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Chapter 1 - The Morning Call
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Wilson Branson had been retired for exactly four years, two months, and seventeen days when his daughter called him at six-thirty on a Thursday morning. He knew before he answered that something was terribly wrong. Marsha never called before eight unless there was an emergency.

The phone's vibration rattled against the granite countertop of his Scottsdale kitchen, an insistent buzz that seemed to grow louder with each ring. Wilson set down his coffee mug—the one his late wife Eleanor had given him thirty years ago, chipped now along the rim but still his favorite—and stared at the screen displaying Marsha's name.

The coffee had gone cold anyway, as it always did when his mind was elsewhere. Wilson had a habit of brewing perfect cups and then forgetting about them, letting them sit until they were undrinkable. Eleanor used to tease him about it, saying he treated coffee like a prop rather than a beverage, something to hold while he thought through problems. She'd been right, as usual. The ritual of making coffee was what mattered to him—the routine, the familiar motions, the brief moment of normalcy before the chaos of the day began.

The retirement itself had been Eleanor's idea, or at least her last gift to him. During those final weeks, when the morphine dulled the pain but couldn't eliminate it entirely, she'd made him promise to slow down, to stop carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, to finally enjoy the life they'd built. He'd practiced law for thirty-eight years by then, starting fresh out of Stanford Law School in 1975, naive and idealistic and convinced he could change the world one case at a time.

He'd learned quickly that the world didn't change easily. The system ground on, indifferent to individual justice, favoring efficiency over truth, rewarding those who could navigate its Byzantine rules and punishing those who couldn't afford proper representation. Wilson had made it his mission to be that representation for people who had nowhere else to turn. He'd specialized in criminal defense, not because it paid well—it didn't, not the way he practiced it—but because that's where the stakes were highest. When the state came after you with all its resources and power, you needed someone who understood the game and wasn't afraid to fight back.

"Dad." Her voice cracked on the single syllable, and Wilson felt his chest tighten with the instinctive fear that comes with parenthood and never truly leaves, even when your children are grown with children of their own. "It's Peter. They've arrested him."

Wilson's hand tightened on the phone. The coffee mug in his other hand stopped halfway to his lips. Through the kitchen window of his ranch house, he could see the desert morning beginning to glow with heat that would push past one hundred and ten degrees by afternoon. Phoenix in late September was unforgiving, the kind of heat that made the asphalt shimmer like water and turned car steering wheels into branding irons. But Wilson felt cold.

"Arrested for what?"

"Murder." The word came out as a whisper, barely audible over what sounded like the buzz of fluorescent lights and distant voices. "They're saying he killed a boy at school. Yesterday afternoon. Dad, he didn't do it. You know Peter. He couldn't—"

Wilson knew Peter. Quiet, introspective fourteen-year-old with his mother's dark eyes and his absent father's tendency toward brooding silence. The boy had been shaped by circumstances beyond his control—his parents' bitter divorce when he was eight, his older brother Victor's arrest and imprisonment for drug possession when Peter was twelve, the constant struggle of growing up in a single-parent household where money was always tight and stability always uncertain. Peter had responded to these challenges by turning inward, becoming cautious and careful, a boy who thought before he acted and rarely drew attention to himself.

But Wilson also knew that everyone had breaking points. The quietest person could snap under the right pressure. The most careful planner could make a fatal mistake in a moment of rage or fear. Thirty-eight years of criminal law had taught him that human nature was complex and contradictory, capable of both great compassion and terrible violence, often within the same person.

"Where are you?"

"Phoenix Police Department, Central Precinct." Marsha's voice was shaking now, the words coming faster, tumbling over each other. "They questioned him all night without calling me. I didn't even know he was missing until they finally called at five this morning. I've been trying to see him, but they keep saying he's in processing, he's being interviewed, I need to wait. I've been waiting for over an hour and no one will tell me anything."

Wilson felt anger surge through him—hot and immediate and clarifying. They'd questioned a fourteen-year-old for hours without parental presence, without ensuring he understood his rights, without giving him any protection against interrogation tactics designed to extract confessions regardless of actual guilt. It was legal, technically, as long as they'd read him his Miranda rights. But legal didn't mean right. And it definitely didn't mean fair.

"I'm on my way. Don't let him say another word to anyone. Not one word. Do you understand?"

"They already assigned him a public defender. Some guy named Kellerman. He showed up about twenty minutes ago and went back to talk to Peter. Dad, I'm scared. They're treating him like—like he's already guilty."

Wilson set down his coffee with enough force that it sloshed onto the counter, the dark liquid spreading across the white granite like a stain. "I'll be there in thirty minutes. Twenty-five if traffic cooperates. Marsha, listen to me. You need to stay calm. Peter needs you to be strong right now. Can you do that?"

"I don't know. I don't know if I can—"

"Yes, you can. You're Marsha Branson Skavnik. You survived a divorce from Lyle, you're raising two teenage boys on your own, you work sixty-hour weeks in construction management. You're the strongest person I know. Now breathe and wait for me."

