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Synopsis

Cade Kelly’s life revolved around her legal career
until the day she testified against the largest crime family in
Chicago. Now in witness protection, she’s working hard to adjust to
a life devoid of the things she used to be passionate about. When
she meets the smart and beautiful Emily Sinclair, Cade feels
hopeful about her new life, but she learns no matter who she
pretends to be, she can’t deny the pull of her past.

Emily Sinclair is settling into her role as district
attorney and she’s ready to find a love interest to share in her
success. Cade Kelly captivates her from the moment they meet, but
she discovers that despite their undeniable attraction, Cade will
challenge her at every turn. What will happen when Emily learns
Cade isn’t who she thought she was, and worse, when they wind up on
opposite sides in Emily’s first big case?


What Reviewers Say About Carsen Taite’s Work

It Should be a Crime

“Law professor Morgan Bradley and her student Parker
Casey are potential love interests, but throw in a high-profile
murder trial, and you’ve got an entertaining book that can be read
in one sitting. Taite also practices criminal law and she weaves
her insider knowledge of the criminal justice system into the love
story seamlessly and with excellent timing. I find romances lacking
when the characters change completely upon falling in love, but
this was not the case here. I look forward to reading more from
Taite.”—Curve Magazine

“This [It Should be a Crime] is just Taite’s
second novel…but it’s as if she has bookshelves full of bestsellers
under her belt.”—Gay List Daily

“Taite, a criminal defense attorney herself, has
given her readers a behind the scenes look at what goes on during
the days before a trial. Her descriptions of lawyer/client talks,
investigations, police procedures, etc. are fascinating. Taite
keeps the action moving, her characters clear, and never allows her
story to get bogged down in paperwork. It Should be a Crime
has a fast-moving plot and some extraordinarily hot sex.”—Just
About Write

 


Do Not Disturb

“Taite’s tale of sexual tension is entertaining in
itself, but a number of secondary characters…add substantial color
to romantic inevitability”—Richard Labonte, Book Marks

 


Nothing but the Truth

“Author Taite is really a Dallas defense attorney
herself, and it’s obvious her viewpoint adds considerable realism
to her story, making it especially riveting as a mystery. I give it
four stars out of five.”—Bob Lind, Echo Magazine

“As a criminal defense attorney in Dallas, Texas,
Carsen Taite knows her way around the court house. This ability
shows in her writing, as her legal dramas take the reader into
backroom negotiations between the opposing lawyers, as well as into
meetings with judges. Watching how Carsen Taite brings together all
of the loose ends is enjoyable, as is her skillful building of the
characters of Ryan and Brett. Nothing But the Truth is an
enjoyable mystery with some hot romance thrown in.”—Just About
Write

“Taite has written an excellent courtroom drama with
two interesting women leading the cast of characters. Taite herself
is a practicing defense attorney, and her courtroom scenes are
clearly based on real knowledge. This should be another winner for
Taite.”—Lambda Literary

 


The Best Defense

“Real life defense attorney Carsen Taite polishes her
fifth work of lesbian fiction, The Best Defense, with the
realism she daily encounters in the office and in the courts. And
that polish is something that makes The Best Defense shine
as an excellent read.”—Out & About Newspaper

 


Slingshot

“The mean streets of lesbian literature finally have
the hard boiled bounty hunter they deserve. It’s a slingshot of a
ride, bad guys and hot women rolled into one page turning package.
I’m looking forward to Luca Bennett’s next adventure.”—J. M.
Redmann, author of the Micky Knight mystery series

 


Beyond Innocence

“Taite keeps you guessing with delicious delay until
the very last minute…Taite’s time in the courtroom lends Beyond
Innocence a terrific verisimilitude someone not in the
profession couldn’t impart. And damned if she doesn’t make
practicing law interesting.”—Out in Print

“As you would expect, sparks and legal writs fly.
What I liked about this book were the shades of grey (no, not the
smutty Shades of Grey)—both in the relationship as well as the
cases.”—C-spot Reviews

 


Battle Axe

“This second book is satisfying, substantial, and
slick. Plus, it has heart and love coupled with Luca’s array of
weapons and a badass verbal repertoire… I cannot imagine anyone not
having a great time riding shotgun through all of Luca’s escapades.
I recommend hopping on Luca’s band wagon and having a
blast.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

