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Prologue

Caroline Woodland fought the urge to
tug at the strapless dress fitted to her almost like a second skin.
However, the platform heels were more comfortable than she’d
expected as she stood listening to a conversation she barely had a
part in.

Her close friend, Melanie, stood next
to her, having come with Melanie’s step-sister as her date to the
invitation- only party given by a colleague of Lucky
Kane’s.

“Lucky is going to run,
isn’t she?”

That caught her attention and
Caroline’s ears pricked up.

“She’s being very vague on
the subject still,” the woman said with a little laugh.

“Has Zana mentioned
anything, Melanie?” A dark-skinned man asked, hope threaded through
his words.

“Nope, and I suspect she
won’t until Lucky makes an official statement,” Melanie replied
with a smile. “But Caroline might know before anyone else does.”
Melanie bumped her hip with hers and Caroline gave her a curious
look.

She and Lucky had only been seeing
each other for a few months. Lucky didn’t trust her with every
facet of her life, and Caroline understood that would take time.
After all, she’d hurt Lucky once by walking away from her when it
was clear Lucky was coming to care for her.

This second chance meant everything to
Caroline, and she had no intentions of pushing too hard for
anything Lucky didn’t want to share, not yet anyway.

“She’d make a great judge,
but she’s probably way too committed to trial law,” a man drawled.
“She so good at it, too.”

There was something in his voice that
smacked of both envy and admiration.

“I hear this new case
won’t be much different,” the same man said. “My firm really wanted
that case.”

“You really wanted it,”
the woman next to him said. “To show off.”

He laughed. “I’m comfortable in my
skin, Maud. I don’t need to always be in the limelight.”

“Are you going to run for
district judge?” Melanie asked.

“I’m thinking about
throwing my hat into the ring, but the incumbent is pretty tough to
beat.”

“We’ll see,” Melanie
said.

“So, you’re a paralegal,
Caroline?” he asked, turning brown eyes on her.

“I teach at Woodfred
Academy.” She smiled, praying the conversation didn’t turn to her
mother and politics. She glanced across the room as the
conversation moved on to Melanie and social services.

Her gaze fell on her date, Lucky Kane.
She was deep in conversation with an older man Caroline had seen at
one of her mother’s fundraisers years ago. He was still handsome,
though more gray than brown-haired.

Lucky was in a mint shirt paired with
her thick black hair in dreadlocks pulled back with a band forcing
all eyes to her handsome face. Just then Lucky turned and their
eyes met, Lucky’s chocolate ones were alight with the energy of the
conversation, but her gaze quickly warmed into a caress that made
Caroline’s skin pimple.

How did the woman make her body react
with nothing more than a look?

Lucky winked at her as if reading her
mind before turning back to the man who held her attention—well,
part of it.

Caroline smiled, rubbing her arms
savoring the connection. As she did so, her gaze drifted to a duo
not far from Lucky and her companion. One of the men smiled at her,
and she returned the gesture before quickly turning
away.

****

The man continued watching her with
greedy eyes and a body that reacted every time she looked at him
which wasn’t often enough. He took a sip of his drink wondering if
she knew her place was at his side.

“She’s changed in the last
few months,” he said to his companion. The man next to him was
looking around, as bored with the event as he was.

They were good friends who’d grown up
together. They were only here because they’d both been obliged to
come because they were related to two of the chairs of the
company’s board. All the proceeds would go to a scholarship program
for law majors.

“Who?” his companion asked
curiously.

“She seems bolder, and the
way she’s dressed is a little too revealing for my tastes. However,
she is still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”

“Let me in on it so I can
ogle her, too,” he said in a teasing tone.

“Caroline. She looks
bored,” he murmured.

“We all hate these
things,” his companion said dismissively. “But they’re a necessity
of the civilized world.”

“Lucky Kane is no good for
her. She’s a whore.”

He shrugged. “She’s no different than
half the men I know then.” Both their phones vibrated.

“But she’s not a man,” he
muttered. Reaching into the pocket of his slacks, he removed his
phone and glanced at the display of the sleek device he’d paid way
too much for. Still, it was as much a tool of his business as it
was for show.

He glanced at the message and put his
phone away, wanting to ask Caroline to dance. He could just feel
her in his arms, smell her perfume.

He couldn’t stop wanting her, hadn’t
been able to get her off his mind since the first day she walked
into that ballroom at the club. In fact, he’d only grown more
certain, she should have come here with him, and should be going
home with him.

