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Success can carry an untold
cost. "Killer Career" is the story of aspiring writer Julie McGuire
as she finds that her career is taking off through the guidance of
one Tyler Jensen. But there seems to be more to the matter as Dade
Donovan, Julie's best friend, seems to be sniffing around and
finding something not so kosher about Tyler. "Killer Career" is a
unique blend of suspense and romance, highly
recommended. – Midwest Book
Review.
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Chapter One

 


Julie McGuire gazed intently from her table
in the filled-to-capacity dining room of the Wyndham Hotel. The
Love To Murder Mystery Conference had saved the best for last. New
York Times bestselling author, Tyler Jensen, now approached the
podium.

His entire bearing commanded attention, from
his shoulder length wavy chestnut hair pushed back behind his ears,
to his sexy sideburns and piercing hazel eyes. She guessed him to
be thirty-five, about five years older than she. Clever, rich,
tall, and handsome, Tyler Jensen looked the embodiment of any
woman’s fantasy.

“Many of you have killed,” Tyler said,
pointing to his audience of two hundred plus.

Julie stared. What did he mean?

“Yes, you’ve slaughtered your creativity.
You’ve squashed your dreams in favor of immediate
gratification.”

My God, he knew. She ignored the tinkling
sound, as a waitress placed a carafe of ice water on the table.

Julie stared, transfixed, at Jensen. His
every word spoke to her. She’d taken the easy way out and become a
lawyer instead of following her heart’s desire to be an author. The
decision ate at her. After six years in the practice, she’d saved
enough money to get by. She badly wanted to claim her dream and
step forward into the world he described.

All too soon, he’d finished his speech. “Any
questions?”

Julie shot up her hand. Jensen’s knowing
hazel eyes fastened on her, as if assessing her straight blonde
hair and tall, slight frame.

He nodded. “Yes, second table.”

On suddenly stiff legs, she rose. “What
makes you write mysteries?”

“I have an urge to voyeuristically
experience atrocities. I’ve no idea where the fascination comes
from. Perhaps I was a criminal in a former life,” he said with a
self-deprecating laugh.

Julie swallowed. His answer filled her with
a vague uneasiness, but she didn’t know why.

“I hope I’ve satisfactorily answered your
question.”

“Yes, uh, thank you.” She straightened her
skirt and seated herself.

Even as she sat gathering her thoughts, she
felt the pull of his charisma. Every word and gesture hinted at a
barely contained power, strong enough to transform the sturdiest
dissenter into a willing robot. His rakish looks dared her to
ignore her orderly upbringing. Inwardly smiling, Julie guesstimated
at how many other women in the massive banquet hall were as
enthralled by the man’s knowledgeable gaze. Did their blood pulse
as fast as hers?

The only man who’d ever tweaked her interest
to such a degree was her partner, “Dangerous Dade.” He was the one
who’d convinced her to become a lawyer, saying it was the best way
to escape the poverty of their blighted neighborhood. He was her
standard for comparing other men.

More than one female client had cited Dade
as a good catch. Julie had to admit they were right. It wasn’t only
because he was six feet tall, with wide shoulders and a determined
air. Dade also had a special knack for putting clients at ease with
his genuine interest in their problems, as he competently protected
their interests. He was a sweet guy and would make some lucky woman
a great husband. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be her. From the start
of their partnership, they’d agreed not to mix business with
pleasure, a decision she sometimes regretted.

Jensen’s charisma proved strong enough to
break through her long-held barriers of comparison. Was it her
imagination, or did he glance at her table more than the others?
Was the strange feeling inside of her obvious or even more absurd,
could it be mutual?

For such a levelheaded attorney, she’d
certainly flipped. It had to be technique. Tyler Jensen was an
excellent speaker, adept at eye contact.

“How does writing from a criminal’s
point-of-view make you feel,” a woman at a table across the room
asked.

An excellent query. Julie leaned forward to
hear the reply. In his books, Jensen delved at length into the
villain’s viewpoint, as if entering the criminal’s mind. The effect
was chilling, but compelling.

She held her breath for the answer.

Jensen stared at Julie instead of the
questioner, as if sensing her enthrallment. “I am the villain. I
completely lose myself. The animal inside of me rules. I get away
with anything and everything.” A tight smile curved
his sensuous lips. “You know what they say. The forbidden carries
allure. Anyway, when my sanity returns, I’m sated. I’ve undergone a
complete catharsis. There’s no experience like it.”

Julie sat rooted, feeling another trickle of
uneasiness. She shared some of the exact feelings. Despite her best
intentions, she was often drawn to tragedy and the world of the
bizarre. Did this morbid curiosity of hers signal a latent
attraction to the dark side?

