
Synopsis


The truth, like love, can be elusive, unless you're willing to fight for it.



Sparks fly when two top notch attorneys battle each other in the high risk arena of the courtroom, but when a strange turn of events thrusts one of them from the role of advocate to witness, prosecutor Ryan Foster and defense attorney Brett Logan join forces in their search for the truth. Working together they quickly learn their attraction to each other is as strong as their commitment to justice, but courthouse romance is not without complications. Throw in a murder case with bizarre twists and turns, and even the strongest attraction will be put to the test.
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Chapter One


Other people’s emergencies were Brett Logan’s bread and butter. Her buzzing BlackBerry signaled business was booming. I have a legal emergency. Can you call me? Now. 911.

“Ms. Logan, your case is next. Is your client on bond?”

Brett looked up from the tiny screen and stood. “No, Judge. He’s in the holdover.” She glanced once more at the e-mail message on her phone and then shoved the pesky device in her bag. Everyone who called her had an emergency. She’d return the call as soon as she finished with her current slate of crises. 

Nodding to the bailiff, Brett set her bag and purse on a chair just inside the rail before making her way to stand in front of the bench. As she waited for her client to join her, she focused on drowning out the hum of activity around her. On a given morning, there were likely to be at least a dozen cases on the court’s plea docket, which meant at least a dozen attorneys and clients along with a random assortment of friends, family members, and witnesses lining the rows of the gallery. All these parties conferred with each other in their various interpretations of whispers. The result was controlled commotion that courtroom veterans had learned to ignore. 

Once the bailiff positioned her client beside her, Brett placed her hand on his arm. Everett Marshall was a tall, lanky, young black man, charged with two counts of possession with intent to deliver a controlled substance, crack cocaine. As the judge reviewed the plea paperwork in the file, Brett leaned over and whispered in Everett’s ear. In response, he turned and gazed at the rows in the gallery, finally locking eyes with the members of his family who were there to support him. 

“They’re all here. You told them?” he asked.

“Of course,” Brett replied. “They all wanted to be here to support you.”

He nodded. Brett recognized his appreciation even in the minimal response. Up until moments ago, Everett’s fate had been uncertain. He was charged with two second degree felony drug possession cases with a punishment range of two to twenty years each in the Texas Department of Corrections. Everett’s first brush with the law was significant, and the prosecutor had been unsympathetic to the fact he was a first time offender. In his view, based on the quantity of drugs at issue, Everett was a drug dealer, and the best disposition was to put him away where he could do no more harm. Brett had spent all her energy finding evidence to support her contention that Everett had been drawn into his situation out of a desperate need to make money to care for his sick mother and feed and clothe his children. Along the way, he had become addicted to the currency of his drug dealing occupation. The only chance he had of breaking free was rehabilitation, not punishment. Unable to convince the prosecutor to offer anything less than ten years in the state penitentiary, she had set the case for an open plea. Everett would plead guilty, and Brett would present evidence to convince the judge to take a chance on giving her client probation with drug treatment so he could get his life back. 

When Brett showed up this morning with Everett’s family, friends, and employer in tow, she had a renewed discussion with the prosecutor. They reached a compromise. Everett would serve three months in the county jail and then be sent to a county-operated drug treatment facility. If he completed the drug treatment program successfully, he would be placed on probation for five years. She had explained the risk to Everett. If he messed up on even the smallest condition of his probation, he could be brought back to court and sentenced to serve anywhere up to the full twenty years. He said he understood. She hoped he did. She had long since given up trying to distinguish between clients who told her what she wanted to hear in order to move things along and those who were sincere about their commitments.

Since the terms of the plea were now agreed, the proceeding was practically rote. When the judge pronounced the sentence, Brett shook Everett’s hand and wished him good luck. She gathered all the family members in the hallway and gave them an overview of how the case would proceed from that point. They had a lot of questions, many of which Brett had to answer with maybes since Everett’s future was largely dependent on how he conducted himself once he got out. The Q and A ran long.

When she finally broke free, she remembered the message on her phone. She forwarded the e-mail to her assistant with a short note asking him to get whatever information he could. Crisis well in hand, she dashed off to another courtroom down the hall, completely focused on her next case of the morning.



*



“I hope you had a good reason for agreeing to probation for that guy.” Ryan Foster made a habit of challenging the prosecutors in her division. Her philosophy was simple. If they knew they would have to answer for their decisions, they were more likely to make good ones. 

