my fingers.

“I’ll have to check with him, because I’m seriously considering how cool it would be to see you flying over there.” She pointed toward the balcony door.

“Mommy’s angry today,” I continued, needling my friend.

I loved getting under her skin. It felt like proof that nothing had changed between us, even though so much around us was different.

“Oh, shut up, Ruby!” Maya whispered, her cheeks flushing, and I burst out laughing again.

She pulled me into her arms and I hugged her tight, as she returned the gesture, knowing I needed that comfort for a moment.

Ever since I met Maya at the start of law school, we’d been instant friends. I considered her a sister—well, it was kind of wrong to think that, since she’d become my father’s wife... Anyway, she was the one I always counted on. My friend knew me so well I didn’t even need to say anything out loud for her to know something was wrong.

“Want me to look at the result first?” she asked.

“You’d do that?”

“Obviously! I’d jump off a cliff for you.”

I pulled my face back from her shoulder to look into her eyes.

“I think you’d better stop saying that. Especially since my little brother needs you, and I don’t even want to think about what would happen to my dad if you disappeared again. And I... think you should just shut up, Maya.”

She made a face at me but nodded, agreeing with what I’d said. I didn’t like that kind of joke, not after she’d disappeared before she and my dad worked things out. I’d felt like I was drowning without her around.

“Sit.” She pointed to my bed, and I mentally thanked Maya for pulling me out of those conflicting thoughts. “I’ll get the laptop.”

I did as she asked while she walked over to my desk to log into the website with the results of my selection process.

Ever since I started law school, my dream had always been to intern at SCOTUS, the Supreme Court of the United States, which was in Washington, the city I’d lived in since my father became President. So when applications for the intern selection process opened up, and I was in the right year to apply, I’d signed up and gone through various tests until this very moment, where I was dying of fear at the thought of facing the screen and seeing that I hadn’t made it.

I knew I had potential, but I was also aware they hated nepotism and could simply deny me the internship because I was Ruby Monroe, the President’s daughter. No, I shouldn’t go down that road, or I’d end up throwing myself into that dark pit that was so hard to climb out of.

I let my eyes fix on Maya as she stared at the computer screen, not turning her attention toward me. She wasn’t expressing anything, wasn’t saying anything, and it was killing me slowly, making my anxiety spike.

“Maya?” I called, terrified of meeting her clear eyes and seeing that I hadn’t passed.

When Maya turned toward me, a little smile played on her lips.

My heart hammered even faster in my chest. My breathing grew ragged and I felt my eyes well up.

“I guess I’ll have to share you with a bunch of lawyers and judges, Miss Monroe, since you are one of SCOTUS’s new interns.”

A tear rolled down my face.

“Are you serious?” I asked, because I still wasn’t entirely confident in her answer.

“Since when would I lie to you?”

I got up from the bed and ran toward her as she stood to receive me in her arms.

“I passed... I passed,” I repeated, trying to make it real in my mind, because it was the only truth.

I’d gotten the internship I’d always dreamed of.

And maybe, from this moment on, I’d find some meaning in my life, which had been summed up solely as being the President’s daughter. Now, perhaps, I would have a purpose...

I would begin to carve my own path... an unknown path, but one I was ready to face...
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Nathaniel Wolfe

I TRIED TO MUSTER A smile at my brother’s joke, but the truth was I’d forgotten how to smile... maybe ten years ago. Every now and then, if I really forced it, I could even pull the corners of my mouth sideways. But a real smile, the kind of laugh that warms you from the inside out—that, I had unlearned.

And deep down, I didn’t even feel like trying anymore.

I raised the glass of whiskey to my lips and took a sip of the amber liquid, feeling the burn slide down my throat. My eyes met Theodore’s, and he realized his little jokes weren’t going to crack my stony expression.

“You know, it’s a real drag joking with you.” He leaned back on the sofa and sighed, taking a sip of his water.