“Many of your books foretell and even mirror
actual events,” remarked the same woman. “Is that intentional?”

“Anything and everything can spark a story.
Read the newspapers. Watch television. Nothing is new. What counts
is the way you handle it.”

Julie had read enough of Jensen’s books to
know his genius lay not only in his imagination, but also in the
artistry with which he wove unsolved murders into his mystery
plots, spiking the reader’s trepidation. He switched the settings,
but Julie knew he garnered most of his material from happenings in
the Chicago area. More often than not the killers remained at
large. Once inside a Tyler Jensen masterpiece, Julie often felt
compelled to check her locks to make sure they were bolted.

A balding gent at the table next to hers
raised his hand. “You go into so much detail, almost as if
presenting recipes for murder and mayhem. Do you worry that someone
might …ah you know…use your ingredients and commit a real
murder?”

Jensen’s eyes turned cold. “My books, though
based on reality, are completely fictitious. I won’t be a
babysitter for lunatics who can’t decipher reality from fiction.
People who look for reasons to kill will find them. They don’t need
books or recipes.”

A shiver raced down Julie’s spine. There
were way too many crazies out there. Thank goodness, she didn’t
deal with criminal law. That would be asking for trouble.

“But why go out of your way to encourage
someone who’s dangling on the precipice?” Julie blurted aloud as
she wondered if her own fiction could create a real-life
monster.

Jensen stared straight into her eyes.

“Goldilocks, you are an innocent. The big
bad bears do evil by choice. Just write what you want. Neither you,
I, nor anyone else, will make a whit of difference.”

What a condescending snob. The heat rose to
her face. Anger propelled her from her chair. “Get this straight.
I’m not a brainless idiot because of my hair color. Also, I’m not a
so-called innocent because I happen to have a conscience. It’s
better to have one than none at all.”

She flounced back down. A hush fell over the
room. She’d dared to talk back to the Great One.

Jensen stood frozen. A fleeting expression
crossed his face, as if he were groping with a problem. The silence
lengthened.

He shifted and seemed to come to. With a
sigh, he flashed an apologetic smile.

“Forgive me. My flippant remark about the
lovely color of your hair was out of line. Also, may I congratulate
you for owning a conscience. Just don’t overuse it or you’ll never
make it as a writer.”

At his jest, a few twitters escaped from the
crowd.

Julie nodded her acceptance. At least he’d
offered an apology of sorts. She’d not belabor the point.

Also, he’d cleared up a troubling matter.
Acknowledging the presence of evil did not create it. Writing
provided a safe foray into the forbidden.

Others in the audience queried Jensen. Each
question and answer stoked Julie’s energy. Ideas buzzed through her
mind, making her wish she were sitting at her computer saving them
before they escaped.

Before long, applause broke out to signal
the end of the question-and-answer period. Jensen’s appearance had
made the conference.

Strangely enough, instead of taking his
departure, Jensen conferred with the slight, silver-haired
moderator. She shot him a surprised look and nodded before stepping
back onto the podium. About to stand up, Julie stopped midway.

The woman smiled widely. “Well, fellow
mystery enthusiasts, we’ve just been awarded an outstanding coup.
For a nominal fee of one hundred dollars, ten randomly selected
entrants will be chosen to participate in a suspense workshop
conducted by none other than the wonderful wordsmith, Tyler Jensen,
whom you’ve just heard. Sign-up material will be available in the
lobby. Good luck to all of you. Oh, and don’t forget, immediately
afterwards, Tyler Jensen will autograph his new book,
Hopeless.”

A workshop with Jensen! Julie couldn’t
believe it. Agreeing to be a guest speaker at a conference was one
thing, but stooping to teach a workshop was extremely generous for
a star of Jensen’s magnitude. He must have loads of engagements,
not to mention tons of money. His advance for Hopeless was
rumored at two million.

Should she enroll? Julie didn’t wait to
answer her question, but charged down the aisle to the lobby. She’d
sacrificed her dreams on the altar of practicality for too long.
Her love for the craft had laid dormant, waiting for the right
moment to emerge. This was it.

The registration line was already long, but
she’d wait. With much to learn, she would not pass up the
opportunity of delving beneath the layers. She crept up to the
front where she glimpsed Tyler Jensen seated behind a long
rectangular table. Beside him, taking down applications on
letter-sized paper, sat a sultry brunette, with hair flowing, lips
gleaming and breasts straining against a crimson knit sweater.

The woman leaned close to Jensen, brushing
her breast against his arm. Was she an employee or something more?
Perhaps the mystery writer had a stable of writing groupies. Before
Julie could control it, an illicit thrill shot through her.

