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	“We are not gods or monsters.”

	- Brock Michaels, Tainted Love c. 2015

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Devil’s Pointe 

	 

	 

	Devil’s Pointe is a place where sunrises and sunsets look like falling ashes. All the districts in the city experience natural occurrences. Some of them can be explained. Some of them cannot. Conflict of Interest is a legal suspense set in a massive fictional city with theme-based elements. Also worth mentioning, McGregor Security was originally from Spring Rain (2020). Jolene and Elias are from Sage (2016). James Sterling was first written in After Last Night, Cincinnati (2018). James was mentioned in a conversation between Brodie Lennox and Vivienne. James Sterling and Vivienne are married now. Beck Sterling is his son and her stepson. Other connections are Mason Maddox, Makensie Weston, and Nina Fairbanks from Damaged (2016). Mason is Beck’s longtime friend, Makensie is Mason’s love, and Nina is Kate Sterling’s friend from college. All the details are in context. No additional reading is needed. 

	 

	
Conflict Of Interest 

	 

	Husband and wife. She was hired for research. He was searching for a killer. 

	A federal investigation, allegations of bribery, and four banker boxes with conflicting information will send criminal defense attorney, Kate Sterling, on a hunt for answers through twisted narratives. 

	In her experience, some clients always tell the truth, some never tell the truth, and some lie because they can. The man sitting in her office was trying to mentally trick himself into telling the truth, but he was a liar of the worst kind. 

	Detective Beck Sterling was investigating a suspicious death. An anonymous caller, a missing phone, and verifiable connections will put Beck and Kate on the same course. Of all the unknowns, one thing was certain, they were looking into a complex case from different angles. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	1 | New Client

	 

	 

	Kate Sterling 

	 

	 

	The call came on a Tuesday in late October. I would’ve remembered the exact time had I not been staring at Cinder Lake. The trees along the esplanade had bright orange leaves. The autumn color would last until the wind stripped the branches bare, but the view was always beautiful. 

	Low sound drew my attention. My eyes went from the blinking light on the desk phone to the glass wall. My assistant, Kaye Adams, was at her desk. Clearly, she had put the call through without relaying pertinent information. 

	Jolene Stewart’s retirement had upended my day-to-day. She was my legal assistant when I first started working at the firm. Jolene always spoke her mind, so we got along fine. She had the kind of experience that came from loving too hard and trusting too much. Jolene lost her true love to a life he chose. Elias drank himself to death, leaving behind a mourning Jolene and his niece. 

	The horrors Sage went through were unimaginable. Jolene did what she could and hoped Sage would survive the rest. Sage had to be in her late twenties now. Maybe she had been searching for Jolene. We could’ve put effort into tracking her down. My thinking didn’t match Jolene’s feelings. She wanted to believe Sage was doing well. Jolene wanted to leave the past where it was. She didn’t want to risk bringing back all that pain. 

	Jolene’s health took a turn for the worse. Her medical bills were piling up, and disability only paid so much. Jolene left Baker & Moore with a generous retirement package from me. 

	There had been a revolving door of legal assistants since. I missed some of them, not Synthia. Her stint at Baker & Moore was an entire fiasco. Every cliché happened with her. Gemma. A nightmare. Leah. Professional mirroring gone wrong. Marianne. Angsty and loud with her only octave being decibels above normal.

	I had dedicated my life to championing women. Most of us needed it. Some of us didn’t deserve it. Still, I kept giving my assistants multiple chances. 

	Everyone had the ability to change the world. Maybe they only needed someone to believe in them. Just a little help to make a difference. 

	That way of thinking led to a fresh hell of my choosing. That was chalked up to misplaced compassion and six years of doing the work as a public defender while managing a triple caseload.

	The losses were taken to heart. 

	The wins were taken with grace. 

	My career trajectory changed. Going from public defender to criminal defense attorney at Baker & Moore shouldn’t have been a leap, but it came with its own challenges. More so with my client list consisting of high-profile women charged with white-collar crimes. 

	Sometimes, they were innocent. 

	Other times, they were guilty. 

	No crime was ever victimless. That primary truth was maintained while defending my clients. 

	To be fair, most legal areas were murky gray. Any argument can be used for or against a case. There are a few truths most won’t admit to. Everyone uses everyone. It depends on what a person wants to be used for. And everything has a price, even freedom. If these statements weren’t true, people wouldn’t need praise or payment. 

	Next came a barrage of high hourly rate cases. Anyone who wanted to be acquitted of anything involving non-violent crimes wanted to hire me. Compartmentalizing happened often. Work was left at the office. Supporting Beck and being there for all our quiet moments were important. My husband was my anchor and my safe harbor.