The young prosecutor shrugged. Ryan imagined he was suffering under the false impression that his recent promotion to chief prosecutor in the 319th District Court would eliminate the need to explain his every action. After all, he was in charge of managing two other prosecutors and a heavy court docket. He probably believed he should be accorded a little deference in the way he chose to dispose of cases. Ryan hoped her strong stare would dispel him of any notion he was no longer accountable to her. 

“Yes, I did. It’s his first offense. He has lots of family support. His employer is holding his job, and he has a significant, but treatable drug problem.”

“So you slap him with candy-ass jail time and feel-good drug treatment. Wow, Bill, you really taught him a lesson.” Ryan paused, then swiftly changed her tone from sarcastic to sweet. “Maybe the defense attorney offered you a little something more than her persuasive legal arguments. Is that right?”

Ryan knew Bill hadn’t worked under her long enough to tell if she was ragging on him in earnest or just trying to get a rise out of him. His harsh stare told her she had really pissed him off. Hell, admit it to yourself. You wouldn’t oppose an offer of special consideration from Ms. Logan. Ryan struggled to control her features lest anything in her demeanor disclose she was projecting when she accused Bill of finding defense counsel particularly attractive. Brett Logan. Ryan knew who she was, but they had never directly crossed paths. Ryan only knew her name and her reputation as a fearless litigator. Prosecutors under Ryan’s command with shit cases to try regularly sought permission to cave to Ms. Logan’s mastery of the game of chicken. Brett had held out on this case, which would have been a total loser for her client, until she got a deal he could live with. Ryan was hard-pressed to admit it, but she admired Brett Logan’s steel resolve. She admired her legs and her ass too, but those details she would keep to herself. Bill’s voice cut into her thoughts.

“It’s not weakness to give someone a chance to prove himself. I’ll be watching this case. Everett Marshall makes one tiny screw-up, and I’ll be in court asking for the max. You can count on that.” 

Ryan smiled. “Fair enough. Good job, Bill.” She knew without looking he was probably shaking his head as she walked away.



*



As Brett waited in a long line to speak to a prosecutor about a pending case, she felt the insistent vibration of her BlackBerry again. She noted her office number on the display and stepped out of the DA workroom to take the call. 

“Yes?”

“Brett, are you on your way back to the office?”

Recognizing the impatient tone of her assistant/paralegal/office manager, Anthony Panetta, Brett smiled. “Not quite, Tony. I have to make one more stop. What’s up?”

“Well, Mrs. Jarvis is sitting here waiting. She brought cash. Whatever good will you’re spreading around down there can wait until after you sign up this paying client, don’t you think?”

Brett relied on Tony to run her business. He did a great job of keeping her on track, but he would never completely grasp her need to give each case her complete, undivided attention, no matter how much she was being paid. If Tony had his way, she wouldn’t take court-appointed cases like Everett Marshall’s. Unlike many attorneys, Brett spent as much time on these cases, which paid pennies on the dollar, as she did on her retained cases. She carried a heavy docket of court-appointed cases because she felt it was important to the process for everyone to have the best representation possible—no matter how much money they could afford to pay. 

Tony interrupted her thoughts. “Oh, that e-mail you got? The guy wants you to call him. Only you. He wouldn’t give me any hints. Promise you’ll call him as soon as you get here. Maybe he has money too.”

Brett silently chided herself for not responding to the message herself. “Will you call him back and set up a meeting? I’ll make myself available for any time they want to meet this afternoon. And I swear I’ll be there to win over Mrs. Jarvis in about thirty minutes. Okay?”

Tony’s pronounced sigh conveyed his resignation to the fact he had no control over the situation. “Okay.”

Brett stepped back into the district attorney’s workroom. She was dismayed to see it was still crowded with lawyers jockeying for the attention of the prosecutors assigned to this particular court. Each of the twelve district courts located in the Dallas County courthouse contained one of these tiny offices located to the rear of each of courtroom. Though each prosecutor had an office on the eleventh floor of the building, these workrooms served as a war room of sorts from which they ran their morning docket. Two small desks, home to the number two and three prosecutors in the court, lined the walls of the outer section of the office. The only distinguishing characteristic between their work area and the closet-like space accorded to the court’s chief prosecutor was the presence of a door. The delay this morning was due in part to the fact that the chief prosecutor in this court, Jeff Oates, was huddled in his office with his boss, Ryan Foster.