He hadn’t accepted any of the alcoholic drinks I’d offered because he was on call in four hours at the Everett Institute of Medicine. Theodore had never wanted to follow in our family’s footsteps, which were firmly planted in the law. My brother had always wanted to save lives, and he’d dedicated himself fiercely to his career to get where he was now, as one of the most recognized cardiologists in the country.

“Not my fault if I find your jokes and antics unfunny, brother. Maybe you’re better off as a cardiologist than a comedian, what do you think?”

Theodore flipped me the bird, and I brought the glass to my lips again, taking another sip of the whiskey that always settled my nerves.

“I think you need to stop thinking only about work and get out more, what do you say?” He was always telling me that.

“And I think I’ve made it clear you don’t need to meddle in my life,” I replied curtly.

I hated getting into that subject with Theo, because I knew he only wanted to help, but the fact my brother couldn’t grasp was that I didn’t need help. I was fine the way I was, focused on my work, and on my peace, which amounted to solitude—because when you’re alone in the world, there’s no risk of putting anyone else in danger.

I already feared for Theodore, the only family I had left in the world. Yet, pushing him out of my life was unthinkable, especially when he insisted on being the best brother anyone could ask for. Sometimes, he even seemed the older of the two of us, despite being a year younger.

Theodore let out a nasal laugh and shook his head, as if what I’d said was the most ridiculous thing ever.

“You’re really hopeless.” He set his water glass on the coffee table in my penthouse living room. “Someday, Nathaniel, you’ll realize you can’t hide forever. You need to end this mourning that’s been consuming you for ten years, brother.”

I didn’t answer. There was nothing to say about that; in fact, I hated even the thought of talking about it. I just kept drinking my whiskey while his eyes remained glued to me, and I, of course, was making a point of not even looking at him.

What no one understood was that I wasn’t hiding since Yolanda’s death; I was just accepting life’s reality. I didn’t want to risk seeing it happen again, I didn’t want to lose anyone else.

After all, I remembered that promise... “You will lose what you love.” I couldn’t love anyone else the way I’d loved Yolanda, couldn’t risk feeling that pain that still ravaged me to this day.

Ten years might have passed, but I could still remember her body slumped in my arms, lifeless, her mouth without its characteristic smile, the blood slowly seeping from her chest...

I shook my head to clear those conflicting thoughts and set the empty glass on the wooden coffee table.

“If you want, I can—”

A sigh of frustration escaped before I could stop it. Theodore knew how to be a pain in the ass when he started insisting on something, but he didn’t understand that he could give me a thousand possibilities and none of them would change my mind.

I was a solitary man and I would remain one... no one would change that fact.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” My voice came out harsher than I intended, and, closing off any room for discussion, I continued, “If you’re going to start nagging me about this, which you know won’t change, you can head to your shift early.”

I didn’t want to kick my brother out of my house, but if he insisted, it was better to be an asshole to him than to listen. Theodore studied me for a moment, then shrugged. At least he always seemed to understand that I didn’t want to be harsh with him, but that this was just my way of dealing with things.

“Fine,” he murmured, but I knew at our next meeting he’d bring up the same damn subject. “When are the new clerks being called to SCOTUS?”

I felt my shoulders relax. Even though the change of subject was a relief, that topic was still its own kind of hell, but it was a hell I knew how to handle.

“The selected ones have already been notified. They start next week.”

Theo let out a little chuckle.

“Ready to teach the new clerks you love so much?” He arched an eyebrow in my direction.

I let out a dry, humorless laugh.

“I hope none have been assigned to work with me. I don’t want any inexperienced person getting in my way. You know my patience is short, and I didn’t get my position at SCOTUS playing judge. I have a reputation to uphold, a name that doesn’t tolerate mistakes.”

Theodore rolled his eyes, as if he’d expected my answer. Maybe I wasn’t such a hard mystery to unravel; you could even say it was cliché: a powerful, cantankerous, lonely man. But that was me, and no one, not even a fucking clerk, would get my empathy, especially if they made a mistake.