Ignoring the provocative scene playing out
in her mind, Julie stepped closer until she stood before Jensen. He
straightened in his chair. His eyes bore into hers. Tiny goose
bumps swept up and down her legs. Though she’d shaved them, the
absent hairs seemed to stand on end.

“Your telephone number, your credit card,”
asked the bored, husky voice of the red-sweatered siren.

The spell broken, Julie recited her phone
number then reached into her purse. Her fingers felt clumsy as she
plucked the card from her wallet. The plastic dropped face up on
the table. Jensen took a quick look.

“Allow me.” He lifted it and handed it to
his assistant.

She would not let a school-girlish crush get
the better of her. Julie nodded and turned her attention to the
siren. The overripe assistant, in well-rounded script, slowly
etched the information on the paper.

The woman proffered the credit card, which
Julie grabbed and threw into her purse. Beating a hasty retreat,
she wended her way past the enrollment line. No doubt, the women
here were busily speculating over the relationship between the
brunette and Jensen as well.

She shook her head and exited, stepping
briskly into the parking lot. Her heels echoed hollowly on the
asphalt as she lectured herself on her foolishness. The sooner she
came down to earth the better. I will not go off the deep end
for any man. Being silly has not gotten me where I am today,
she muttered to the empty lot. She looked around to make sure no
one had heard her. She really had to get a grip.

She knew the reason for her off balance.
She’d greedily inhabited the writing world for an entire day, and
it was hard to re-enter the real world. Going home meant doing what
she’d come to dislike, yet she couldn’t break away just yet.
Through long hours and hard work, she and Dade had built up their
workers’ compensation and real estate law practice from nothing to
a solid success. She valued his friendship too much to leave him in
the lurch. Something would have to be worked out, but right now was
not the time to decide. Her eyes swept the parking lot for her car.
She spied the midnight blue Audi in the center and headed in its
direction. Once inside, she collapsed onto the seat. The conference
had been great, but it felt good to be alone with her thoughts.

She turned the key in the ignition, backed
up, then braked.

Darn. She’d been so distracted by the
workshop she’d forgotten to get those autographed copies of
Hopeless. She not only wanted one for herself, but had
counted on buying one for Dade’s thirty-second birthday tomorrow.
It was too late to figure out something else.

Julie glanced toward the lengthening shadows
of the building. She probably had time, but did she care to face
Jensen again? At the thought of her butterfingers in letting the
card slip from her hand, she grimaced. Hopeless -- a fitting
word for her silly fantasies.

She squared her shoulders. He was human,
nothing more. She climbed out of the car, clicked the doors shut
and tromped back through the parking lot, her toes pinching in
protest. Not for anyone but Dade would she endure this.

She returned to the same spot only to
discover the line had disbanded. It couldn’t be already over. She
had to buy the book.

The sound of excited voices made her turn.
She followed the direction of the noise. To the left, down a short
hall, stood a group of people. She skirted the fringes of the crowd
to find Jensen seated behind another long table with his assistant
beside him. She was in luck after all.

Dozens of empty boxes lay at his feet. As
Julie stood watching, a gray haired woman in back of her piped,
“Get to the end of the line, Missy.”

Julie flashed an apologetic smile and
retreated, only to discover an ear-ringed, Mohawk-haired teenager
standing in front of her. She smiled inwardly. Jensen attracted all
kinds.

When Julie finally made it to the front, she
spied with relief a short stack of books still on the table.

The mystery writer looked up, hazel eyes
glinting. “Julie, right?”

She nodded, pleased he’d remembered her
name. Hopefully, he didn’t remember her clumsiness in handing over
the charge card.

“Oh, and could you autograph another, this
one to Dade?”

He frowned. His piercing eyes bore into
hers. “Husband or boyfriend?”

Was that a note of accusation?

“My law partner,” she said, determined not
to sound defensive.

Jensen lifted his eyebrows. “That’s
all?”

His eyes connected with hers. Unflinching,
she stared back.

“What’s his last name?”

“Dade will do.”

Jensen autographed the books then held them
out to her.

“Thank you.”

“The pleasure is all mine.”

Heat rose to her face. In her confusion, she
almost swiped the books from the man’s hands. I’m not a
teenybopper. What’s the matter with me?

Back at the car, curiosity overcame her.
What had he written? She flicked on the overhead light and opened
the top book.

“Julie, my dear, are you willing to take a
chance? Yours always, Tyler Jensen.”

Her heart skipped. Had he read her mind?
Could he tell she was attracted to him? How could he not when her
face must have flashed three shades of red.



*****

 


By the time Julie stepped through the
hallway of her brick ranch home, the small Tiffany lamp set on
timer for nine already cast its dim glow on the dark sheen of the
console table. She set the books down on the table and slipped off
her heels. That was better.