“Taite breathes life into her characters with
elemental finesse… A great read, told in the vein of a good old
detective-type novel filled with criminal elements, thugs, and
mobsters that will entertain and amuse.”—Lambda Literary

 


Rush

“A simply beautiful interplay of police procedural
magic, murder, FBI presence, misguided protective cover-ups, and a
superheated love affair…a Gold Star from me and major encouragement
for all readers to dive right in and consume this story with
gusto!”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


Switchblade

“I enjoyed the book and it was a fun read—mystery,
action, humor, and a bit of romance. Who could ask for more? If
you’ve read and enjoyed Taite’s legal novels, you’ll like this. If
you’ve read and enjoyed the two other books in this series, this
one will definitely satisfy your Luca fix and I highly recommend
picking it up. Highly recommended.”—C-spot Reviews

“Dallas’s intrepid female bounty hunter, Luca
Bennett, is back in another adventure. Fantastic! Between her many
friends and lovers, her interesting family, her fly by the seat of
her pants lifestyle, and a whole host of detractors there is rarely
a dull moment.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


Courtship

“The political drama is just top-notch. The emotional
and sexual tensions are intertwined with great timing and flair. I
truly adored this book from beginning to end. Fantabulous!” –
Rainbow Book Reviews

“Taite keeps the stakes high as two beautiful and
brilliant women fueled by professional ambitions face daunting
emotional choices… As backroom politics, secrets, betrayals, and
threats race to be resolved without political damage to the
president, the cat-and-mouse relationship game between Addison and
Julia has the reader rooting for them. Taite prolongs the
fever-pitch tension to the final pages. This pleasant read with
intelligent heroines, snappy dialogue, and political suspense will
satisfy Taite’s devoted fans and new readers alike.”—Publisher’s
Weekly

 


Lay Down the Law

“Recognized for the pithy realism of her characters
and settings drawn from a Texas legal milieu, Taite pays homage to
the prime-time soap opera Dallas in pairing a cartel-busting U.S.
attorney, Peyton Davis, with a charity-minded oil heiress, Lily
Gantry.”—Publishers Weekly

“Suspenseful, intriguingly tense, and with a great
developing love story, this book is delightfully solid on all
fronts. This gets my A-1 recommendation!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews

 


Reasonable Doubt

“I was drawn into the mystery plot line and quickly
became enthralled with the book. It was suspenseful without being
too intense but there were some great twists to keep me guessing.
It’s a very good book. I cannot wait to read the next in line that
Ms. Taite has to offer.”—Prism Book Alliance

 


Above the Law

“…readers who enjoyed the first installment will find
this a worthy second act.”—Publishers Weekly

“Ms Taite delivered and then some, all the while
adding more questions, Tease! I like the mystery and intrigue in
this story. It has many “sit on the edge of your seat” scenes of
excitement and dread (like watch out kind of thing) and drama…well
done indeed!”—Prism Book Alliance
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Chapter One

August

 


Cade Deluca stood at the podium and surveyed the
grand jurors who were listening in rapt attention to the testimony
of Gil Biermann, the moneyman for the Oliveri family. Biermann was
the perfect witness, offering an edge-of-your seat tale about
finances of all things, without venturing into CPA lingo that could
send a layperson scurrying for a nap.

Every few minutes or so, she lobbed him a question
just to remind the grand jurors they were in a proceeding instead
of watching Goodfellas, but while he was talking she ran
through a mental checklist of her prosecution of Vincente Oliveri
and his hierarchy. The arrest and subsequent flipping of Biermann
had been pivotal. His knowledge of the internal workings of the
Oliveri family’s enterprises was key to taking down the dynasty of
illegal business ventures Oliveri had built during his reign as don
of one of the most powerful mob families in Chicago. She’d had to
make more promises than she preferred to get him to talk, but by
enlisting the feds who were also pursuing Oliveri, she’d been able
to secure Biermann a spot in witness protection, and her only
expense was the promise of continued cooperation with the feds’
investigation.

Biermann’s testimony lasted the entire day. Cade
took the last few minutes to get him to summarize the key points so
they’d be fresh in the grand jurors’ minds when they returned the
next morning to consider indictments for several of the key players
in the Oliveri family enterprise. Once she secured those charges,
she’d flip the next person, and the next until she had enough to
indict Vincente and his oldest son, Mario. She’d work many late
nights to make that happen, but the prize would be worth every
moment of her abandoned social life.