“Always so charming, Nathaniel. You should remember you were once a clerk.” Theo stood up, probably ready to leave.

“You’ve gotten awfully soft since you started working at a teaching hospital, brother,” I whispered.

“It’s because I understood that if I wanted any cardiologist to be as good as me, they’d need to learn. Which is something you should be doing too, since you’re a renowned judge. You should care about who will take your place in the future.”

I shrugged.

“I don’t care. No one will ever be like Nathaniel Wolfe. If they want to learn, let them do what I did. I chased, I fought, and I learned a lot on my own, without following in anyone’s footsteps.”

Theo let out an exasperated sigh, making it clear he was against that whole line of thinking.

“Well, I’d better get going. I still need to see a few patients before my shift starts.” My brother looked at me. “Try not to scare anyone before the first week is even over.”

“If they come prepared, they won’t have any problems.” I crossed my arms, returning his gaze.

“Christ, how different the two of us are!” Theodore grumbled, but I could see a playful little smile tugging at his mouth.

“When you say different, you mean I’m better looking, right? Because I know full well what a pain in the ass you are when you’re teaching the medical residents at the hospital.”

That time, my brother let out a full-bellied laugh. I finally stood up and took the hand he’d extended, still smiling. His dark brown eyes, identical to mine, focused on me, and I saw his hesitation. He always did that when he knew he was about to say something that would irritate me.

“You know you’re not alone, right?” His voice had that usual tone of concern.

I knew Theo visited me mostly to check if I was still alive. He probably thought I might do something drastic, even after ten years. Or maybe it was just because I’d shut myself off from the world. I didn’t even know what it was like to have a social drink with friends anymore, not since losing Yolanda.

And as much as I hated to admit it, his words always weighed on me, always pounded against the walls I’d built to protect myself. But I couldn’t yield. Yielding meant opening up. And opening up meant risking loss again. I hadn’t lost since, and that was the only thing I wanted to focus on.

“Goodnight, Theo.” That was all I said.

My brother looked at me for a few more seconds but didn’t press the subject any further. He soon stepped away from me and finally left my penthouse.

I looked toward the door until it closed and the soft sound of the automatic lock echoed. I remained standing there, observing the empty space for a while. Silence filled the room, and even though I loved that solitude, I felt a little suffocated by it.

Every time Theo visited, I ended up like this after he left. Because he made me think about things I didn’t want to, made questions surface in my mind.

If Yolanda were still here, what would my life be like? Even without her, if I’d taken a different path, would I be happy?

I closed my eyes, sighed, and as soon as I opened them again, I walked toward the small bar set up in one corner of the living room. I grabbed the whiskey bottle and returned to the coffee table to fill my glass once more with the amber liquid.

It was better to have a little more alcohol than to let my mind wander down that strange path. After this glass, I’d take a shower and collapse into bed to try to sleep. I hated leaving work early, like I had today, because I got bored at home. That’s why I always preferred to stay late at SCOTUS—that way I didn’t get lost in thought, didn’t start idealizing a life I never had.

The only way was to try to get through the rest of this day so a new one could start and I could begin my whole routine again... work, work, and work. I was known for being exemplary, and that was enough. Just the name Nathaniel Wolfe, one of the most renowned judges in North America. That was all... no feeling.

And I would always maintain that control and that reputation intact... even if deep down I felt something telling me that all that power would soon slip through my fingers...
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Ruby Monroe

I FOUGHT THE URGE TO bite my nails. Yes, I always had to police myself on that front—it was a nervous habit, a way to try and stay calm. I was walking the halls of the Supreme Court of the United States. I believed in my potential, but I’d never imagined I’d get this far so young. And even though Maya often had to remind me that I could, in fact, achieve whatever I wanted, I was still aware that I was intelligent and that my efforts would take me far.

The group of interns around me kept staring as if I were some aberration who didn’t belong there. And I was ignoring them, the same way I’d ignore a mosquito.

I knew exactly why they were looking at me like that, and I didn’t like it one bit. It felt like they’d already judged me without giving me a chance to prove I wasn’t just the president’s daughter.