She barely had time to luxuriate in the
sensation of the cool tiles beneath her freed toes, as she dashed
past the living room where the timed cranberry colored lamp shed
its soft light onto the plump flowery cloth chair and sofa.

Books in hand, she searched the pantry for
the wrapping paper she’d purchased a few weeks before. She found it
hiding beside the wax paper and foil.

Armed with scissors and tape from the
odds-and-ends drawer in the kitchen, she quickly wrapped the
present on the counter. The browns and greens of the paper looked
distinctively masculine. The gold bow added just the right touch.
One project completed.

Her unwrapped book lay beside Dade’s. She
forced her eyes away. She didn’t have time to read. She must leave
the land of writing and enter the land of law.

With conference euphoria plunging, she
slipped into her office. With a sigh, she opened the leather
catalog case she’d rolled beside the cherry wood desk Friday
evening. Reaching inside, she withdrew Miller’s papers.

This particular case was set for trial on an
emergency petition at the Illinois Workers’ Compensation
Commission. She felt guilty about cutting her preparations so
close. Her client, Adam Miller, deserved her best
representation.

The opposing attorney, Roland Barabat,
refused to pay compensation benefits without a fight. Barabat’s
arrogance was typical of the man. She and Dade had had constant
run-ins with the attorney. This case shouldn’t even have made it to
trial, but tell that to Barabat.

Miller was a factory worker for Krol
Industries. At the end of the day, he’d punched the time clock and
headed to his car in the company parking lot. There he slipped on a
patch of ice and broke his arm. Since the accident had occurred on
specified company grounds, like it or not, his employer was
liable.

She hated it when an employer cheated an
employee of his rightful due. Such injustices happened to the
unwary, but not to her clients.

Julie reviewed the medical records, paying
close attention to the history of the accident as it had been
reported by her client to the hospital emergency room staff and
later to the treating doctor. Thank goodness the reports jived,
tying Miller’s condition to the occurrence.

With everything clear in her mind, Julie
typed notes on her laptop computer and backed them up on the micro
drive. She’d go over it again on the train in to work.

She was more than ready for a fight. Barabat
wouldn’t know what hit him. She’d teach him not to tromp on the
little guy.

Way past midnight, when she was turning back
the covers of her bed, guilt hit her. If she gave up her law
practice to write, what would become of the little guys she might
have helped?

 


*****

 


The man made her heart race, though his face
remained hidden. It had to be Jensen. Julie lay beneath him in
delicious ecstasy, as he slowly and thoroughly pleased her.
Although it was their first time together, he knew exactly where to
touch and what to do.

It felt glorious, but she knew it was wrong.
She pushed him away. “You have to go,” she said. “I can’t do
this.”

In a flash, he disappeared.

Julie lay awake frustrated and thinking.
I’m so hung up on love and commitment I can’t even enjoy a dream
without suffering a moral dilemma.

Just as well. Though the mystery writer got
to her in more ways than one, that’s as far as it would go. The
graphic nature of his books and the reality of the vamp leaning
over his arm at the conference were signposts he wasn’t a forever
kind of guy.

The alarm rang, jarring Julie from her
reverie. Time was short. She had decorations to buy and put up.
She’d have to hurry to make it to the office before Dade. He’d flip
for sure, but that was all right. Although he’d put on a show of
disapproval, she knew that deep down he’d eat up all the fuss.

She hastily dressed, gulped down a bowl of
multi-grain cereal, grabbed the copies of Hopeless off the
coffee table by the door and placed them in the catalog case next
to the gigantic Miller file and her laptop computer. The books
reminded her of a decision she’d need to make soon.

Julie shrugged off the thought. She wanted
Dade to enjoy his birthday, so for now she’d not mention her
growing doubts about remaining in the practice.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


The sun shone brilliantly in a baby blue
sky. Infant breezes ruffled Julie’s hair and patted her cheeks,
lightening her mood as she rolled her clanking catalog case down
the sidewalk. Her neighbor’s dog darted from behind the bushes and
barked a greeting.

“Good morning, Jimbo.” She stopped to bend
down and pet him.

The animal’s tail beat furiously, making
Julie smile. Jimbo came on as ferocious to the general population,
but reserved his affections for a select few. His mistress, the
elderly Sarah Pritchard, was first in line. Jimbo would die for
her. The feeling was mutual. The woman doted on the nondescript
black-and-white canine as if he were a precious child.

“Jimbo, time to come in,” Sarah called out
from the adjacent doorway.

The dog abandoned Julie and bounded back to
his mistress. “Good boy, good boy,” Sarah praised Jimbo.