The grand jurors filed out, and a few minutes later,
two suited federal agents appeared to escort Gil from the building.
She didn’t envy her key witness’s role, but he’d put himself in
harm’s way by hooking up with Oliveri in the first place, which
squelched any sympathy she might feel. With a sigh, she packed up
her briefcase and strode out into the hallway. A couple of hours of
work waited in her office, after which she’d pick up takeout from
the deli down the street on the way home.

She was a few steps from her office door when
someone called out her name. She recognized the uniformed Chicago
cop who’d been working with the federal detail, but she couldn’t
quite remember his name. Michaels, Morris, something that started
with an M. She invited him into her office.

“Actually,” he said, “I’m only here to deliver this
note from Agent Reilly.”

A small prickle of unease crept across her skin, but
Cade accepted the folded paper. She barely had it in her grasp
before he tipped his hat and walked away. She watched him recede
into the shadows of the dark hallway before she opened the paper
and read the curt note. Biermann wants to see you before we take
him to the motel. Car out front.

Pressure built behind her eyes. If Biermann had
additional demands, he obviously had no sense of timing. He’d
already delivered the goods and, at the end of a very long day, she
had no patience with the petty details of his whiny needs. She
didn’t want to leave the building before she finished her work for
the day, but she knew it was probably easier for her to go outside
than for the federal agents to re-park their car and drag their
posse back inside. Until she had her indictment signed and
delivered, she’d humor her star witness.

She pulled out her phone to text Reilly that she’d
be right there, but the long day in court meant the battery had
died, which was likely why Reilly had sent a note to catch her. She
shook out her frustration and made her way to the lobby.

Befitting the hour, only one security guard was on
duty, and he barely looked up as she passed by him. She hustled
down the courthouse steps and was about halfway down, when she
spotted the midnight blue van the feds had used to transport
Biermann to and from court idling across the street. She looked
both ways before she crossed, but her primary focus was on the
vehicle in front of her. Cade assumed a game face, ready to hear
whatever Biermann had to say, but prepared to fight to keep him in
line.

The closer she got to the van, her shoulders tensed
and her annoyance started to morph into a growing feeling of
unease. When she was only a couple of feet away, she looked inside
the windows. A spark of pure terror shot up her spine.

The driver of the van was slumped over the steering
wheel, blood splattered in a chaotic red spray on the window next
to him. For a few paralyzed seconds, she just stared, until
instinct took over. She ran to the side of the van and tugged on
the door handle until it opened, revealing a bloodbath. Agent
Reilly and his partner were on the floor of the van in a pile on
top of Gil Biermann, identifiable only by the gaudy ring on his
left middle finger, the one she’d told him not to wear to
court.

Holy shit. “Help! Somebody call an ambula—”

A tall, thin man pointed a gun with a silencer at
her. She’d never met him before, but she’d seen his picture plenty
of times. Leo Fontana was the top enforcer for the Oliveri family,
and she had no doubt he was responsible for the carnage in the van.
A second ago, she’d mourned the death of her case, now she was
going to die with it, on the street in front of the place that was
supposed to deliver justice and protect the public from harm.

But she wasn’t going to die without answers. “What
do you want?”

His grin was feral. “It doesn’t matter what I want.
Biermann is a pig. You lie down with the pig. You die with the
pig.” He jabbed his gun toward her. She didn’t have time to think.
Instinct propelled her forward. She ducked low and ran toward him,
praying it would be harder to hit her if she were in motion.

She was right, but her attempts to dodge the rapid
gunfire caused her to stumble. Breathing heavy, she pushed up from
the ground and stood to face Fontana who was standing only a few
feet away. Sweat poured down her back, and fear rooted her to the
ground as she watched the scene play out in slow motion. His grin
returned and he raised the gun. Cade flinched in anticipation of
the shot, but suddenly Fontana spun around in response to a loud
yell.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Cade looked in the direction of the voice and saw a
man running toward them. She heard a muffled shot and watched with
horror as the man clutched his chest and fell to the ground.
Certain she was next, she lunged, determined to take this monster
down. Before she could reach him another voice rang out, and
another. Fontana looked over his shoulder at more bystanders in the
distance headed their way, and then back at her, torn between
finishing his work and saving his hide. He fired one last time in
her direction and took off running.