Brett, like most everyone at the courthouse, knew who Ryan Foster was, by reputation if not personal acquaintance. Ryan was a career prosecutor. Anyone who had worked in and around Dallas County was familiar with the law and order approach of the formidable woman. Brett hadn’t had any direct contact with her, but she still felt her influence. It was definitely harder to work out deals with the prosecutors in the courts under Ryan’s direction. She had a tendency to be more hands-on than her counterparts, which translated into according less discretion to the prosecutors she supervised. 

She even looks like a hard-ass. Ryan’s blond hair was pulled back into a perfect French braid and her charcoal gray silk suit was perfectly pressed. Brett looked down at her own wrinkled suit and inwardly cursed at her inability to make it through an hour at the courthouse without looking as though she had slept in her clothes. Instinctively, she knew her hair was poking out from her head in a million different directions. She shook her head in wonder of Ryan’s tight braid. 

As Brett looked closer, she wondered if Ryan’s fierce look was a bit contrived. Her eyes were an inviting shade of bluish gray, quick and alert, and the sharp lines of her suit didn’t completely conceal feminine curves. Ryan’s voice was commanding, but her tone was probably an integral part of her identity as a top dog at the DA’s office. Brett wondered what she sounded like at dinner with friends, whether she ever let her guard down. I’d like to find out.

Her thoughts were interrupted on dual fronts. Ryan’s commanding tone grew in volume as her conversation with Jeff became heated, and, further interfering with her ability to adequately eavesdrop, Brett’s BlackBerry started jumping around in her purse. Cursing technology, Brett fished the beast out of her bag and read the display. Tony’s growing impatience was clear: I hope you are pulling into the parking lot. I can only restrain Mrs. Jarvis for so long! Brett looked once again at the line of attorneys in front of her, all now actively listening in on Ryan’s discourse, and she decided to abandon this quest for the money-in-the-bank case waiting at her office.



*



“I know you’re the chief, but this an important case. My personal involvement will demonstrate how seriously this office takes this case.”

“Ryan, I’ve worked for months preparing for this trial.”

Ryan knew he was right. She also knew how much she would have resented this intrusion were the roles reversed. Jeff Oates was an excellent prosecutor. He wasn’t showy, but he worked hard and juries liked him. He had earned his position as chief in this court, and his position gave him the privilege of picking the best cases for himself. Ryan’s announcement that she was taking over as lead attorney on the Edwards case was a blow to his authority.

Ryan flashed back to a similar conversation she’d had with her boss, the elected district attorney, earlier in the week. 



“If I were him, I’d consider quitting. He’s worked on this case for months and I’m supposed to walk in there and rip it out from under him?”

“Ryan, you need to get your name in the news. Unfortunately, your current position has left you with a low profile. Make a splashy headline, and the press will cover the front page with stories about this case and all your past victories. All that free press will bring the donations rolling in. Take the Edwards case. It’s juicy, and the trial will last for days.”

“Sir, it wasn’t that long ago I had my own court. I remember what it’s like to be in charge and then have someone from upstairs come yank it out from under you.”

He ignored the implication. “Don’t ‘sir’ me. If you want my job, you have to trust me.” 

His words were tough, but Ryan knew he sincerely cared about her future and the future of this office. Ryan did want his job. She wanted it more than anything. Leonard Duncan had already announced his plans to retire at the end of his term, and rumors were circulating as to who he would anoint as his successor. Ryan knew she was his choice. She was chomping at the bit to become the first woman elected District Attorney of Dallas County, but she hated inserting herself into a case, especially when it was a blatant grab at publicity. Ryan briefly considered telling Jeff the decision to make her lead on the case was Duncan’s, but she decided hiding behind her boss would make her look weak.

“Jeff, you’ve done a great job on this case. I wouldn’t want to try the case without you.” Ryan knew he would click to the implicit threat. “I’m sure we’ll make a great team, and I look forward to working closely with you on this case.” Ryan forced a smile, turned, and marched out of the still packed workroom. She barely made it out of the room before Jeff muttered “bitch” for everyone in the waiting crowd to hear.



Chapter Two


“About freaking time you got here.”

“Hi, Tony, it’s good to see you too. Is Mrs. Jarvis in the conference room?” Brett had snuck in the back door of the office suite and was busying stowing the files from her morning cases.