Julie wished she could own a dog that wagged
its tail and greeted her when she came home, but it would be cruel
to subject an animal to her erratic schedule. For now she’d have to
settle for being a part of Jimbo’s extended family, which was in
itself a good thing.

Continuing her four block trek to the
downtown Arlingdale commuter station, Julie took deep breaths of
the blooming lilac and honeysuckle potpourri. She gazed
appreciatively at the willows and elms sporting their light green
buds as they waved in the breeze. This early June day was much too
pleasant to waste, but board the train she must.

Once seated, Julie flipped open her laptop
computer. Ignoring the conversations of the other passengers and
the clack of the rails, she busied herself with the trial notes.
Twenty minutes later, she smiled in satisfaction.

Ready with time to spare. Maybe I can
squeeze in a chapter of Jensen’s book.

She turned the cover and stared again at the
autographed message. Was it conceit to think the mystery writer
might be personally interested in her?

Lost in thought, her mind spun wild
scenarios, each starring a certain mystery writer and herself. She
barely noticed the train covering ground, drawing her closer to her
destination.

Not long afterwards she stepped down the
metal stairs into Ogilvie Transportation Center in downtown
Chicago. Other commuters darted past her through the main
terminal.

Instead of following them, Julie took a
detour to her favorite card shop on the left. Although it was only
seven o’clock, the doors stood open as usual. She slipped inside
and purchased a birthday banner and three decorated balloons.

Six blocks later, on the twelfth floor of
her white stone office building, Julie unlocked the darkened door
and smiled. She’d beaten Dade in. Not easy considering his Lake
Shore Drive condo sat only a few miles away.

She flipped the overhead switch in the
reception area to reveal the four butter-colored leather chairs,
love seat, and round table with popular magazines, all waiting for
the day’s clients.

Her catalog case squeaked as she rolled it
along the variegated design of the short carpet leading to her side
of the suite. Once rid of the case and her purse, she darted into
Dade’s office, where she hung the decorations and hastily retreated
down the hall to her own file-filled office. She had to do
something about all this work. Only a few inches of her walnut
colored desk were visible. Blocking that thought from her mind, she
awaited Dade’s arrival.

Five minutes later, she heard the
unmistakable sound of his quick stride. Her heart sped. Any minute
now he’d discover her handiwork.

Then came the expected, “Julie McGuire, I’m
going to get you.”

She smiled at the success of her efforts
then counted one, two and three.

There he was, filling her doorway, charging
the room with his energy.

Glancing up from her work, she wagged a
finger at him. “You didn’t think I’d forget, did you?”

“I hate this kind of stuff, and you know
it.”

“And I know you’re a fake. Come over here.
I’ve got something you’ll like.”

He raised his eyebrows. “An interesting
variation, but I’m game.”

A typical Dade remark. Julie snorted.

“I’ll let that pass. Happy Birthday, Dade.”
She handed him the wrapped gift. Her heart raced with anticipation.
Dade was bound to be floored. Though he was usually a “doer” and
not a reader, he did have a weakness for Jensen’s books. Wait until
he saw this one, which hadn’t even hit the shelves.

Still standing, Dade ripped open the
wrapping. His whistle hurt Julie’s ears.

“How did you pull this off?” He switched the
book back and forth in his hands.

“Oh, let’s just say I’ve got
connections.”

“We’re in trouble now. This baby will
seriously jeopardize client time for at least two hours.”

Julie felt the warmth spread throughout her,
as she gazed at her law partner, taking in his azure eyes, the
corners etched with thin wrinkles, and his untamed dark hair which
stuck out in all directions as if he’d run a finger through it
instead of a comb. That was Dade for you. He never concerned
himself with trivialities. Then again, he didn’t need to, not with
his God-given looks and his outgoing personality.

Dade had been a member of her honorary
family for ages, even before her parents had passed away. He was a
vital part of her past and present. Thanks to their law practice,
she saw more of him than of his sister, Avery, whom she counted as
her dearest friend.

“Sit down and read me the autograph,” she
said. “I’m dying to hear what he wrote. I forgot to look.”

Dade flipped open the book atop Julie’s
desk, then raised his eyebrows. “You know Jensen?”

“I just met him at the conference
yesterday.”

“So you don’t know him that well?”

“Not really.”

“This autograph says different.”

“Let me see that,” Julie said, spinning the
book around.

She stared at the tight script, her face
growing warmer by the second. It read, “Dade, your partner is worth
stealing. Watch your step.”

“That’s strange. Well, he is a mystery
writer. He’s probably staying in character.”

Dade snorted. “No, it’s more than that. He
wants you, Julie.”

“I told you, we just met at a conference. He
couldn’t be after me. I doubt if I’ll ever see him again
anyway.”

Dade stared at her with knowing eyes.

He had to be kidding.