“Get over it,” his friend
said looking at his own phone. “She’s just a woman—a woman with a
woman. So get a clue. She obviously has no interest in
men.”

“She’s confused. She dates
men.”

His friend snorted. “I’ve never seen a
confused woman smile at anyone with adoration unless it was her kid
or something,” he said. “Lucky’s got it all—the girl and the job.
Not only that, her name’s been mentioned more times than not in
connection with that justice opening.”

“I should run.”

“Against Kane? Forget it.
She’ll wipe the floor with you and everyone else. There are so many
lawyers who’d rather see her on the bench than in the courtroom
that they’d leave her a clear field rather than run against
her.”

“She’s not all that.
Anyway, she works too much. Caroline needs someone who cares about
her, not someone who treats her like a trophy.”

“Whatever,” his friend
muttered. “Leave it alone. She’s not into you, so don’t make this a
contest that will end with me cleaning up your mess.”

“I’m going to have her,”
he said. “She’s mine.”

****

With a shake of his head, he studied
his friend. His obsessions always turned nasty, and frankly, he
never really cared about the path the man’s sickness often took him
down. He was in fact amazed that those who knew him didn’t see that
beneath the fine mind was that of a psycho.

He supposed some could say the same
for him, but he didn’t kill merely for sport. He was a highly paid
assassin, not a man full of delusions.

He typed in a message to the man who
wanted a meet. He never met with his clients in person. The closest
he came was the coffee computer bar, Aerospace.

He looked in Caroline Woodland’s
direction and felt sorry for her. He knew what was coming, and he
knew what came after that, and none of it was pretty.


Chapter One

 


“I heard four people
saying just a few days ago what a wonderful judge you’d make. The
perfect springboard into that would be the upcoming election for
justice of the peace.”

Lucky tried not to wrinkle her nose at
the job. “I don’t think I’d enjoy that as much as trial law,” she
said. She had no interest in being a judge right now. That was
something she had in mind for another ten years down the
line.

“You’d gain great
experience in civil law,” he said. “In this district we need a good
justice to preside over civil matters. You’ll even hear some small
claims cases. That will be a good transition for you from criminal
law to being a judge.”

“That sounds very
interesting,” she said.

“Nobody’s running and
Peabody is leaving at the end of term. I could ensure you were
appointed,” he said. “The only problem is that not everyone is keen
on your sexuality.”

Lucky snorted. “Sir, I’m gay. I’m not
going to pretend to be anything but,” she told him firmly.
“Everyone knows I like women, and I date as often as
possible.”

He sighed. “That doesn’t have to be
shoved down the public’s throat,” he told her gently.

“I won’t lie about who I
am, Judge,” she replied patiently. “I’m not going to hide my
girlfriend, nor will I stop dating her just to hold the office.
When I do decide to run for judge, it will be with
transparency.”

“A good thing, but that
might not be the best way to gain supporters.”

She laughed. “Thank you for
considering me, Judge, but I’m not about fitting into a kennel.”
Hell no.

In the JAG Corp, competition had been
fierce, and her career had been all about beating the best to
become the best. She’d moved up the ranks quickly because she’d
learned early how to play the game. So, she knew what it took to
survive in a dog eat dog world but being in someone’s pocket wasn’t
going to work for her.

His frown faded as her words finally
sank in. “I’m merely suggesting that my supporters could be yours
in the coming years when you do decide to make a bid for
judgeship.”

“And I wouldn’t rebuke the
aid. However, I’m not going to bow to any of you,” she said coldly.
“I’m gay. I’m never going to change that or downplay it for your
conservative comfort. Good evening, Judge.” She gave him a nod and
headed for Caroline who was already threading the crowd to get to
her.

They met half-way, and Lucky wrapped
her arm around Caroline’s waist and pulled her into her arms. Lucky
kissed Caroline softly and gave her a smile.

“Having fun yet?” Lucky
asked savoring the weight of Caroline against her as she caressed
her hand up her back.

Caroline leaned into her, hand braced
on Lucky’s hip. “What was that all about? Melanie said he was a
judge.”

“He is. Family
court.”

“He wants you to run for
something? I’ve been hearing rumors that you might want to be a
judge.”

“Someday.”

“But?”

“But that’s a discussion
for another time,” Lucky told her. “Let’s get a drink.” She wasn’t
going to discuss her interests in becoming a judge here with so
many big ears just waiting to pick up something they might be able
to use as a carrot or a weapon against her.

“I guess you don’t want to
talk about it,” Caroline said with a frown. “Why?”