“Yep. Give me those files and get up there. Now!” Tony pushed her toward the door. “Oh, and I called the number for your anonymous e-mailer again. I let it ring a thousand times, but no one answered. I hope you didn’t miss another big case because you didn’t take the time to call yourself.”

Brett whirled on him. “Tony! Cut me some slack! I remember once upon a time when people had to wait a few hours to have their messages returned because we didn’t have instant messaging, wireless e-mail, and itty bitty cell phones we could tuck in our bras. Back then the only people who had cell phones were the fabulously wealthy and people on TV like Charlie’s Angels, and even they looked stupid because they were holding phones the size of bread boxes up to their ears.

“I always return my messages, even if I don’t do it within nanoseconds of receiving them.” She paused to catch her breath. “I’m going to meet with Mrs. Jarvis now. I promise to sign her up and get a big pile of money. In exchange, you will wait until at least four thirty before you ask me another question about who I’ve called or e-mailed today. Deal?”

Tony merely nodded his head. She knew he knew she was more exasperated than angry. Brett was well aware her little tirade had no effect on him and, though he might go easy on her this afternoon, he would resume his job as head nag first thing in the morning. Sighing at her lack of authority in this, her own law practice, she trudged toward the conference room to meet with her client of means.

Mrs. Jarvis owned a string of small ambulance companies in the Dallas-Fort Worth area, all of which had been raided by a federal task force the day before. Brett was familiar with the scenario. Feds, most of them desk types dressed out for the first time in flak jackets, descended on a bunch of businesses, badges in hand. The employees of the business were detained for hours while the gun-toting feds loaded up their vans with the company’s computers, records, and anything else they thought looked interesting and came remotely close to matching the items identified in their search warrant that proclaimed allegations of Medicare fraud. The guns and bulletproof vests were all for show—a scare tactic designed to convince the employees that now was their chance to start spilling the beans about their employer’s nefarious business practices lest they become targets of the investigation themselves.

Brett hated these cases. The next few months would be spent interviewing all the employees and reviewing box after box of records in an attempt to convince the federal investigators their allegations of fraud were baseless. She would spend hours thumbing through patient files and billing records. There was rarely ever a smoking gun for either side. Instead, shades of gray would separate her client’s position from the government’s allegations of fraud. But because the legal fees usually reached into the tens of thousands, Brett couldn’t justify turning these paper-intensive cases away. As she watched Mrs. Jarvis sign her contract and present her hefty retainer, Brett knew Tony would be proud.

Brett walked past Tony’s workspace and let the signed contract and cashier’s check glide through the air to rest on top of his desk. She kept walking and merely waved over her shoulder when he called out his praise. She knew he would waste no time opening a new file, sending a letter of representation to the assistant U.S. attorney handling the case, and scheduling employee interviews, all details Brett had no patience for. If she didn’t have Tony, she would never even consider taking these white collar federal cases. She preferred the relatively paper-free atmosphere of the state courthouse where deals were done with a handshake rather than multiple versions of a written agreement passed back and forth between sides.

Sliding behind her desk, Brett smiled at the fresh cup of coffee faded with heavy cream waiting next to her computer keyboard. No matter how much he fussed at her, Tony fussed over her just as much. 

Brett switched on the power to her twenty-inch monitor and scanned her e-mail. She understood the necessity of having a BlackBerry, but she hated trying to read messages on the postage stamp-sized screen and her thumbed-out responses were usually unintelligible. She preferred answering her e-mails when she could actually see them on the big screen. Brett spotted the cryptic e-mail she had received earlier and typed her reply:



My office tried to call you to schedule an appointment, but no one answered. I’m in the office if you want to call me. It would help if you could tell me more about your situation so I’ll be prepared when we talk. Brett.



She hit send and reached for the waiting cup of coffee. Seconds later, a pop-up announced she had new mail.



Thanks. Don’t want to give more details this way. I will call you but would prefer to do it later. Cell number?



Brett read the new message and paused before answering. She used to give out her cell phone number to anyone who asked, but clients with the inability to distinguish between a true emergency and the mere need to chat had disrupted her beauty sleep on one too many occasions. Years of disrupted personal moments had driven her to use an answering service for after-hour callers. She still returned calls at all hours, but the service minimized the interruption to her evenings. 

Brett reread the e-mail. Something about the enigmatic e-mailer sparked her curiosity. Against her better judgment, she typed: Okay. Call me on cell—see number below. Brett and hit send. 