He hung up before she could respond, already moving toward his bedroom to change out of his bathrobe. His mind cycled through the implications as he pulled on slacks and a dress shirt, his fingers working the buttons with the automatic precision of decades of dressing for court. Peter Skavnik was fourteen years old. Smart kid, quiet, maybe too serious for his age, but that came from living through his parents' divorce and watching his older brother go to prison. Not the kind of boy who murdered his classmates.
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Chapter 2 - Eleanor's Legacy
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Wilson Branson had practiced criminal law for thirty-eight years before retirement. He knew that wasn't how it worked. Anyone could kill under the right circumstances. The question wasn't capability—it was evidence. And motivation. And opportunity. And a thousand other factors that separated the guilty from the unlucky.

He studied himself briefly in the bedroom mirror as he knotted his tie—a conservative navy blue that Eleanor had always said made his gray eyes look more authoritative. At sixty-eight, Wilson still had most of his hair, though it had gone completely white over the past decade. His face was lined and weathered from years under the Arizona sun, but his eyes were sharp. Alert. The eyes of a man who'd spent four decades reading people for a living, spotting the microscopic tells that separated truth from lies.

Those eyes had served him well in court. He'd developed a reputation over the years as a lawyer who could see through deception, who could spot the weak points in a prosecution's case, who knew exactly when to push and when to hold back. He was methodical, patient, relentless when he needed to be. Some prosecutors had feared him. Others had respected him. A few had hated him with the intensity that came from being outmaneuvered too many times.

But he'd also developed a reputation for taking cases others wouldn't touch—the unpopular defendants, the clients who couldn't pay his full rate, the situations where the evidence seemed overwhelming and a guilty plea appeared inevitable. Wilson had never believed in inevitable outcomes. Every case had angles. Every prosecution had weaknesses. The system wasn't perfect, and that imperfection created space for good advocacy to make a difference.

He'd won more cases than he'd lost, though the losses still haunted him. Three clients had gone to prison despite his best efforts, and Wilson could still remember their names, their faces, the exact moments when he'd realized the jury wasn't going to acquit. Two of those clients had probably been guilty. The third—a young man named Marcus Hernandez accused of armed robbery—Wilson was still convinced was innocent. That case had been eleven years ago, and Marcus was still serving his sentence at the state prison in Florence.

He hoped those instincts hadn't atrophied during retirement.

During those four years of retirement, Wilson had tried to convince himself that stepping away had been the right decision. He'd attended seminars on estate planning and charitable giving, joined a country club where he golfed badly with other retired professionals, volunteered at a legal aid clinic where he reviewed wills and helped people file small claims. It was worthy work, useful work, but it wasn't his work. It didn't engage the part of his brain that came alive in a courtroom, that thrived on the intellectual combat of criminal defense, that needed the stakes to be high and the consequences real.

Eleanor had known, of course. During their last conversations, when the pain medication made her honest in ways she might not have been otherwise, she'd admitted that she'd asked him to retire not because she thought he'd be happy but because she wanted him to try. 'You've given so much of yourself to other people's problems,' she'd said, her voice weak but her eyes clear. 'I wanted you to have time for yourself, time to discover who Wilson Branson is when he's not fighting someone else's battles.' He'd promised to try, and he had tried. But the Peter Skavnik case had shown him the truth—Wilson Branson without a battle to fight was like a shark without water, a fundamental mismatch between nature and circumstance.

The drive from Scottsdale to downtown Phoenix gave him time to think, though the morning traffic on the 101 offered plenty of frustration to go with the contemplation. He merged onto the I-10, watching the sprawl of the city spread before him under the harsh morning light. This was a different Phoenix than the one he'd started practicing law in back in 1975. The population had exploded from six hundred thousand to over five million in the metro area. The growth had brought money, development, and problems that the infrastructure struggled to contain.

The city sprawled before him like a living organism, constantly growing, constantly changing. Wilson remembered when Phoenix had been smaller, more manageable, a place where you knew the major players in law enforcement and the judiciary, where reputation mattered and relationships could make the difference between winning and losing. Now it was too big for that kind of intimacy. You could practice law for decades and never cross paths with half the judges or prosecutors. The anonymity cut both ways—it meant you couldn't trade on past relationships, but it also meant each case was judged more on its merits than on who you knew.

Including, apparently, enough chaos in the public school system that a fourteen-year-old could be arrested for murder.

Wilson's phone rang through his car's Bluetooth system. Stan Kowalski, an investigator he'd worked with on dozens of cases before retirement.

Stan Kowalski had been Wilson's go-to investigator for over two decades. Former Phoenix PD detective who'd burned out on department politics and gone private, Stan had the connections, the instincts, and the dogged persistence that made him invaluable. He was also one of the few people Wilson trusted completely—a man who understood that the truth mattered more than winning, that getting it right was more important than closing cases quickly.

"Heard you're back in the game," Stan said without preamble, his gravelly voice filling the car. "Your grandson. Hell of a way to end retirement."