As soon as the assistant guiding us opened one of the corridor doors, we filed in behind her. I immediately saw the justices waiting for us. I’d seen a few of them at events before, and I was genuinely afraid they’d judge me the same way the interns beside me were.

I kept my posture straight, trying to make it clear I wouldn’t be intimidated, not even by those stares. The assistant who’d brought us offered a gentle smile in our direction, glanced at the document in her hands, and soon began calling our names, one by one.

With each name called, one of the interns stepped forward and was promptly assigned to a specific justice for the year. But as the names were called and I remained the last one standing, the anxiety I always tried to keep under control began to claw its way up.

My heart was racing, my palms were sweaty, the urge to bite my nails seemed to intensify...

“Ruby Monroe.” My name seemed to echo louder in the silent room. When I stepped forward—unnecessary, since I was the last one—the assistant announced, “You will be with Justice Nathaniel Wolfe.”

Some of the justices, who until then hadn’t looked my way, now stared at me with closed expressions. Actually, it wasn’t just the justices; the interns were staring too, and I knew exactly why.

Nathaniel Wolfe was one of the legal world’s greatest exemplars. He was practically a god to those of us studying law, so being his intern was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, especially since, as far as I knew, he didn’t even accept interns. This was a shocking novelty. And it made it seem even more like I was being coddled for being who I was.

Damn it!

I looked around for Mr. Wolfe but realized he wasn’t in the room. I didn’t even need to ask the assistant, as she soon murmured, “Justice Wolfe is in his chambers. I’ll take you there.” I gave a single nod and, without meeting the eyes of the people already shooting daggers at me as if I were an enemy, I turned my back on them and followed the woman, who was already a few steps ahead.

For a moment, all I heard was the sound of our heels clicking on the corridor’s wooden floor, which presumably led to Nathaniel Wolfe’s chambers. I swallowed hard, barely believing this was happening, even forgetting that I was already being judged by the interns without having said a single word since I arrived.

Thank God I’d insisted that Daddy have the security detail wait outside the SCOTUS building. Walking around with four men in black suits and killer expressions inside this place would definitely not be well received. I’d have zero credibility. And really, who was going to do anything to me inside the Supreme Court? Well, I hoped no one.

The woman beside me cleared her throat. I glanced at her sideways, expecting her to say whatever she seemed to want to say. She looked to be in her early thirties, with brown hair pulled into an elegant bun and a serene, yet attentive, gaze. The lanyard around her neck revealed her name: Clarissa Havillard.

“Are you alright?” she asked kindly as we stopped in front of an elevator.

It took me by surprise because she didn’t seem like the type to make small talk while doing her job. Still, not wanting to come off as an arrogant idiot, I nodded quickly.

“I am. Just a little nervous. It’s my first job related to the degree I’ve dreamed of doing for so long,” I admitted, biting the corner of my mouth since nail-biting was out of the question.

“I understand. I was in your shoes about ten years ago.”

I let the corners of my lips lift in a small smile.

“Well, I need to tell you a few things before we go into Justice Wolfe’s chambers.”

I swallowed dryly and stopped walking as she did. She looked around, sighed, and whispered, “It’s going to be difficult working with him. And what I’m about to tell you is confidential, but your grades are the highest of all the interns this year. However, when we were making selections, you were almost passed over because we knew exactly that those looks, that judgment you just witnessed, would keep happening. So, since Justice Wolfe never accepts interns, we decided the top performer would go to him this year.”

That information made me both thrilled and desperate. Would asking to go to the bathroom be a terrible example to set right now? I needed to talk to Maya, needed her to calm me down, because I felt fantastic knowing I was the best, and simultaneously awful, because it was painfully clear no one wanted me here.

“Oh, heavens. Don’t faint on me here,” Clarissa whispered.

“I’m not going to faint.”

“You’re pale.”

I met the woman’s eyes. “I am not going to faint. I get the message. At the first opportunity, you’ll get me out of here, right? That’s why you’re putting me with a justice who doesn’t accept interns?”