*



No sooner had Brett drifted off to dreamland, than her infernal BlackBerry skittered across her nightstand. Brett shook herself awake and focused her sleepy eyes on the display. She didn’t recognize the number. She was ready to hit the ignore button when she remembered the e-mail from earlier in the day. She punched the talk button. “Brett Logan speaking.”

“I e-mailed you.”

“Ah, I thought this might be you. What can I do for you?” Brett reached into the nightstand for one of the stack of small notepads she kept ready to record middle of the night thoughts and calls such as this.

“My son is in trouble. He needs a lawyer.” The voice was gruff. 

“Well, you called the right place. What’s your name?”

“Do I have to tell you?”

“It would help if I had something to call you. How did you get my name?” Tony was forever on her to ask how her clients found her so he could keep track for marketing purposes, but Brett’s question was posed purely out of curiosity.

“Friends. I don’t want them to know about my son’s trouble.”

“Okay. What kind of trouble is he in?” Brett waited for what was sure to be a tale of a juvenile prank gone awry.

“He murdered someone and he wants to confess.”



Chapter Three


I must be crazy for wanting to run this office. Ryan reached into her desk drawer and felt for the bottle she kept hidden behind a sheaf of papers. County employees were not allowed to have alcohol in the building, but for years the district attorney kept his personal office stocked with a full bar complete with heavy crystal glasses. Ryan reasoned her pint-sized bottle of Scotch and paper cups were a warm-up to when she took over his position. 

She would need a bigger bottle if she had more days like this one. Jeff, a prosecutor she respected, had no doubt told everyone who would listen about her power grab this morning. She could tell by the many whispered conversations that died off as she approached that her reputation as a power-hungry bitch was intact. She had no idea how she was going to be an effective leader if everyone in the office resented her. Ryan drank deeply from her paper tumbler and, as the amber liquid burned a path through her stress, she resolved to have a long talk with her boss about the method behind his plan to bring her to power. 

Ryan turned to the boxes piled beside her desk and combed through the evidence in the Edwards case. No wonder Jeff was angry. He had put together a rock solid case. All she had to do was show up and win. She was relieved she wouldn’t have to start from scratch, especially since she was too keyed up this night to focus on the documents in front of her. Agitation twitched through her and she recognized the source. She would need more than Scotch to take the edge off. Ryan leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. 

With the concerns of her job blocked out, she could focus on what could really relax her. An image of a tall brunette came to mind. Brett Logan. Ryan had seen her in the halls of the courthouse many times, but she hadn’t connected the striking woman with the reputation of Ms. Logan. Too often, young prosecutors under her command came to Ryan wanting permission to kick a case because Brett had announced ready for trial and they knew their case was a dog. Ryan usually sent them packing. Bluffing should be a required class in law school. Obviously, Brett had the skill, but many young prosecutors were too scared of wrecking their stats to take a chance on a crappy case. Ryan found it interesting to learn the woman whose body she admired had a mind to match. She focused again on the image of Brett Logan, standing in the well of the courtroom. The image looked so real, Ryan felt as if she could reach right out and grab Brett’s tight, round ass. Ryan knew what would take the edge off. She reached for the phone and dialed a number from memory.

She waited impatiently through the rings, breathing only after her call was finally answered. The voice at the other end of the phone confirmed the code word she offered and affirmed her hope that the cure she sought was available this evening. Ryan repeated the address she was given before hanging up the phone. She didn’t recognize the location. She committed it to memory by repeating it silently to herself. She didn’t write it down, look it up online, or plug it into the GPS in her car. Those were the rules, and she obeyed in both letter and spirit. 

Ryan stopped by her North Dallas home to change clothes. Not for the first time, she wished she lived closer to the courthouse, but the constituents in North Dallas were the ones most likely to get her elected, so she purchased a modest house in the bland area of the city in order to appear to be one of them. Once she arrived at her house, she took her time selecting a suitable outfit, shedding her tight braid and sharp-lined suit as she moved through her wardrobe. Ryan tugged on a pair of designer jeans and slipped into spiked, black leather sling-backs. A snug charcoal blouse with a plunging neckline, deep burgundy lipstick, and hairspray to enhance the wave of her now free hair completed her transformation. She surveyed her image in the mirror and allowed herself a wry smile. She looked nothing like the woman pictured on her official badge.