"Bad news travels fast."

"I've got a scanner app. Heard the arrest report last night—fourteen-year-old at Westside High, shooting victim, suspect taken into custody. Didn't realize it was your family until I saw Marsha's name in the report this morning. Wilson, I'm sorry. How are you holding up?"

Westside High was one of those sprawling modern campuses that looked more like a corporate office park than a school—low buildings, lots of glass, courtyards designed by committees who'd never spent time with actual teenagers. It served over two thousand students from a mixed neighborhood, economically diverse in a way that created its own tensions. The wealthy kids from the new developments to the north, the working-class kids from the older neighborhoods to the south, all mixing together with varying degrees of success.

"I'm on my way to the precinct now. I don't know anything yet except that Peter's been arrested and some public defender is already talking to him."

"Kellerman? David Kellerman?"

"That's the name Marsha gave me."

Stan was quiet for a moment. Wilson heard the sound of papers rustling. "Kellerman's not bad, actually. Overworked, underpaid, carrying about eighty cases at any given time, but his heart's in the right place. Could be worse."

"Could be better. I'm taking over representation."

"Figured you would. You need me on this?"

Wilson didn't hesitate. "Yes. I'll need someone I trust, and I'm going to be rusty. Four years is a long time to be out of the game."

"You never forget. It's like riding a bike, except the bike is on fire and the ground is on fire and everything is on fire because it's Phoenix and we live in hell."

Despite everything, Wilson found himself almost smiling. Stan had been using variations of that joke for twenty years. "I'll call you when I know more. Right now I need to see my grandson and figure out what evidence they think they have."

Their relationship had deepened during Eleanor's illness. Stan had been there in ways that surprised Wilson—not just professionally, but personally. He'd driven Wilson to the hospital when Wilson was too exhausted to drive safely. He'd sat with Eleanor when Wilson needed to step away for a few minutes. He'd organized a rotating schedule of investigators and support staff to bring meals and help with practical matters. After Eleanor died, Stan had been one of the few people Wilson could tolerate being around, because Stan understood that sometimes friendship meant just being present, not trying to fix things or offer empty platitudes about time healing all wounds.

The Skavnik case had been their first major collaboration since Wilson's retirement, and falling back into their old rhythm had been effortless. They still communicated in shorthand, still anticipated each other's needs, still trusted each other completely. In a profession where trust was rare and betrayal was common, that kind of partnership was invaluable. Wilson knew he couldn't have saved Peter without Stan's help, just as he knew Stan wouldn't accept credit for it. That was who Stan was—a man who did the right thing because it was right, not because he wanted recognition.

"I'll start running backgrounds on everyone involved. School administrators, teachers, other students. This shooting happened at a school, so there's going to be dozens of witnesses and potential suspects. The police always go for the easy collar, but that doesn't mean they got the right kid."

"Thanks, Stan."

"That's what you pay me for. Well, paid me for. Past tense. But I'm guessing I'm about to be back on the payroll."

Wilson ended the call and pulled into the parking lot of the Central Precinct just after seven. The building was a modern concrete structure that tried and failed to look imposing. It was simply utilitarian—a box designed to process human misery with maximum efficiency and minimum aesthetics. He'd been here hundreds of times over his career, knew which detectives could be reasoned with and which ones would make his job harder just for sport.

The precinct building always felt oppressive to Wilson, as if the weight of all the crimes processed within its walls had somehow seeped into the concrete and steel. It was a place designed for efficiency rather than comfort, for processing people rather than helping them. The architects had probably thought they were building something modern and functional, but what they'd created was a monument to institutional indifference. Wilson had spent too many hours in places like this over his career, waiting for clients, negotiating with prosecutors, fighting battles in hallways and conference rooms before they ever reached a courtroom.
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Chapter 3 - The Central Precinct
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Inside, the fluorescent lights were too bright, the air conditioning too cold after the building warmth of the Phoenix morning. The lobby smelled like burnt coffee, industrial cleaner, and stress. Wilson found Marsha in the waiting area, perched on the edge of a plastic chair like she might bolt at any moment. She looked exhausted—dark circles under her eyes, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, still wearing what looked like yesterday's clothes. A pair of dusty work boots sat beside her chair, and she was in her socks, as if she'd run out of the house so fast she'd grabbed the first shoes she could find.

Marsha had always been the strong one, even as a child. Where other kids crumbled under pressure, she'd straightened her spine and pushed forward. Eleanor used to say that Marsha had inherited Wilson's stubbornness and her own practical determination, a combination that made her nearly unstoppable when she set her mind to something. But Wilson could hear the cracks in her voice now, the fear threatening to overwhelm that legendary strength.

When she saw him, she stood. Her face crumpled for just a moment before she forced it back into composure. "Dad."

He pulled her into a brief hug, feeling how thin she'd gotten. Marsha had always been sturdy, built for the physical demands of construction work, but now she felt fragile. "Has anyone else talked to you? Detectives, prosecutors?"
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