“Don’t give me that look.” Reaching around
the desk, she poked him in the arm.

“I want you to stick around here, that’s
all.”

“Well I’m not around for everything.
Remember the agreement.”

“Oh, that,” he said, making it sound of
little consequence. “You wouldn’t break it for once, would
you?”

“And ruin a good thing?” Although outwardly
laughing, inside she was serious.

She had something better than marriage. She
could do whatever she wanted and still see Dade more often than
most wives saw their husbands. They’d faced a lot together,
business and personal-wise. He was there for her and she for him.
They were partners. She didn’t need anything more.

She had all that, yet she was thinking of
deserting him. Could she do it?

Dade stood up to leave. “As usual, partner,
you’re right. I wouldn’t think of reneging on our agreement. On
that note, I’ll scram. I do have cases up.”

“And I’ve got Miller on trial,”Julie said.
“Hey, don’t forget your present. It should be a good read. Oh, and
again, happy birthday.”

Dade’s face looked grim as he swiped the
book from her hands. “Thanks,” he said curtly.

Julie stared at Dade’s stiff back as he
lumbered off. Disappointment washed over her. She’d just given Dade
a terrific birthday present. He should be happy. Was he upset about
getting older or was it something silly like Jensen’s innocent
autograph?

 


*****

 


“That son of a bitch.” Dade heaved Jensen’s
book onto the chair in his office. It bounced off the black leather
edge and landed open on the floor.

He glared at the offending present. His
partner wouldn’t admit it, but the mystery writer was after her.
Danger rang loud and clear in Jensen’s autograph.

When it came to book smarts, Julie ranked
high in her class. Unfortunately, she was a kindergartener around
guys and would be easy pickings. She didn’t realize how sexy she
looked with her wispy blonde hair, long legs and kissable
mouth.

“He won’t get away with it,” Dade
muttered.

Since grammar school, he’d acted as Julie’s
protector, steering the scum away from her, as well as his sister,
Avery, another looker. Only the few and the brave had dared
approach them.

Avery had recently found her soul-mate, a
fellow reporter. Dade wanted that for Julie, but his gut told him
Jensen wasn’t the one.

“Radison’s on line five,” Nora Hampton, his
efficient secretary, cut in on the intercom. He glanced at the
digital clock on the phone. Half past eight, the start of the
office day.

“Get rid of him. Hold my calls.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Donovan.”

He gritted his teeth and jammed the files
into his briefcase. Three trials ahead and every one of them a
mountain to climb on bare feet. Well, that suited him just fine. He
was itching for a good fight. Watch out world.

Julie turned as she was heading out the
door. “Come on, birthday boy. Get moving.”

He took in her appearance with approval. Her
flyaway blonde hair made her look fragile, but that was a facade.
The true indicator proved to be her navy blue suit, with the crisp
white blouse turned back at the neck.

A Madonna-like smile lit up her face, but
this Madonna balanced a briefcase, not a baby. A twinge of guilt
hit him. Maybe he had protected her too well. Julie was thirty. By
her age, many women were married with kids instead of facing a
daily work grind, carrying heavy case loads and wearing power
suits.

As they stepped into the elevator, she
flashed him a nervous smile. He squeezed Julie’s free hand to
reassure her. He wished he could rid her of her claustrophobia, but
that battle she must face alone.

They darted into the modern octagonal shaped
glass building known as the Thompson Center. As usual, Julie bit
her lip as the elevator sped upward to the eighth floor. Once at
the Illinois Workers’ Compensation Commission, attorneys milled
about the open area, networking and exchanging rumors and sports
scores. As they headed toward their respective hearing rooms, the
slim-mustached Barabat, in a tailored gray suit, brushed past Dade
and Julie with a perfunctory remark. “Well if it isn’t Dade the
Devil and his Avenging Angel.”

“Your ass is grass, dude,” Dade hissed back.
“You don’t have a leg to stand on.”

Julie flashed a stern look. “I can fight my
own battles, thank you. The counselor will learn his lesson soon
enough.”

Dade smiled widely. “You’re so right.”

They stopped at the door to one of the small
courtrooms. Dade wished he could join Julie inside, but only in
special instances were those other than the attorneys of record,
the Arbitrator, court reporter and witnesses allowed.

Rumor had it Julie at trial was a sight to
behold, blonde hair flying, eyes flashing, as she annihilated her
opponent. He was proud of her but couldn’t take credit. She did it
all with hard work and a sparse social life. She deserved her
victories, but he still enjoyed sharing them with her.

As he continued down the hall to his
designated courtroom, Dade fought back a vague uneasiness. He
sensed a change in the air, with Jensen as the catalyst.