A fierce burn tore through her skin, but Cade didn’t
fully comprehend what had happened until she looked down at the fan
of blood blossoming across the front of her suit. She grabbed her
side and shouted for help, but her words barely registered. She
doubted anyone else could hear. Seconds later, she hit the
ground.


Chapter Two

November

 


“Your new last name is Kelly.”

Cade stared at the driver’s license Inspector
Kennedy Stone had just handed to her. The picture looked like they
did on all IDs, slightly off-center. The photographer had captured
her mouth slightly open when she started to ask if he was finally
ready to take the shot, but the finished product looked as
authentic as the rest of the papers she held in her hand: birth
certificate, social security card, and the lease for the house in
Bodark, a small Texas town she’d never heard of before.

“What about a job? The marshals service in Chicago
said you’d have something lined up.”

Kennedy shifted. “I’m working on it. I have a couple
of good leads and I should have you set up within a couple of
weeks. Once we get to Bodark, you can take some time to get settled
and I’ll be in touch about the job.”

Cade had spent time over the past couple of weeks
interpreting Kennedy’s moods, and she could tell the question about
a job had her on edge. Whatever. Kennedy wasn’t the one whose
entire identity had been ripped apart. From the moment she woke up
in the Cook County hospital with a contingent of US Marshals
guarding her around the clock, Cade felt the life she’d known
slipping away. When she was finally released from the hospital,
she’d been taken directly to a safe house where Assistant US
Attorney Jodie Waverly offered her a place in the witness
protection program in exchange for her testimony against Leo
Fontana.

 


“Good, you caught him.” Cade’s nights at the
hospital had been plagued with dreams of Fontana on the loose,
stalking her, and imposing his own special brand of Mafia justice.
His capture would give her a large measure of relief while she
healed from her gunshot wound. She looked into Waverly’s eyes for
confirmation the source of her fear was behind bars, but she only
saw unease. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Waverly cleared her throat. “We will catch him, but
we haven’t yet. We need your help.”

Cade closed her eyes and took a moment to summon the
strength to hear what Waverly had in mind. She listened as the AUSA
outlined her plan to have Cade testify before a federal grand jury
sometime in the next few weeks, and then assume her new identity,
far from Chicago. She’d return to Cook County only when Fontana was
in custody and his case was set for trial.

“If it gets to that point,” Waverly said. “With
any luck, he’ll rat out Vincente Oliveri and you’ll never have to
lay eyes on him again.”

“Luck.” Cade sighed. “You’re going to need more
than luck if you think it will be easy to get Fontana to go against
omertà,” she said, referring to the Mafia’s code of
silence.

“Let me worry about that. Are you willing to
testify?”

 


There was never any question. Cade’s career as a
prosecutor had been more than a job—it had been a calling. From the
first time she’d witnessed the expression of gratitude on a
victim’s face during her law school internship with the state’s
attorney, the siren song of big money from big law held no sway
over her.

The month after the shooting had been a blur. Still
weak from her injury, she’d spent a portion of her days resting and
the balance answering the same questions, over and over, from
federal agents about the shooting outside the courthouse. She’d
relived the horrific event so many times it played like a movie on
a continuous reel in her head, whether she was asleep or awake.

The day after her grand jury testimony wrapped up,
two US Marshals had whisked her to the airport. Until they reached
the gate and started to board, she hadn’t known where she was
going, and when the plane touched down in Dallas, they’d handed her
off to Kennedy, who was now responsible for keeping her alive.

During the last two weeks, she and Kennedy had
remained in Dallas, while the final details of her new identity
were put in place. Cade had asked several times about the
possibility of opening a new law practice, but Kennedy had dodged
all of her requests with a simple “I’m looking into it.” Maybes
weren’t cutting it anymore, and she was determined to push the
point. “I’m not going to be practicing law anymore, am I?”

Kennedy pushed a strand of hair away from her face
and cleared her throat, but the frown creasing her brow was Cade’s
answer.

“It’s not that easy,” Kennedy said. “We don’t have
the right connections in Texas to get you admitted to their state
bar without drawing unwanted attention. Plus, if you continue to
practice, no matter where, you’ll be more visible, easier to find.
The state bar will have your fingerprints on file, and if any of
the cases you handle get press, your face’ll be in the news. I know
it’s what you want, but I can’t guarantee your safety if you do,
and I can’t guarantee they’ll let you stay in the program.”