“It’s just not the place,”
Lucky told her as the bartender came over and gave them a
smile.

“What can I get for you
ladies?” he asked.

“White wine for the lady
and Johnnie Walker for me,” Lucky said. She took one of Caroline’s
hands and laced her fingers through it.

“I don’t understand why,
but I’m sure you’ll tell me later,” Caroline said, doubt in her
pretty charcoal gray eyes.

“I will,” Lucky assured
her. She didn’t tell Caroline everything about her life because
Lucky didn’t fully trust that Caroline really wanted to be with
her. Lucky couldn’t risk letting her that deep inside her life only
to be later disappointed because Caroline couldn’t deal with
societal or familial pressures.

Caroline took her drink and took a sip
while Lucky took her own and gave the bartender a nod before
leading Caroline away from the bar.

“Hey, you two,” Zana,
Lucky’s associate and friend, greeted them. “How was the talk with
the judge?”

“Interesting,” Lucky
drawled and took a sip of her drink.

“And?” Zana asked with
raised brows.

“And nothing,” she replied
before killing her drink and setting the glass on a tray balanced
on the hand of a slowly moving waitress in black and
white.

“I’m beginning to think
we’ve been social enough for one night,” Zana said, glancing
around. “What about you two?”

“Definitely,” Lucky
agreed. “Caroline?”

She took a sip of her wine. “I do have
class in the morning.”

“How are you liking that?”
Zana asked. “I can’t imagine you taking to that considering how
much you loved being a social worker.”

Caroline smiled, and the quiet sadness
in her eyes turned to joy. Lucky hadn’t realized until just then
how much keeping Caroline on the fringes of her life hurt her
lover.

“Actually, I love it,” she
exclaimed. “It’s different, but it’s good. I’m teaching basic and
advanced classes at a conservative private school, and it’s going
well.”

“Good.” Zana nodded. “I’m
glad you’re not allowing your mother to ruin your life.”

“I’m trying, but she’s
still on my case, harder than ever.” Caroline rolled her eyes. “She
wants me to attend a fundraiser tomorrow with the family. She’s
still preparing for her run for governor.”

“What does your mom do
right now?” Zana asked.

“She’s working with my
grandmother Noni at her foundation. My grandmother keeps trying to
get me to join the team. Non-profit work is great, but not when I’m
constantly bombarded with attempts to get me to date
men.”

“That gets so old,” Zana
said. “But for your mother I’m sure that’s a good addition to her
resume.”

Caroline sighed. “I’m sure. Can we
go?”

“Right this second,” Lucky
said and took her glass. “Talk to you later, Z.”

As Lucky drove Caroline home, they
were both silent as she contemplated talking about her future. It
was a future she wanted Caroline to be a part of, but things were
still a little too unsettled between them.

Lucky nodded her silent agreement and
prayed time wasn’t a silent killer that eventually tore them apart
because she thought they had something special worth fighting for.
However, their love was fragile enough that any major infraction by
either of them could tear it apart in the blink of an
eye.

“Are you coming with me
tomorrow?” Caroline asked. “I’d hate to go alone.”

“I’m sure your mother
doesn’t want me there,” Lucky replied. “She wants my money though,
no doubt.”

Caroline laughed. “We can skip it if
you want. There’s a faculty luncheon at the country club Saturday.
I’m expected to be there, so I expect you to at least take
me.”

The command in Caroline’s voice
surprised her enough that Lucky threw her a glance. Caroline wasn’t
exactly the woman she’d been four months ago when they’d gotten
back together.

They’d dated before, but Caroline
hadn’t been out. Now she was and at times she was a little more
assertive than Lucky had ever seen her.

“Is that so?”

“It is,” Caroline replied,
reaching across the seat and resting her hand on Lucky’s thigh.
“How is your case going?”

“Things are going quite
well,” Lucky answered, putting her hand on Caroline’s. “I don’t
really want to talk about business, do you mind?”

“That just seems the only
level I can reach you on at times.”

“You’re wrong.” There were
so many other topics out there, but Cari seemed determined to talk
about things that were Lucky’s comfort zone, her home base. She
didn’t want Caroline near those places because if this didn’t work,
she wanted a safe zone to lose herself in.

“Stay over
tonight?”

“Why don’t I do that
another time?” Lucky asked. “I have to be up early in the morning,
and I don’t want to wake you.”

“Lucky, for us to really
work, you have to actually loosen up a little more,” Caroline said
patiently. “I know you’re still afraid, but I’m not going anywhere,
darling, unless you push me away, which is what you’re
doing.”