 


*****

 


Despite Julie’s instructions, Miller called
almost every other day in the hopes of learning the trial results.
Each time she had to tell him the decision had not yet arrived.
Finally, she spied it, the telltale envelope with the return
address of Illinois Workers’ Compensation Commission and the case
number penned on the left side.

With fingers trembling, she slit open the
envelope. Had the Arbitrator agreed with her? She could only hope
so. If not, Miller was in sad trouble since he’d already borrowed
from a loan company so he could make ends meet. The man needed the
money yesterday.

A glance at the print confirmed the decision
was favorable. She’d shot down Barabat’s defense. There was always
a chance for appeal, but from previous encounters she knew Barabat
was smart enough not to take such a case further. Thank goodness,
Miller would get his benefits.

Decision in hand, bursting to share the news
with Dade, she rushed down the hallway only to encounter a closed
door. Maybe he had a new client in with him. Whatever the case, the
news would have to wait.

Nora, Dade’s assistant, walked by, flashing
a quick smile which didn’t reach her eyes. The woman set Julie’s
teeth on edge. She looked professional enough, with her shoulder
length blonde hair cut almost the same style as Julie’s. Also, the
woman scored high marks in aptitude. Dade set a fast pace, but Nora
kept up with his dictation and never complained about extra work.
In fact, she’d volunteered to handle the backups, which meant
working late Friday evenings and lugging discs home with her.

She could have been any lawyer’s dream of an
assistant, but for some reason Julie had never liked her from the
start. Still, she respected her partner’s decisions and tried not
to let her distaste for his assistant show. The fact that Nora
enjoyed pointing out her co-workers’ mistakes, no matter how
trivial, bore out Julie’s first impression of her. She got her job
done and that’s all Dade seemed to care about.

Why dwell on Nora or other trivialities when
she could taste today’s victory? If only Dade’s door would open and
the client would leave, so she could share the news and celebrate.
Unfortunately, it remained obstinately shut and she’d have to wait.
With a sigh, Julie turned toward her office.

Before Julie could step inside, her own gray
haired, competent assistant Dee said, “You’ve got a call on line
three, Simone Stratford.”

The name didn’t sound familiar. Normally,
Julie would ask Dee to screen further. Today, since she was in a
spectacular mood, she’d gamble. She reached for the phone. “Julie
McGuire speaking,” she said in a cheery voice.

“This is Simone Stratford, Tyler Jensen’s
assistant.”

Julie’s heart hammered. “Yes, what can I do
for you?” Her lungs seemed suddenly constricted.

“You’ve been chosen to participate in the
suspense workshop. Might you still be interested?”

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Looking up from behind his glass desk, Tyler
accepted the workshop confirmation list from his assistant.
Simone’s long crimson nails had dug into the paper so hard they’d
punctured its whiteness, leaving a blood red trail of nail polish,
as if marking her territory.

She stood there like a dog waiting for a
treat.

“It’s past eight. Go on home,” he said. “You
don’t need to stay.”

Stifling a sigh, he turned from the
curvaceous brunette and pretended to pull something off the
credenza in back of him. She and her ilk didn’t matter. As a
diversion, he enjoyed hiring beautiful women as assistants, but he
never allowed it to become personal. From the beginning he’d warned
Simone of the rules, but like the other sycophants, she’d chosen to
ignore him. Instead of sex alone, she wanted all of him. That made
her yet another in the long line of willing slaves who sought to
change the immutable. The doors to his soul remained barred. No one
could get in, not even himself.

She stood in the same spot when he looked
up.

“Go on home,” he said again, trying not to
sound irritated. At sight of her disappointed moue, guilt flickered
inside him. Not for the first time, he wished he didn’t have
something missing. What kept him from getting close to anyone?

She turned without a word. Her heels clicked
on the hardwood floor. The slam of the penthouse door punctuated
her displeasure. Would she return? Did he care?

His thoughts immediately fixed on the list.
He tried to quell it, but a tiny spark of hope grew within him.

He pictured Julie as he’d last seen her:
shoulder length golden hair, fiery emerald eyes, soft shoulders
held back, a dichotomy of vulnerability and invincibility. A man
might conquer her physically, but, to win her heart, he’d have to
fall to his knees. She spelled danger and much more.

He’d floundered attempting to answer her
questions, revealing more of himself than he’d intended. After the
soul-baring process had begun, he couldn’t control it. With each
audience query, he’d stripped off more layers, carelessly exposing
himself for her inspection.

While addressing the assembly, his mind had
grappled with the question of how to prevent her from escaping. The
net must be loose enough to draw her in, yet tight enough to catch
her. She liked to write. Where better than a workshop?

Had she changed her mind? His chest
tightened as he glanced down at the list of attendees he’d given to
his assistant to confirm.