The serene expression of the woman I’d thought was nice vanished. She gave a sideways smile, raising one eyebrow in complete disdain. “Seems you really are clever. Follow me.”

And even though I wanted to curse her out, I followed her to the elevator at the end of the hall, and we went up three floors. We emerged into a corridor more private than the last, with thick carpet that even muffled the sound of my heels, and dark wooden doors with gold plaques that exuded refinement and sophistication. Clarissa stopped in front of one of them, knocked twice before turning the knob and announcing, “Justice Wolfe? Your intern has arrived.”

I wasn’t even near the door when the reply came almost immediately, harsh and cutting. “I didn’t request an intern, Miss Havillard.”

She let out a soft sigh, as if she’d expected this, and that mask of perfect composure returned to her face.

Phony!

I already didn’t like her.

“I know, sir. But these are direct orders from the Chief Justice. There was no room for discussion.”

Since I was still standing back from the door, I couldn’t see Nathaniel’s expression, but it was definitely not a pleasant one. If the man was being forced to accept someone, he was probably at that very moment planning to rip out one of my organs.

Silence. A heavy silence that seemed to compress the air in the space.

But nothing prepared me for when Clarissa took two steps back and the door was flung wide open, not left ajar as before. He revealed himself: dark trousers that probably matched an Italian suit. His thighs were so muscular the fabric clung slightly to his legs; the long-sleeved white shirt also clung to his muscles; and the black vest he wore made the man look sexy as hell.

My eyes found his face. The full beard, streaked with a few grays; the jaw clenched in pure displeasure—it all made him even more handsome. His dark brown hair, also with a few silver strands, suited him perfectly.

I’d seen Nathaniel Wolfe many times before, from a distance at events, so facing him directly like this was a shock I hadn’t anticipated.

But it was his look of utter contempt falling on me that snapped me out of my appraisal.

“Is this some kind of joke?” he asked, not even trying to hide his annoyance. “She looks like she just graduated high school.”

Ouch... that stung!

My cheeks burned. Clarissa, on the other hand, maintained her impeccable composure, but I could see the faint smirk on her lips.

“This is Ruby Monroe, sir.”

“I know exactly who she is.” Yes, that was pure disdain in his voice. “She needs no introduction, and that’s precisely why I don’t know what this girl is doing here. I don’t need some green kid who can’t tell one document from another, using her father’s position to work with me.”

Nathaniel huffed and ran a hand over his face as if this were a massive headache just beginning. However, my blood was already boiling. No one would belittle me for being the daughter of the most honorable man I’d ever known.

“Sir, they are direct orders,” Clarissa murmured before I could explode.

“Excellent. So now, on top of piles of cases, I have to babysit a presidential project. Wonderful.”

My breathing quickened. This was not the time for my anxiety to spiral, not the time to have a crisis. Not here. Not in front of these people I didn’t know.

“I am not a presidential project,” I shot back through clenched teeth. “I am an exemplary student. I applied for this internship like a normal person, which is exactly what I am—someone who earned excellent grades.” I glared at Clarissa. “So I deserve to be here as much as any of the other interns out there.”

The eyes of that arrogant man turned on me with such intensity I almost took a step back.

“Your father isn’t going to save you here, girl.” His words dripped with venom.

“I don’t need saving in my workplace.”

“We’ll see about that!” he snarled and snatched the document Clarissa was holding from her hands.

She looked at me for a moment, then headed toward the elevator. And when Nathaniel turned his back on me, I understood that perhaps my dream job had just become my worst nightmare.
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Nathaniel Wolfe

THEY HAD TO BE PLAYING some kind of joke on me, and I didn’t even like jokes, but there she was—the fucking intern I didn’t want—waiting for me to give her an order.

I sat down in my chair while Ruby Monroe remained standing by the door she had just closed. Her eyes, too blue and too large, were surveying my office as if trying to decipher some secret she could use against me.