Cade nodded. She got it, but she didn’t have to be
happy about it. She’d lost much more than her chosen profession
over the past few months. Her family, her friends, her sense of
security had all been sucked up into a black hole of chaos.
Changing her career shouldn’t feel so devastating, but it had
become the final straw, sending her once ordered life into a
scattered mess of sacrifice and disorder. She’d let go of
everything else; it was time to release this as well. “Fine. When
do we leave?”

“Thirty minutes. Bodark is a couple of hours away.”
Kennedy stood up. “Look, I get how hard this is, but—”

“I doubt that.” Anger surged through Cade. “You ever
have your life turned inside out? No home, no family, no job—all
because you were doing the right thing? Get back to me when your
life’s in total shambles and then we’ll compare notes.”

“I’m sorry.”

A pained expression flashed across Kennedy’s face,
and for a second, Cade flinched with sympathy, but the sentiment
faded quickly. Kennedy might feel bad for her, but that didn’t mean
she knew what she was feeling, and it didn’t mean she cared.
Kennedy would find her a new home, a new life, but she wasn’t doing
these things out of the kindness of her heart.

Cade didn’t begrudge Kennedy her mission, but she
didn’t have to like her or anything about this process. All she had
to do, all she could do, was focus on her new life, which meant
letting go of the past. “I need to send a letter before we leave,”
she said. “What’s the procedure?”

“Plain paper. Sign with your first name only. Don’t
put it in an envelope. Give me the address and I’ll make sure it’s
delivered.”

Cade made a mental note of the details. How had her
life spiraled out of control? She’d never envisioned a time when
she’d voluntarily let someone else peruse a personal letter she’d
penned, but there was no way around it now. She walked back to her
room in the nondescript apartment she and Kennedy had been sharing
and found the legal pad AUSA Waverly had given her to keep notes
about her memories of the shooting.

She pulled the pad close and fished a pen from her
pocket. The pen, a Montblanc 149 her parents had given her the day
she graduated from law school, had been nestled in her jacket when
she’d been shot, and it was one of the few personal possessions
she’d had with her the last two months. Her dad would recognize the
pen’s fine, smooth lines, and it would make him smile to know that
ten years later she was still using the vintage tool even though
the words she penned would break his heart.

When they’d heard the news she’d been shot, her
parents, who’d retired to Florida to be close to her pregnant
younger sister, Chloe, had rushed back to Chicago. Cade loved them
both, but a few days of their paternal doting felt like a month’s
worth of smothering. After a week, she’d pointed out the wonderful
care of the doctors, the frequent visits from her friends at the
SA’s office, the hyper vigilant guard outside her door, and she’d
shooed them back to Florida, with the promise she’d be in touch if
she needed anything.

In the days since, she’d called them several
times—brief conversations, short enough to hide her future plans.
Last week, Chloe gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. Cade was
immensely happy for her, but happier still her parents would be so
distracted by the newest member of the Deluca family, she could
slip away, virtually unnoticed. With the pen poised above the
paper, she paused to wage a now familiar internal debate about
whether she should tell them anything when she couldn’t tell them
everything. What she had to say would be a dose of cold water on
the happiness of the new birth, but if she left without telling
them anything, the unknown would be a permanent distraction.

 


Mom and Dad,

The first thing I need you to know is I love you
very much. The second thing is you may never see me again. By the
time you read this letter, my life will have changed drastically.
For your safety and mine, we can no longer have any contact. You
won’t see me again and, as hard as that will be for all of us, I’m
asking you to accept it as necessary for my survival.

Please know that I love you and if there were any
other way, I wouldn’t be doing this. You always taught me the
importance of sacrifice for a good cause—trust me when I say this
decision is worthy. Please give my love to the rest of the family
and know always that I love you more than you will ever know.

Cade

*

Emily shook out of her drenched raincoat and handed
it to the bellboy. She took a moment to smooth out the wrinkles of
her navy blue suit while she looked out over the ballroom crowd at
the Bodark Inn. She’d been here dozens of times over the years for
homecoming banquets, prom, and many other election nights like this
one, but she didn’t remember the room ever being this crowded.
Before she could process the why of it, her best friend, Becca
Holt, grabbed her by the arm.

“Em, get a look at this crowd. They’re all here for
you.”