Lucky threw her a look, wondering when
Caroline had gotten so brave.

“I’m not too proud to beg
you to open up to me, but you have to work with me rather than
acting like you’re waiting for the other shoe to drop. You’re
wearing my necklace, my heart around your neck. Isn’t that good for
something?”

Lucky put her dampening hand on the
wheel. She was suddenly overwhelmed by the flood of emotion pouring
over her.

She kicked ass in the court room, had
been a Captain in the Army, and could take down a grown man with a
kick, but emotion still scared her, that’s why she was a criminal
defense attorney.

She knew how to use the cold
relentlessness of facts to twist a jury’s point of view, play on
their emotions, but she didn’t open her heart easily. Maybe she’d
been hurt badly enough and seen enough in her job to become jaded
and cautious.

“I’m right here for you,
with you,” Caroline told her. “Just let me in a little more. I want
to know you inside out, Lucky, and it’s okay if you take your time
as long as you let me in.” She leaned over and kissed Lucky’s
cheek. “I want to be your forever girl.”

The words were soft as Caroline’s warm
breath brushed Lucky’s ear.

“Think about that,”
Caroline told her as she leaned back in her seat. “If you aren’t
prepared to give me everything, let me know.”

“Cari—”

“Don’t try to put into
words what really can’t be said,” Caroline cut in. “Not tonight. We
have time.”



Chapter Two

 


Caroline took a sip of her coffee the
next morning as she stepped into the teacher’s lounge. Tables were
on one side while a couple of loveseats and chairs comprised a
seating area across from them.

The thick carpet muffled the click of
her heels as she moved to one of the tables to put her bag down.
The occupant of the table, looked up, giving her a
smile.

“Good morning, Caroline,”
Corrina said. “How was your evening?”

“Oh, fine.” She smiled,
thinking of Lucky. She’d wanted to get those words off her chest
for days now and was glad she had.

She was in love with Lucky, her
strong, sexy lawyer, but she wasn’t going to spend the next year or
so on a woman who could never fully return her feelings. She’d
broken away from her mother’s control, and the woman that she’d
always suppressed saw so many things so much more
clearly.

She didn’t want to settle anymore, and
she wasn’t going to.

“Are you coming to the
faculty lunch Saturday?” Corrina asked, still looking at her as
Caroline took the chair opposite the black woman whose shoulder
length black hair fell neatly around her golden face.

“I am.” She
nodded.

“Are you bringing a date?
We could just hang out together if you’re not.”

“I’m bringing my
girlfriend,” she said, and her lips quirked into a smile. Two
months ago, Caroline would have choked on those words before they
made it out.

Corrina blinked. “Oh, well, I guess
there’s nothing wrong with that. Beats socializing with people you
don’t really know that well alone.” She shrugged.

“Why don’t you bring a
date?” Caroline asked.

She shrugged. “If I was seeing
someone, I certainly would,” she said. “But well, c’est la vie,
n’est-ce pas?”

She chuckled. “Oui.”

A bell rang and Corrina sighed. “I
better get to class. I have a few things to put on the board before
the over-privileged, entitled brats start pouring in.” She wiggled
her brows and stood. “Walk up with me?”

“Sure.” She and Corrina
were becoming friends, and Caroline liked her enough that she
wanted the relationship to grow.

“Good morning, Corrina.
Hi, Caroline,” Levi Graves said, giving them a smile. “Are you busy
tonight, Caroline? I was thinking we could check out that new Greek
restaurant.”

She returned his smile, thinking of
Lucky. “I’m sorry, Levi,” she said. “I do.” She was going to her
mother’s fundraiser even though Lucky hadn’t agreed to go with
her.

“What about tomorrow,
then?” he asked hopeful.

“I probably don’t have
plans, but I’m seeing someone,” she told him gently. She would go
out with him as a friend, but Caroline didn’t think that’s all he
had in mind.

“Oh. He’s a lucky
guy.”

She didn’t think Lucky was thinking
that, or she wouldn’t be so cautious with her.

“I guess I’ll meet him
tomorrow at the luncheon.”

“That’s a possibility,”
Caroline said with a nod and started for the door with Corrina on
her heels.

“He is so into you,”
Corrina murmured as they stepped out into the hall. “You may as
well go out with him once and get it over with.”

“I am seeing someone,”
Caroline replied, giving her a curious look. “That wasn’t a
lie.”

Corrina studied her speculatively. “If
you say so.”

Caroline frowned, but didn’t comment
on that deciding to leave Corrina to her erroneous beliefs for
now.