Her light brown, almost blond hair fell in waves over her shoulders. She wore light makeup, but it still left visible the small mole on her cheek. The pantsuit she had on even gave off a professional air, but it didn’t make me forget why that girl was here.

Her scrutiny paused for a moment on the corner desk, the one meant for an intern, which had never been used since I took my position at SCOTUS...

Hell.

I still didn’t know whose head would roll, but I’d find out soon enough, and when I did, that Court would be too small for my wrath.

“Are you going to stand there like a lamppost?” I asked, letting my eyes drop to her file.

Too new... probably didn’t know the difference between criminal and civil law.

Twenty-two years old... studying at Georgetown University Law Center, which I had to admit was a good school. But with the influence she had, getting in there was easy.

“Can I take that desk?” she inquired, pointing directly at the desk that was supposed to be hers.

I looked up from the file and raised an eyebrow.

“Is there another one?”

I saw the moment she clenched her fists, breathed a little harder than normal, and walked to the desk. She arranged her bag in the small cabinet behind it and sat down in front of the laptop provided there.

“Don’t for a second think you’ll get special treatment for being Maxwell Monroe’s daughter.” I could see the moment she gritted her teeth, her jaw tightening.

Her eyes—too blue—met mine.

“What’s your problem with my father? I haven’t mentioned his name once, but clearly you have something to say, since you’ve brought it up more than once.”

So, she defended her family. Something I might have appreciated under other circumstances, but that was irrelevant here.

“The problem is I hate nepotism, and that’s exactly what’s happening here.”

Her cheeks flushed even redder, and I noticed her breathing quicken slightly, becoming shallow.

“I’m not here because of nepotism. My father didn’t even get involved in this.”

I almost let out a laugh of pure disdain, but I almost never smiled, and I wouldn’t do it for that girl—the girl I would destroy that very day, so she’d never again think she was better than anyone just because she had the United States at her feet.

Earlier that day, while I was browsing online, an article about her popped up on my screen: “The Kindness of a Girl.” The headline was as pathetic as her presence in this room.

“Let’s be clear,” I continued. “I’m not here to make small talk with you. Don’t start conversations with me, and don’t think we’ll be friends. I’m certain that by the end of the day, you’ll ask to leave SCOTUS.”

Her eyes burned with anger in my direction. She was probably restraining herself from saying something that would put her in an even worse position. Because maybe she had gotten good grades, but dealing with me would be a living nightmare.

Ruby opened her mouth, but I cut her off with a tone that brooked no argument.

“If I were you, I’d start learning fast. I won’t coddle you, not even because of a last name. And if you think that defiant look is going to impress anyone, forget it. I’m not easily impressed.” She swallowed dryly, her breathing still rapid. “Now go to the print room. I need some documents I’m sending there.”

I turned my attention from her with a sigh, picked up a file from my desk, and opened it, ignoring the girl who would soon be out of my office... out of SCOTUS.

One...

Two...

Three...

I looked back at her. She hadn’t moved.

“What are you still doing here?”

“I have no idea where the print room is, sir,” she whispered, though her tone had an edge.

“Then I suggest you find out.”

Ruby rose from her chair and walked toward the door, but before leaving the room, she looked at me over her shoulder and murmured:

“I won’t ask to leave. I’ll prove I’m here on merit.”

Finally, she opened the door, leaving me alone a moment later. I leaned back in my leather chair and took a deep breath.

She didn’t know who she was dealing with...

But she’d find out soon.

Because if there was one thing I was good at, it was crushing hopes and turning confidence to dust. Maybe I was a son of a bitch for it, but I couldn’t change something so deeply rooted inside me.

Well, I was probably acting childish too, but what I’d said about nepotism was true. I had nothing against the president of our country, but the moment he used his influence to place his little girl inside a place extremely important to the nation, things changed. I would show that girl nothing came as easily as she thought.

I stopped thinking about it—I had work to do—and turned my attention to the case file on my desk. Work always calmed me, and that’s what I needed to do, because I wasn’t going to accept having an intern under any circumstances.