	 An independent thinker with critical thinking skills was a rare combination. Social norms were challenged and insecurities were amplified. Both were a byproduct and not intentional. Still, paralegals, lawyers, and legal assistants weren’t immune to normal human responses. They came with their own histories, habits, and hangups. 

	Respect was always given. 

	Trust was earned. 

	My belief system never allowed inconsistencies. As a result, I was jaded by the lack of integrity. Every now and then, my path crossed with someone who made it all easier. 

	That person was Shari Thomas. 

	She was by far, the absolute best at the job, even Jolene couldn’t argue that. 

	Shari had an entire system. All calls from existing clients were sent with their case number. Potential clients were sent through with a brief summary of their request. Any calls coming through without a comment meant an emergency.

	Shari’s husband received a promotion. The job was in Denver, and not being with her husband wasn’t an option. Shari trained Kaye on the system, but she didn’t retain anything. Kaye was a liability, and Shari’s system hadn’t been in use for weeks. 

	My routine was off, and I wasn’t loving it. 

	The desk phone’s blinking light was bothering my entire spirit. It probably would’ve been better to listen to a possible voicemail, but I answered. 

	“Mrs. Sterling,” The woman sounded uncertain. “My name is Laura Whitman. Ridge Warren recommended you.”

	Ridge Warren. 

	There weren’t any fond thoughts of him. Ridge was a commodities trader. He had avoided going to prison three years ago on wire fraud charges. 

	Ridge was a free man thanks to my work on his case. It wasn’t my proudest moment, but he still sends the occasional bottle of expensive scotch.

	Well, apparently, he was referring clients. Rather, trying to because I wasn’t taking Laura Whitman on. Still, I kept it professional. 

	“What can I do for you, Ms. Whitman?” 

	“I don’t want to say over the phone. Well, I can, but I shouldn’t. Is it possible to talk in person?” 

	An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach, but turning her away wouldn’t sit right with me.  

	Laura kept talking, “I can be at your office by two this afternoon. Does that work for you?” 

	 It was almost noon. Lunch with opposing counsel could be rescheduled. Aaron Travertine and I were on good terms even when we argued like our careers depended on a win. They didn’t, but it kept us fired up. The insurance fraud case had already been pushed back to this Thursday.

	Technically, this afternoon was doable. 

	My gaze went back to the trees near Cinder Lake. 

	“Two o’clock is fine.”

	 

	 

	
	

	 

	 

	A man arrived ten minutes before Laura Whitman was scheduled to be in my office. A walk-in didn’t cross my mind. There was no way he would’ve made it past McGregor Security. Sure enough, Darin was in the hall, calmly watching. 

	Being a defense attorney came with assumed risk. I was alert when the glass doors opened. 

	Kaye suddenly remembered speaking to Valerie at the front desk. Always cheerful, Kaye sincerely greeted him. 

	He gave her a dismissive glance.

	This individual didn’t get to wander into my office and disrespect my assistant. He seemed accustomed to setting the tone. Most people were anxious about meeting their potential attorney. 

	Not him. 

	He looked to be touching fifty with an athletic build of a man in his thirties and only slight graying at the temples. Everything about him was expensive from his suit to his designer watch.

	His light-brown eyes locked on mine. 

	We had a clear view of one another through the glass. 

	He needed to act like he had humility or this interaction would be over before it started. 

	He tore his eyes away to acknowledge Kaye. They exchanged words, and she hurried to open my office door. 

	“I have a Marcus Whitman here to see you.”  

	“Thank you, Kaye.” 

	His name was quickly typed into our database to check for conflicts. I stood in greeting.

	“Hello, Mr. Whitman. Please come in.”  

	Marcus cautiously walked into my office. 

	Maybe my name had given him false hope. 

	Kate Sterling was neutral enough. 

	My expression didn’t reveal my thoughts.  

	Marcus turned on the charm by smiling to show his perfectly enhanced teeth.

	 “Ms. Sterling, thanks for agreeing to see me on such short notice.” 

	I hadn’t agreed to see him. Laura Whitman was scheduled to be in my office. Had I known that wasn’t the case, I would’ve prepped differently. 

	Marcus tried assessing my reaction, but it didn’t work. The correction was made with ease. 

	“Mrs. Sterling.”

	Two words set things right. 

	His gaze leveled with mine. 

	“My apologies, Mrs. Sterling.” 

	My name was said as if he were trying it out. His handshake was deliberately weak to imply he didn’t want to cause physical harm. 

	That seemed true, but he wasn’t harmless.

	In fact, Marcus Whitman was the opposite. 

	He seemed amused by my observation.

	Dominance was established while waiting for him to sit. My presence had caught him off guard from the start. He felt the power dynamic shifting. 

	Marcus Whitman unbuttoned his suit jacket to settle into a leather chair. He looked around to peruse my diplomas. Marcus took an interest in my sculptures and art, but his eyes didn’t linger on Justitia, the goddess of justice. 