****

Lucky sipped her coffee as she went
over her notes for today’s court appearance. She had two cases in
court today and a meeting with a new client. Yet her mind wondered
to last night, and Caroline’s quiet words as she drove her
home.

She glanced out of the window next to
her table, cup still in hand. Lucky wanted this to work, yet she
wasn’t giving Caroline nearly what she’d started to the first time
they’d dated. She’d fallen so damn fast and allowed Caroline into a
part of her that no woman had ever seen.

Lucky sighed softly. She’d taken
chances, that’s how she’d gotten to where she was.

So, why hold back now?

Being in the Army where she’d pledged
to give her life for her country wasn’t quite the same, she
decided. She’d known she could get hurt or even die. With love, you
weren’t supposed to have your heart crushed and your soul marred
with bruises that never healed.

Lucky had been there with her parents
who’d both taught her in their own ways that love wasn’t for the
tender-hearted or the weak. She wasn’t either, but love was like
playing with fire. She’d survived all this time by dancing outside
the flames.

However, Caroline made her want to
chance getting burned, to have a family and home. That scared and
intrigued her.

“Good morning, Ms.
Kane.”

She looked up at the two men standing
next to her table in their gray suits, eyes shining with
calculation. She put her cup down and rose, sticking her hand out.
“Judge Wyatt.”

He took her hand, giving it a firm
shake.

“This is Doctor Burnett
Kimble.” He motioned to the other man.

“Ph.D. or physician?”
Lucky asked.

Both men chuckled. “I’m a surgeon, but
I hear you have a Ph.D.”

She smiled. Her father had called her
an over-achiever when she’d gotten her Doctor of Laws degree. She
didn’t talk about it because she felt it made her seem pompous
unnecessarily, and her clients didn’t really care.

All that mattered to them was being
licensed by the bar and being good at what she did.

“Makes me wonder why you
aren’t running for the justice of the peace position,” Kimble said.
“It’s a natural next step for a woman of your talent.”

“Thank you, Doctor Kimble,
but I enjoy trial law.”

“And you never plan to
move up, pursue a career as a judge?”

“In the future, yes,” she
admitted.

“Now is the time,” he
said. “The only candidate was disqualified and the mayor and
governor are both looking to get that post filled, as is the
attorney general.”

“I’m sure they are,” Lucky
said.

“Your name has been
mentioned more than once,” Judge Wyatt told her. “You’d be a
shoo-in. It’s a six-year position which would give you plenty of
time to get to know the law even better and prepare for a
judgeship.”

“I see your point, Judge,”
she said congenially. “But I have several cases on my desk at any
given time, and I wouldn’t just leave my clients
hanging.”

“You could clear those
cases before taking office next year,” Judge Wyatt told
her.

“That might work,” she
admitted with a frown.

The Judge chuckled. “I’m glad you’re
thinking. I’ll make sure your name is put forth.”

“I’m not sure that’s a
good idea,” Lucky told him. “I’m not lap dog material.”

Both men gave her a puzzled look, and
then the Judge chuckled. “Enjoy your breakfast, Lucky.”

She exchanged goodbyes with the men
and sat down to finish her coffee, putting that out of her mind.
The judges wouldn’t bother her on that again since she’d made it
clear she didn’t plan on being anyone’s favorite pet.


Chapter Three

 


He sat down at a computer in
Aerospace, the coffee-computer bar, and took a sip of his dark rich
brew. He didn’t bother looking around to try to figure out which of
the fifteen people in the place was his potential
client.

He preferred the anonymity of being
faceless. Neither he or his clients could cause each other any
problems if things didn’t work out. This also made it harder for
the police and FBI to track him.

He logged onto the chatroom where he
could always be found and waited.

Rebel Without A Cause is
on.

Meet me in a private room
to view?

Yes.

He knew the activity could be tracked
if someone was looking, but the moves from here on out would
determine what happened next.

Once in the private room,
he typed: you are?

Sal. I’m looking for a
hitter as I said last night. I’d prefer this transaction to be a
little more private. I can’t risk having this tracked back to
me.

Then, take care,
Sal.

Sal: I’ve already taken
precautions.

Why do you need
me?

Sal: A witness saw
something she shouldn’t have. I want her scared a little and then
killed.

Sounds like she’s a
threat.

Sal: I can’t take
unnecessary risks. There is too much at stake.

Are you soliciting a
hit?

Sal: Possibly
two.

He considered
that. I have no problem with that, but you
have to understand this won’t
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