I didn’t even know why they’d assigned one to me.

But she would leave... I’d do everything to make that girl disappear from SCOTUS.

After ten minutes, the door opened again, and Ruby walked in with no papers in her hands and an expression that said she wanted to kill someone with a single look.

“You didn’t send anything, did you?” she asked, crossing her arms.

I raised my eyebrows, playing dumb.

“Ah, right. I forgot.”

The girl, still standing by the door, nodded and walked back to her desk. She sat down, picked up her phone, and started fiddling with it as if it weren’t work hours.

“What are you doing?” I asked, watching her. She seemed utterly unconcerned with my presence in the office.

Ruby shrugged, looked up from the screen, and turned her eyes to mine, drilling into me as if to ask if I was seriously questioning her.

“Since you don’t want to guide me, or even bother to explain how things work around here, I’ll just sit here on my phone until the day you decide to be the Justice I used to admire so much. Because honestly, right now, you’re acting like a complete asshole.”

My blood boiled the instant I heard her words.

Who did she think she was, talking to me like that?

I closed the folder containing the case I’d been reading and, seized by fury, stood up from my chair and pointed a rigid index finger toward the door.

“Get out.” My voice came out louder than I intended.

She blinked, as if she hadn’t expected that.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Miss Monroe. Get out of my office. Now.”

She remained still for a second, which only served to make me even angrier.

“I won’t tolerate you speaking to me that way. I told you we aren’t friends, and you think you have the right to disrespect me? Who do you think you are? You’ve barely set foot in SCOTUS and already think you’re superior to others.” I took a step toward her desk. Not to threaten her, but to make it clear who was in charge in this goddamn Court. “This place wasn’t made for children, much less to be treated like a playground. Now get out of my office. I don’t want to see you.”

Ruby let out a breath, loud enough for me to hear, stood up, and grabbed the bag she’d stored in the cabinet behind her. She bit her lower lip, and even though she was being reprimanded, she didn’t lower her head. She stared at me defiantly.

“You disrespected me first. You made it clear you don’t think I’m capable of being here because of my last name. You think I’m a child, but I’m the same age as the other interns, and yet I’ve been treated for the past hour like a complete idiot. My dream since I was a kid was to practice law, and when I got into law school on my own merit, it was a joy for me. Studying you, learning about you—that was something I admired, too. Thank you for destroying my admiration for you in such a short time. Now I know exactly who I’m dealing with.”

And with her head held high, she left my office, slamming the door with a sharp crack behind her.

Audacious...

That girl at least had more guts than many of the lawyers I’d encountered on my way.

Well, at least I was rid of her. That was all that mattered.

I wanted to believe that, anyway. Until two hours later, when a new intern appeared in my office.

“Miss Havillard, what is going on here?” I demanded furiously.

“Sir, I told you these are orders from above. You need to accept an intern. If it’s not Miss Monroe, it will have to be someone else.”

This time it was a boy... goddamn it!

Apparently, I had no control over this situation, and I hated being out of control.

I clenched my fists and stared at the young man who seemed to be trembling beside Clarissa.

“What’s your name?”

“Jameson Blake, sir, but you can call me James if you prefer. I admire you so much, sir. You’re my role model. I want to be like you. We’ll be great together.”

The boy, who had been trembling seconds ago, now looked like he’d found a pot of gold in a pit of snakes. I almost rolled my eyes, but instead I just turned them to Clarissa and ordered:

“Take him back to wherever you found him and bring that girl back. At least she doesn’t think we’re a great team.”

“Yes, sir!”

“But...” Blake tried to say something, but Clarissa just gestured at him.

“Let’s go back to Justice Cameron, Mr. Blake. Your mistake was thinking you’d be friends.”

Thank God my assistant already knew my temperament. As soon as they left the room, I sat back down in my chair. And of course, it didn’t take more than ten minutes for the door to open again after a knock echoed on the wood.

“All set, sir.”
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