	The bronze piece was traditionally crafted. Lady Justice was wearing a blindfold. She held scales in her left hand and a double-edged sword in her right. Marcus glanced at my desk as if he still expected to gain insight from my office décor. His eyes slowly drifted to my face.

	“Ridge is a good friend of mine.” 

	That information wasn’t important to me. 

	I relaxed behind my desk. “Your connection to Ridge Warren is not my concern. Mrs. Whitman called under false pretense.”  

	Marcus chuckled, “It’s Ms. I’m assuming you referred to her as such during the conversation, had you not, she would’ve corrected you.”

	Something came through in Marcus’s words. 

	Underlying hurt. 

	Contempt, maybe. 

	 My earlier conflict check on Laura Whitman hadn’t turned up any related parties or entities. 

	She was cleared. 

	Marcus was not. 

	“Are you married, Mr. Whitman?”  

	“No. Anyone else would have made a passive statement about my wife not making the call, but you didn’t take the bait.” 

	“I’m not everyone, Mr. Whitman. I prefer being direct. How did Laura acquire your last name?”

	“She married my brother, briefly. It ended, and she kept the Whitman name. Laura called for my benefit. It was the best chance to speak with you.” 

	“This might be the only conversation we have.” 

	“Perhaps.” Marcus agreed. 

	My earlier assessment was wrong. 

	The emotion behind his words wasn’t contempt.

	A glance at my visual display showed an all clear for the initial consult. The next part would take hours at the very least. Baker & Moore wasn’t a massive firm, but we had a large client base. Adhering to standard procedure was important, so I had half a mind to reschedule his consult. 

	My thoughts continued while Marcus signed intake forms and confidentiality agreements.   

	He seemed to contemplate his next words. 

	“Everything they say about you seems true.”  

	I didn’t defend or deny.  

	My reputation would continue with or without Marcus Whitman’s contribution. 

	He sensed that.

	Marcus Whitman was experienced in corporate speech. He knew what to say, and how much to say. Marcus selected every word without using unnecessary details. Saying too much might signal anxiety. Saying specific details while avoiding others sometimes meant dishonesty. 

	Marcus didn’t seem to be an anxious man. 

	“Mr. Whitman, I want to be sure I have it all.” 

	“Of course, Marcus, please.”   

	“I’ll go over it. Please correct whatever I’m unclear on,” I said while avoiding his first name. “Joel Carver was arrested two weeks ago. He’s a city building inspector being charged with accepting bribes in exchange for approving permits for multiple developments in Devil’s Pointe.” 

	“Yes. Two of those developments belong to companies I’ve invested in. Last week, my in-house counsel informed me that I was being investigated as a potential coconspirator.” 

	“It seems more likely Special Investigations would question the companies as well as you all, individually. Has anyone contacted you directly?” 

	“Yes. A federal agent came to my office.”

	The situation had reached the federal level. Somewhat interesting, but not enough to deviate.

	My tone was neutral. “When was this?” 

	“Four or five days ago.” 

	“Mr. Whitman, you’ve been specific until now.” 

	“Five days ago. It’s been five days.” 

	“All right. Did you say anything to this agent?” 

	“No. I referred him to my in-house counsel.” 

	“Which brings me to my next question.” 

	“Why am I here?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“Because I’m in need of your services.” 

	“That has yet to be decided. Did anyone speak to this agent?” 

	“Yes. The federal agent’s name is Dalton Montoya. My counsel spoke to him. He knows I wasn't aware of any improper conduct on the part of anyone at my company. We’re cooperating.” 

	“Sounds standard,” I assessed Marcus again. “Your body language is saying you don’t agree.” 

	“Company lawyers are good for acquisitions. I need someone who can navigate this situation properly. I’m confident you’ll find anything that could have been overlooked.”

	Marcus’s words weren’t taken as a compliment. Any lawyer worth their salt could handle his case.  

	The next hour was spent asking questions about permit applications, timelines, and full names. It was important to know if other city inspectors were involved. If not Marcus, than the name of the person who dealt with them directly. I asked if anyone on his staff had a relationship with Joel Carver outside of the connections mentioned. 

	Marcus answered everything precisely because it was retrievable information. He had it memorized. Marcus had prepped for our meeting. Still, he was anticipating my next question with uncertainty. 

	My firebrand approach wasn’t something to get used to. Marcus probably realized his mistake. He had misspoke earlier. Still, he didn’t admit to that.  

	“Mr. Whitman, are you aware of any bribes?” 

	“No.” 

	“Could someone have made payments or bribes by stating they were acting on your behalf?” 

	Marcus sighed, “That’s an interesting question.” 