Was the intrepid one’s name still there?

Ah, yes, there it was. With a triumphant
whoosh, he released his breath. Gripping the paper, he smiled and
rose. Possibilities, like fireflies, flitted through his mind.
Maybe she’d be the one. Maybe she could accomplish what no woman
had before. So much could happen if only - - but what if it didn’t?
He didn’t dare get his hopes up. He’d been disappointed too
often.

“They all want a piece of me. She’s just
like the rest,” he muttered.

With controlled deliberation, he placed the
list in the top drawer of his desk. Pretending it didn’t exist, he
stepped into the adjoining kitchen and brewed a pot of coffee. Mug
in hand, he sat back down to his computer.

His head pounded, but he relegated the pain
to the background. It was time to write. Eager to rake in more
cash, his publisher had again set a close deadline.

He opened his mind to his latest work,
Drowning in Your Love.

 


*****

 


The air was warm, even at midnight. The
park, densely lined with trees and shrubs, had at one time been his
haven. He’d spent countless hours enjoying its serenity and beauty
until they’d violated his territory.

Frowning, he passed the lapping waters of
the lagoon and the swaying willow grove, until he reached the cover
of the densely flowering forsythias.

At the sound of footsteps, he crouched and
watched through the parted branch at the bottom of the bush. The
two approached from different directions, first the man from the
right, then the woman from the left.

He knew what would happen next. He fought
the urge to jump out and plead, “Be strong, for God’s sake. Don’t
do it.”

His legs trembled, but he remained still. If
only she’d leave, then nothing bad would happen.

Paying no heed to his silent wish, the woman
fastened her eyes on the man’s features, and said, “I love
you.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. Her
wedding ring twinkled in the lamplight as they descended to the
grass.

Every moan from the woman’s lips carried to
the man behind the bushes. Heat coursed from his neck to his face.
His treacherous member hardened. The torture continued. The
lamplight’s glow revealed the slow unbuttoning of the woman’s
sweater, followed by the lifting of the skirt and the shameless act
that followed. What about her family? If they only knew.

The act went on for an eternity as, with
legs grown numb, he crouched and waited in the undergrowth.

Finally they finished, stumbled upright and
rearranged their clothing. A victim of passion, the man returned a
last searing kiss before he vanished down the path. The woman stood
alone, smiling, the only sound the crickets.

In back of the bush, a cramp shot up the
man’s calf. He had to move. If only she would do something, so the
noise wouldn’t carry. Instead, she stood there with that insipid
grin on her face.

He was pitching forward. Wincing, he shifted
his weight. A twig snapped. She turned. He froze, his legs enduring
the prick of a thousand small needles. She squinted, then shrugged
and headed in the opposite direction away from her vanished
lover.

Stifling a grunt of pain, the watcher eased
up partway and hobbled, keeping his cover behind the bushes. His
leg returned to normal, just as she reached the next park lamp. Its
fluorescent glow lit her features, revealing a mouth curved upward
in satisfaction.

“I’ll wipe that smile off your face,” he
muttered, keeping pace with her.

A glance at his quarry revealed her top
button lay open, exposing a creamy expanse of cleavage. His stomach
roiled in anger and protest, yet his swollen member almost
burst.

“Why am I so weak? She means nothing to me,”
his mind said, yet his body told him otherwise.

He must stop the torture. There was only one
way to do that. He inched closer, yet she was still unaware. He
drew so near he could almost taste her.

The time of reckoning had come. He donned
his gloves and slid the silk scarf from his pocket even as he kept
pace with her from behind.

Reaching out, he pinched her waist. She
turned, still smiling, probably expecting to see her lover.

With the element of surprise in his favor,
he whipped the scarf around her neck, entangling her golden hair in
its folds.

She parted her lips to scream, but instead
gasped. He tightened the hold, pulling her close. A mixture of
cheap perfume and sexual body odor invaded his nostrils and lungs,
making him gag.

Despite his revulsion, he stepped closer and
yanked harder. Her surprised look changed to terror, but it
wouldn’t stop him. She deserved this.

The smell of fear hit him full force,
upsetting his stomach’s balance, forcing the bile up his throat.
Ignoring the burning sensation, he swallowed.

Sensing his weakness, she swung at him with
her hand. He caught it, forced her off balance and threw her to the
ground. She rolled over and kicked his shin.

Nausea forgotten, he clutched his leg.
Rolling on the grass, he groped for the scarf. She twisted then
landed a knee to his crotch, making him see stars.

She was up. He could barely move, but he
must stop her. Groping, he latched onto her ankle and twisted. She
lost her balance and landed beside him. He reached for the scarf on
her neck. She knocked him away with her elbow.
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