Back in her car, Ryan pulled a map out of her glove compartment and ran her fingers along the streets, tracing her intended path. Her proclivity for following the rules mixed with the intoxicating danger of her destination to create an intense feeling of arousal. She resisted the urge to speed. She would not draw attention to herself. Not yet.

The valet was a hulking creature dressed in tight black clothes designed to make him blend into the night. He confirmed she knew the code and watched while she stowed her purse under the front seat before he drove her car to an undisclosed location. Ryan knew if anything went wrong inside, neither she nor anyone else would ever see her car again. She walked up the sidewalk, ignoring the front door, instead veering toward the side of the house. At the side entrance, she paused before raising her hand to give the requisite knock. No matter how many times she attended these events, she always experienced a twisted knot in her belly, tied with apprehension and anticipation.

As she moved slowly through the main living room, Ryan paused only to lift a flute of champagne from a passing tray. She had no trouble assessing the rest of the evening’s fare while on the move. She savored a sip of the dry, piercing potion. She would have only one glass. More would be risky, and, despite her presence in this place, she was averse to risk.

Every party, no matter where it took place, was the same. Ryan always recognized at least half the guests. She took comfort in the fact there were no smiles of recognition, no snippets of conversation alluding to past connections. At these gatherings, everyone in the room was a stranger with nothing to link them here or in the real world. 

The house was large with many floors, vaulted ceilings, and well-appointed furnishings. This residence was obviously owned by someone with means, as were all the venues used for these gatherings. Ryan knew a few clicks on her computer when she returned home would reveal the identity of the evening’s host, but she also knew she wouldn’t expend the minimal effort required. Anonymity was the price of admission as well as the benefit to be bought. Besides, she was better off not knowing.

She waited, and while she did, she couldn’t help but take in the details of her surroundings. She noted hallways on the main floor leading to doors already closed. A glance up the expansive staircase confirmed available space on the second floor. She had arrived later than usual, but both company and the space to enjoy it were still on hand. Determined to take advantage, she found a vantage place and waited. She was used to exercising her preferences. It had been difficult for her to learn to be chosen. She suffered the lesson in control and struggled to embrace the waiting. 

The man who approached her was young and handsome. His crisp white shirt signaled his role. It was open to his waist to reveal taut musculature that rippled as he moved toward her. Piercing blue eyes drilled desire in her direction, and Ryan shot glances around the room to escape the captivation of his steady gaze. As he drew closer, she noticed their host for the evening give the beautiful young man an almost imperceptible shake of his head. The approaching Adonis altered his path and took the arm of another woman as if she had been his original aim. After a gently whispered exchange, the two glided up the staircase into one of the rooms above. Ryan waited below.

The scent was her first clue she was under consideration. Hints of spice and earthy musk trailed behind the subtle movements of the hands gently caressing her from behind. Ryan resisted the desire to turn. Over time, she had learned not to submit to her persistent urge to see, instead allowing her other senses to have their fill. She gave in to feeling, letting her skin become her sight. Her tingling skin saw beauty and surrendered to it.

“Come upstairs with me.”

Ryan nodded at the declaration, delivered in a sultry tone, and led her escort to the second floor. The hallway at the top of the staircase was long. Too long. Ryan tried to savor the wait, resisting the urge to glance over her shoulder. Rules were usually her comfort, but in this moment, she wanted to break them before she was broken. Searing heat from the hand on her arm burned deep. She clung to the warmth as if it were her only solace. She knew nothing about the stranger behind her except her touch was electric, the thick strands of her hair trailed down Ryan’s shoulder and melted against her skin, and her heady scent made Ryan swoon. A door, slightly ajar, beckoned and Ryan pushed her way through as if her life depended on what waited within.

As she turned to face the woman who had chosen her, she felt the grip on her arm tighten and twist. Breathy words, warm and low, skimmed her ear. “Is this what you want?” A finger pointed to the far side of the room, and Ryan willed herself to focus. The room was occupied. The open door was an inviting signal, welcoming those who would choose to venture in. Standing just across the threshold, Ryan’s first conscious thought was to leave. Arousal kept her in place. 