Emily shook her head. “Chill. There are a dozen
other races on the ticket.”

“None of them set to make history.” Becca pointed at
a reporter and cameraman from the local news network standing
across the lobby. “I’m not the only one who thinks so.”

Becca was right, but the polls had just closed and
it was way too early to call the close race. If things turned out
the way she hoped, later tonight she’d be standing at the podium
thanking the many donors and volunteers who’d helped her become the
first woman elected district attorney of Lawson County, not to
mention the youngest. But right now, she would make the rounds of
the Democrat watch party and shake a few hands, share a few laughs,
before making her way to her room to polish both versions of her
speech until the time came to accept or concede.

“Ready?”

She turned at the gravelly voice of her campaign
manager, Justin Cutler. Justin was a workhorse, which was why she’d
hired him in the first place, and why she’d also grown to hate him
during the last months of the campaign. She didn’t really hate him,
but she had begun to resist his insistence that she be on at all
times. For the last six months, she’d lived and breathed the
campaign. No fun, no friends, no dating for sure—nothing that could
get in the way of the campaign. She’d had to assume she was always
being watched, even when she was at private functions with her
friends. She found it easier to blow off personal time until the
campaign was over than attend social functions and worry that her
every move was being posted to social media.

Justin was only doing what she paid him to do, but
she couldn’t help but resent the intrusion, and tonight their
association would be over, no matter what the outcome. Justin would
move on to the next election, and she would either assume the rank
of the top law enforcement officer in the county or join her
family’s law practice. Right now, she didn’t care which as long as
it was over. She took Justin’s arm. “I was ready days ago.”

The suite was full when they arrived. Damn. She’d
hoped for at least a few minutes of semi-solitude to prepare for
the long wait ahead, but her father, mother, her two brothers and
their wives and kids, along with a few key campaign donors were
already indulging in the hors d’oeuvres and tossing back expensive
champagne.

Emily understood that her father, Senator Dalton
Sinclair, would spare no expense for his only daughter’s big night,
but the display directly contradicted the scrappy grassroots
campaign she’d run, and she gave silent thanks no one from the
media was here to see this display of opulence.

“Emily, come over here. Your mother wants some
pictures with the family.”

Her father’s voice boomed, and everyone in the room
turned toward her. Before she could take a step toward him, the
room erupted in applause. She was averse to premature celebration.
As of thirty minutes ago, she was neck and neck with Bradshaw in
the polls, and the stormy weather outside meant all those
Republican voters who’d voted early might tip the race in his
favor. A few seconds in, she raised a hand and the applause faded
into the sounds of ice clinking into glasses. “Thanks for coming,
everyone,” she said. “I appreciate the show of support. Looks like
we’re in for a long night, so if we run out of shrimp, let’s just
say I’m glad you already voted.”

As the crowd laughed, she made her way over to her
father, who pulled her into a crushing embrace. Dalton Sinclair was
tall and broad-shouldered, but it was his self-confidence, not his
size, that made him seem like the biggest personality in the room.
Emily knew him as a generous, loving father, but she was well aware
of his reputation as a shrewd lawyer and businessman who would use
any advantage to gain a political edge over his opponents.

“I’m so proud of you,” he said.

“Thanks, Dad. Couldn’t have done it without
you.”

“Pretty sure that’s not true. You put yourself
through law school, so I can’t even take credit for that.”

It was true. She’d always insisted on making her own
way, but her family name opened doors that were closed to others,
no matter how hard she tried to assert her independence. “Well,
thanks for being here tonight.” She waved her arm to indicate the
entire family. “It means a lot to me that you’re all here, no
matter what happens.”

He pulled her close again. “I have no doubt you’re
going to trounce Bradshaw, and I wouldn’t miss it for the world.
Relax and enjoy this night. It’s only the beginning of many great
things to come.”

She started to reply, but her mother beat her to it.
“Dalton, leave the poor girl be. She’s got a ton of people to see
tonight, and you don’t need to be monopolizing her with your plans
to take over the world.”