	“It’s not. Either you are aware or you aren’t.” 

	“Mrs. Sterling, I didn’t personally approve every expenditure. Is it possible someone made decisions without my approval? Absolutely.” 

	“You said these allegations were for companies you invested in, not companies you own.” 

	Marcus looked impressed and slightly embarrassed. I had seen that expression often. Lies were never a problem until they were called out. We could play it however he liked. 

	Marcus sensed that too. 

	He corrected his earlier statement. 

	“Maybe I should’ve spoken more clearly. I’m a majority holder for Mercury Investments. The company owns both properties in question.” 

	“There should be a paper trail. There’s always one. You’re a businessman. You know this.” 

	“If any of this took place, it happened without my knowledge, contrary to what you believe.” 

	“I only know what you’ve told me.”  

	“I’m not insinuating there was a crime.” 

	“Mr. Whitman, don’t waste my time. White-collar crimes are in my wheelhouse. You walked in, expecting to receive help with a criminal defense.”  

	“Perhaps, I’m curious more than anything. Is your career a problem for Detective Beck Sterling?”

	“You’re asking after my husband, so you were aware of my marital status prior to our meeting. Yet, you called me Ms.”  

	“You were being respectful while mentioning Laura earlier,” Marcus smiled, “My reaction was similar, but for different reasons. I was interested in knowing if a connection exists between you and Detective Sterling. It was a passive comment to know more. You’re perceptive.” 

	“Mr. Whitman, in my experience, some clients always tell the truth, some never tell the truth, and some lie because they can.”

	“Which kind am I?”  

	“The kind that likes to mentally trick himself into telling the truth when he’s not. You’re lying. The evidence will sort it out.”  

	“Are you offering to take my case?” 

	“No. You have in-house counsel for Mercury Investments and mostly likely a team of attorneys representing only you. Correct me if I’m wrong.” 

	“You’re not. I want to hire you as lead counsel.” 

	“I’m available for research purposes.”  

	“You’re hired. What happens next?” 

	“You haven’t seen my fee schedule.” 

	“Money is not an issue, Mrs. Sterling.”  

	“Very well. First, you will need to sign a Disclosure & Consent. You were previously aware of my marriage to Detective Beck Sterling. You are also required to sign a waiver stating that, and I will also need your informed consent in writing. I am agreeing to be a consulting attorney. This does not extend to Mercury Investments, only you. If at any time, there is a conflict for any reason, be it personal or ethical. The nature of said conflict will be disclosed to you, and my services will end.” 

	“Understandable, but I doubt that will happen.” Marcus stated nonchalantly. 

	Maybe he had been following my career or Beck’s. 

	I continued to speak, unbothered.

	“What is the best work email for you?” 

	Marcus wrote it on a legal pad. He instantly received the retainer agreement, more consents, and authorization forms. My contact info was included along with my work email. Marcus was given my business card for quick reference. He tucked it away, and I spoke to not waste time.

	 “Again, if everything aligns, you’ll receive additional paperwork. Read it all thoroughly and consult your legal counsel if needed. Everything will require your signature and initials before my work can begin. I’ll need access to company communications and financial records for everything involving your investments. Emails from contractors, and any and everything relevant to the permit process. After you receive word, all materials should be sent within a week.” 

	“I appreciate your help.” Marcus stood to button his suit jacket. “You’ll have everything by Friday after all the proper documentation, of course.” 

	“I will look forward to reviewing it. Equally important, if Dalton Montoya or anyone else from the federal government contacts you again, call before you or your counsel responds. I’m not interested in hearing about it afterward.” 

	“Of course,” Marcus offered his hand, and his grip felt firmer. “Ridge said you were the best.” 

	“Ridge’s opinion is based on his experience.” 

	Marcus chuckled, “He said you’d say that too.” 

	Darin was still waiting in the hall. 

	Marcus politely spoke to Kaye on his way out. 

	Maybe that would help. 

	It was her last day working for me. She would land another position elsewhere at Baker & Moore. The Honorable Rushton Carrington recommended her. I was a managing partner, and I wouldn’t be summoned to his chambers for a staffing issue. The judge was required to adhere to procedural rules. The situation would end amicably. 

	Quick research into Laura Whitman put a thing or two into perspective. I went back to the glass panes. Autumn wind swept across Cinder Lake, scattering more burnt-orange leaves. Marcus Whitman was hiding something, and it was more than his affair with his sister-in-law.

	 

	 

	
	

	 

	Executive Suite

	 

	 

	The senior partners didn’t voice concerns about Kaye Adams being placed elsewhere at the firm. Still, I presented a quick step-by-step plan on the transfer. Susan Lawrence was our event coordinator. She wouldn’t mind having a new addition to her small team. Kaye’s probationary period would continue. She would start

	
	
	
	
	