The nude women on the chaise paused only briefly to acknowledge the arrival of Ryan and her companion before they returned to each other’s pleasure. Their splendid bodies arched with each caress. The long, lithe form of the caramel-haired beauty slid along her companion, pinning her as she moved toward her center. Her blonde captive bucked against her restraint, but her resistance carried only enough force to enflame their passion. So consuming was the tableau, Ryan felt she would either melt or turn to stone if she didn’t turn away. She placed one hand on the doorknob and started to back up, but the iron grasp of her attendant held her in place. Again the husky voice. “Are you sure you want to leave?”

Ryan had no words for what she wanted. In her world, to speak the desires she felt could be her destruction. She would not risk her invincibility with words this night, but she would obtain the satisfaction she sought. With a flip of her wrist, she shook off the tight grip on her arm and grasped the now idle hand. She slid her own fingers along the length of the hand and released a slow, aching breath at the simple satisfaction of the light touch. As the soft hand slipped against her own, she drew its inquisitive stroke lower. The travel of its light caress blended with the delicious pressure of generous breasts heaving against her back. Ryan’s sharp intake of breath signaled her pleasure. She urged the luscious fingers in. Ryan divided her powers of concentration between the rising tide between her legs and the cresting waves of pleasure sounding from the women on the chaise lounge across the room. As the ache of her arousal reached its apex, her concentration dimmed, and hours of waiting for blissful liberation folded neatly into seconds of release.



Chapter Four


Brett rearranged the items on her desk for the tenth time. She had to stuff most of her working files in the surrounding credenzas, but she had finally made progress on her messy workspace. She knew as soon as this meeting was over, she would drag her bulging files back out and spread them around the desktop. Tony hated her methods. He didn’t even deign to call them methods. He had another name for the way she managed the filing system he struggled to maintain, something along the lines of pigpen. But Brett was one of those people who had to see things in order to be organized. If she put files in a drawer for an extended period of time, she would forget them in favor of the work that was directly in her line of sight. A messy desk was a sacrifice she was willing to make. 

On most occasions, she would meet a new client in her conference room, but this case was different. Rarely did she ever get a call from someone who wanted to confess to a murder, and the intimacy of her office seemed a more appropriate setting. You haven’t actually spoken to the alleged murderer. Should I bother using the word alleged if the person who actually did the deed says he is guilty? In a few minutes, she would figure that out, since Kenneth Phillips’s parents would be in her office to discuss her representation. During the short conversation the evening before with Kenneth’s dad, Brett told him it was imperative that he hire counsel for Kenneth before he could do any of the crazy things his parents said he threatened to do, like drive himself to the police station or jail, and confess. She tried to get him to put Kenneth on the phone, but she had not been successful in speaking to the young man directly.



“How old is your son?”

Hesitation. “He’s in his early twenties.”

“I’d like to speak with him.” 

“He’s not here. He’s staying at my brother’s house in Austin.”

“Can you get him on the phone?”

“I’m not sure they’ll answer the phone this late. And he’s shy about talking to people he doesn’t know.”

“I understand, but I’m used to talking to people who don’t like to talk about what’s bothering them.”

“He’s very upset. He keeps talking about the man who has been charged. He is threatening to turn himself in or maybe even harm himself.”

Brett wondered what inner turmoil would be so strong as to drive a shy young man to the nearest police station to confess to a murder. She knew when to push and this wasn’t the time. “What would you like to do?”

“I want you to help him.”

“Come to my office, first thing in the morning. We’ll figure this out. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes.”

“His mother will bring him in the morning.” 



“What amount should I put in the contract?” Tony walked in and set a mug of steaming coffee on her desktop.

Brett looked up at him. “Look how clean my desk is?”

Tony rolled his eyes as if he knew where she had stashed her mess. “Beautiful. Now, what amount should I put in the contract? I have a family to feed, you know.”

She knew. She also knew Tony performed financial gymnastics some months, figuring out how to pay her office bills when she was in one of her crusade phases. Even when she wasn’t crusading, she couldn’t help it. She didn’t like to set fees in the abstract. Some attorneys charged x amount for certain types of case, no matter who hired them. Brett liked to think of her fees on a sliding scale approach. Some people shouldn’t have to pay as much, whether because they didn’t have the means, or they were particularly sympathetic. She needed to meet them to figure out who those people were. Tony, on the other hand, didn’t think she should factor emotion into fee setting. She relied on him to keep her afloat, but she had to have the final say when it came to which clients she accepted and how. 

“Leave the amount blank and I’ll fill it in. I may take this one on retainer. Just depends how the meeting goes. If I do, I
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