Emily smiled as she watched her father raise his
hands and assume a who me expression. Senator Sinclair would never
be more powerful than the woman who’d worked behind the scenes to
get him into the right circles. Megan Sinclair was a model of
refinement and good taste and, with her pedigree, she gave her
husband entree into circles he’d only dreamed about. In the small
town where they lived, they were the first family, but it was her
mother’s connections in Dallas that had brought him the funds he
needed to win his senate seat three times over. “Thanks, Mom, but a
few minutes with family would be nice. Any second now, Justin will
show up ready to whisk me away to meet someone else to whom I’m
sure I’m deeply indebted.”

“That’s because he’s good at what he does,” her
father said. “Thank those people now and then move on. Once you’re
the DA, you’ll need a buffer to deal with everyone who wants a
one-on-one meeting with you. Have you thought about who you plan to
bring on as your first assistant?”

“There’s plenty of time for that,” she said,
deflecting the question, but she had given careful thought to her
potential staff. Her password-protected files contained a
flowchart, listing every attorney currently working in the district
attorney’s office along with their new assignment, should she
decide to keep them around. The person she ultimately selected as
her first assistant would effectively run the day-to-day business
of the office, although she’d remain very hands-on.

She’d pretty much decided she would offer the
position to her trial partner, Seth London. After trying dozens of
cases together, he was in the perfect position to know how she
operated, which made him ideally suited to implement her plans for
the office. A seamless transition was essential since she’d
promised voters the office would see some big changes under her
command. But first she had to win.

A few hours later, Emily ditched another barely
touched glass of champagne, and joined the crowd gathered around
the large screen television. The anchor for the local news had
announced before the break they were ready to call the race. For
the first time since she’d arrived, the room got quiet and she felt
everyone glancing between the screen and her like they wanted to be
the first to catch her reaction when the news came down. Fine by
her. She schooled her expression into a thoughtful gaze and, as the
commercial ended and the show began, she hoped no one could tell
she was holding her breath.


Chapter Three

A traffic snarl outside of Dallas delayed Cade and
Kennedy’s arrival into Bodark. Since they were too late to pick up
the keys to Cade’s new home, Kennedy found the only hotel in the
city limits and drove around the parking lot for ten minutes before
she finally found a space.

“Looks pretty busy,” Cade said. “You sure they’ll
have a room?”

Kennedy opened her door. “Only one way to find
out.”

Cade followed Kennedy into the hotel to stretch her
legs and waited off to the side while Kennedy approached the front
desk to ask if there were any vacancies. The reception area wasn’t
crowded, but loud noises billowed from a ballroom a few feet from
where Cade was standing, and she stepped closer to take a look.
Red, white, and blue balloons formed an arch at the front of the
room, and a large sign behind the stage read Sinclair for District
Attorney, A New Era.

Election night. Cade had been so consumed with
everything happening in her own life, she’d completely forgotten
about mid-term elections. Not like she could vote anyway, since the
only name she was registered under no longer existed. She looked at
her watch. Seven p.m. The polls had just closed, and this hotel was
probably about to get a lot busier. She glanced over at Kennedy who
was still standing at the front desk, wearing a defeated
expression. She was about to join her, until her eyes fixed on a
woman entering the hotel, walking toward her. Cade was instantly
captivated.

The woman strode closer, her gait confident, her
deep brown eyes sweeping the room. Beads of water pooled over the
surface of her raincoat, but her lush, auburn hair had been spared
a drenching, and it flounced as she walked—jaunty, flirty. The
woman stopped and handed her coat to a bellman, discreetly sliding
a tip in his hand as he took the dripping coat. She smoothed her
hands along the lines of her well tailored, but distinctly feminine
suit, and took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. A second
later, another woman joined her, and Cade watched their easy
conversation and marveled at the way the first woman’s expression
morphed from slightly hesitant to confident before she plunged into
the crowded ballroom. As she disappeared from sight, Cade memorized
every detail about this stranger, from her silky, auburn hair, to
her well-toned legs, until Kennedy’s voice broke her trance.

“They don’t have any rooms.”

“What?”

“Rooms. They don’t have any. We’ll have to find
someplace else.”

Cade was still thinking about the woman from the
hotel when they pulled up in front of the tiny motel just outside
the city limits. This place looked like something out of a fifties
movie, complete with a flashing neon sign and a giant ice machine
parked outside of the office. She doubted it had more than ten
rooms. Kennedy pulled her Jeep into one of the many empty parking
spots and killed the engine.

“How small did you say this town was?”

“You’re not in the sticks.” Kennedy’s tone was a tad
defensive.

“Well, it’s not Chicago, or even Dallas for that
matter.”

“It may be small, but it’s a pretty progressive
place.”

“That sounds like code for something.”

“It is—liberal. There’s a college campus nearby. All
those young minds wreak havoc on conservative small town values.
Plus, they draw a diverse crowd. They’ll probably barely notice
your lack of a proper southern accent.”

Kennedy grinned as she spoke, and Cade realized it
was the first time she’d seen her smile. Kennedy had been intensely
focused since the moment they met—a trait Cade considered priceless
for someone assigned to keep her alive, but now that she’d seen her
smile, she hoped the time had come for them both to relax a bit.
“So, you think I’ll be safe here?”

“You’ll be safe if you follow the rules. No one has
ever—”

Cade held up a hand. She’d heard the mantra too many
times over the past two months. “I know. You’ve never lost a
witness who followed the rules.”

“It’s the truth.”

Cade nodded. She knew it was true, but she also knew
there was a first time for everything. It didn’t matter either way,
since she wouldn’t have changed any of her actions even if the
stats weren’t in her favor. The testimony she’d given and her
continued cooperation amounted to more than duty; they were steps
toward fulfilling her personal oath of revenge for the life that
had been taken from her, and no price was too great to pay to exact
her vengeance. “Tell me the plan.”

“We’ll check in here for the night, and tomorrow
we’ll pick up the keys and meet the movers at your new place.”
Kennedy said. “Once you’ve moved in, I’ll be on my way. I’ll know
more about the job situation in a few days, but I have a lead on a
position at the campus library.”

“Doing what exactly?”

“I don’t know. Library things.” Again with the
smile. “I’m kidding. The position is for a reference librarian.
You’ll help people do research and stuff like that.”

Cade sighed. The possibility of practicing law again
had been a long shot, but she’d been holding on to hope it might
still be possible. With the hope gone, she felt deflated.

She waited in the car while Kennedy checked them in,
and she spent the time alternating between glancing around to make
sure no one snuck up on her, and plotting her own escape. She could
jump out of the car and run toward the woods that lined the back of
the motel property. She had a complete set of legal documents all
in her new name. She could start fresh, make her own decisions
about what to do and where to live, out from under the thumb of
government intrusion. Protection be damned.

We’ve never lost a witness who followed the
rules.

The words echoed in her head. She’d walked away from
everything. If she died doing it, then the sacrifice meant nothing.
She’d spent months dreading this phase, but it was time to embrace
this new life and try to make the most of it.

Kennedy rapped on the window, and Cade climbed out
of the car and followed her to the unit closest to the office. The
room was not at all what she expected. Cozy touches like a quilt on
the bed mixed with modern ones like a flat screen TV.

“See, it’s not so bad,” Kennedy said.

Cade grunted her agreement. “It’s actually kinda
nice.” She gestured to the lone bed in the room, a double. “Where
are you sleeping?”

“I have the room next door. They’re connected, but
don’t worry, I’ll stay on my side unless you need me.” She smiled.
“It’s the first step in letting go. After tomorrow, you’ll be on
your own until the agents in Chicago make an arrest, and I need to
coordinate your travel for trial.”

On her own. Cade wasn’t entirely certain what it
would be like to go about her life without having an armed guard
within a few feet at all times, but she had a feeling she was going
to like it. She pushed the comment about returning to Chicago to
the back of her mind.

“Of course, after you’re settled in with the new
job, I’ll check on you from time to time, and you’ll have my
contact information if you need anything.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” She wasn’t entirely sure,
but she planned to fake it until she was certain. In the meantime,
she wanted to get some rest. The drive from Dallas had sucked the
life out of her, and tomorrow would be a long day of moving into
her new house and getting her bearings in this small town.

Kennedy locked her in and left to go find dinner.
Cade flopped onto the bed and flipped through the TV channels,
settling on the local news intending to get a feel for her new
hometown. The line at the bottom of the screen scrolled election
results while the middle-aged, red-haired newscaster promised they
would have an exclusive interview with the woman who’d just made
history in Lawson County. The newscaster was standing in a hotel
ballroom that Cade recognized as the one at the Bodark Inn.

Aside from her near encounter with the intriguing
woman in the lobby there, she was relieved to be in this smaller,
cozier motel. She actually liked the homey feel of this place over
what she imagined the larger, fancier hotel would have to
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