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CHAPTER ONE
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Something was out there. 

Jack Holden stilled in the saddle and tugged gently on the reins to slow his horse, Scout, to a stop. The bay gelding obeyed immediately, not making a sound. He’d trained the quarter horse himself and reached down to gently pat its neck. 

Then his gaze scanned the fence line, overgrown with brush and shadowed by the thick grove of trees surrounding it. Only a sliver of moonlight shone in the dark Texas sky and tree branches swayed in the warm August breeze. An owl hooted in the distance as Jack slowly dismounted to assess his surroundings. 

Static suddenly crackled in his earpiece, then a voice said, “Possible breach near the east fence. Holden, that’s your zone.” 

“I’m on it,” Jack replied, keeping his voice low. 

After his honorable discharge from the Army eight years ago, he'd taken a job with Tuf Security in Pine City. It was a private firm that provided bodyguards and event security for high-profile business executives, professional athletes, entertainers, or anyone who might be a target due to their wealth or fame. Tonight, they were working a party at the ritzy Cumberland Ranch, where all the bigwigs in North Texas had gathered for a charity ball.

Leaving Scout to graze on the lush grass, he began to walk along the high fence constructed of thick wood beams and steel. It wouldn’t be easy to breach, but someone determined enough to climb over it could gain entrance. He made a mental note to advise the Cumberlands to upgrade their fence security.

After several minutes of walking along the east fence, he'd almost convinced himself that the breach was a false alarm. Probably just some critter making too much noise, he thought to himself, like a deer or a coyote. As his gaze surveyed the area once more, he just hoped it wasn't a skunk.

Then he noticed a figure in the distance, emerging from beneath the long shadow of tree branches. It was too dark and far away for him to make out more than a silhouette, but there was definitely someone out there.

Maybe a two-legged skunk.

Jack pressed one finger to his earpiece and said softly, “Intruder sighted.”

“Need backup?” 

He sized up the lone subject, then replied. “Nah, I’ve got this.”

Then he advanced, moving quickly toward his target. “Stop right there,” he commanded, reaching for the gun in his shoulder harness. “Put your hands up and identify yourself!”

“Don’t you dare shoot me, Jack Beauregard Holden,” cried a voice he knew all too well. “You’ve been avoiding me for so long I finally had to track you down myself!”

Jack lowered his gun, shock and disbelief reverberating through him. “Grandma Hattie?” 

“For land’s sake, put that gun away, boy.” Grandma Hattie, dressed all in black, marched up to him. Then her expression softened. “I'm sorry if I gave you a start.”

“A start?” he echoed, tipping up his cowboy hat. “What are you even doing here?”

“I had some business at the Cumberland house and decided to stop by to see you." Her silver brow furrowed, then she moved close enough to place her palm on his forehead. “You’re looking a little pale. Do you feel all right?”

“I’m fine, Grandma,” he assured her, wondering how he’d ever explain pulling a gun on Grandma Hattie to his five brothers. She and their late grandfather had raised all six of them on Elk Creek Ranch after their parents were killed in a car accident. The Holden Brothers hadn’t had a good brawl for a while, but he probably had one coming now. “What business did you have here?”

She dropped her hand from his forehead and patted his shoulder. "Oh, just some Cowboy Confidential business."

He swallowed a groan. Cowboy Confidential was Grandma Hattie's staffing company that she'd recently started out of her home on Elk Creek Ranch. She employed family members and friends to work temporary jobs for ranchers and farmers. 

Although a few Cowboy Confidential jobs required a different kind of expertise. She'd been after Jack to take on one of those jobs in his spare time, but he'd been putting her off. Now he wondered what she had up her sleeve.

Before he could ask her, the voice sounded in his earpiece again. "Hey, Holden, do you have a status report?"

"The situation is under control," Jack replied. "I have the intruder secured and will follow protocol."

"Roger that," said the voice in his ear. 

Then Jack turned to his grandmother and offered her his arm. "May I escort you back to the house?"

She smiled up at him as she smoothed back her silver hair. "I assume that's protocol?"

He nodded. "I need to take you to the command center for processing, but it's just a formality."

"Perfect," she replied, taking his arm. "That will give us plenty of time to catch up."

Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the Cumberland mansion. Jack could hear loud band music emanating from the ballroom as he led his grandmother to the back of the house, where the housekeeper's small office served as a temporary command center for Tuf Security. 

When they reached the open doorway to the office, Jack saw his old friend and owner of Tuf Security, Trevor Fleming, seated behind a small desk and talking on his cell phone. 

Trevor smiled and waved them inside.

Jack pulled up a chair for Grandma Hattie and helped her sit down. But as he started to grab a chair for himself, he saw something that made his stomach drop. On the table behind Trevor there were six bottles of Grandma Hattie's homemade blackberry cordial. His gut told him he was being set up and the serene smile on Grandma Hattie's face sent him hurrying toward the door.

"Hold on there, Jack," Trevor called out.

Jack slowly turned around. "I need to get back to my post." 

"This should only take a minute," Trevor said, pocketing his phone as he flashed a smile at Grandma Hattie. "I didn't expect to see you back here so soon, Hattie. Don't tell me you're the one who breached the fence?"

"I sure am," she replied. "I've been climbing fences since I was four years old. And I was bound and determined to see my grandson since you've been keeping him so busy."

Trevor nodded. "He's one of the best." Then he looked up at Jack. "In fact, a new job just landed on my desk and I think you're the perfect fit."

"Let me guess," Jack said with a sigh. "Is it a job with Cowboy Confidential?"

Trevor laughed. "How'd you know?"

"Like you said, I'm one of the best. Plus, I know you've always been a sucker for Grandma Hattie's blackberry cordial. And she only hands it out to Cowboy Confidential clients." Then he pointed to the six bottles of cordial. "But I've never seen her give out that many before." 

Grandma Hattie sniffed. "It seems like a fair trade for Trevor lending me Tuf Security's best bodyguard."

"I agree," Trevor said.

Jack chuckled. His grandmother had finally done it. After months of Jack explaining to her that he was too busy to work for Cowboy Confidential, she'd found a way to rope him in. "Okay, I'm in. What's the job?"

Trevor grinned as he reached for a file on his desk and handed it over to Jack. "Protecting a damsel in distress. So, it's right up your alley."
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Carly Weiss knew she’d never look at a cream puff the same way again. Especially now that her flaky pastry was Exhibit A in the case of the People versus Chester Frey. 

It all began when she’d been hired by bookshop owner Sophie Odell to prepare a gourmet meal on the sly in Sophie’s kitchen. Poor Sophie had been an ardent believer in the old adage that the quickest way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. So, wanting to impress her new beau Tobias Cobb with her cooking, she’d had Carly hidden away in the kitchen, cooking her heart out, and handing the gourmet results to Sophie who had passed them off as her own. 

Everything had been working out perfectly until Sophie’s ex-boyfriend, Professor Chester Frey, showed up with a .357 magnum and gunned down Sophie and Tobias. The bullet that had blasted through Cobb, a sofa cushion, and an Oriental screen had finally turned up on a dessert plate, smothered in hazelnut cream filling.

Carly tried not to think of the shooting as a bad omen for her fledgling catering business. In fact, she tried not to think of the shooting at all. Or the blood. Or the chilling, calculated expression on Professor Frey’s bearded face that had been haunting her sleep ever since.

It affected her so much that she even briefly considered her mother’s pleas to marry and make babies instead of baklava. Fortunately, the shock gradually had faded, and Carly once again set her sights on her dream. She wanted to sauté her way to the top of the catering world. Or at least be the best in Pine City. Maybe even someday open her own gourmet restaurant.

Omens be damned. Her cooking hadn’t actually killed anyone yet, even if she had witnessed two murders in the line of duty. 

A savvy businesswoman couldn’t allow one little mishap to deter her. However, a savvy businesswoman could take advantage of this opportunity. Especially an insolvent savvy businesswoman.

“My card,” Carly said, handing Monica Cortez, Pine City’s seasoned district attorney, a small rectangular white parchment with the words Carly’s Creations printed in big, bold letters, a stalk of asparagus serving as a colorful exclamation point. Then she sat down in a leather wing chair and watched an expression of blatant disbelief cross the woman’s face as she stared at the business card. All right. So, it was shameless self-promotion. Some might even call it tacky.

Carly called it survival.

After the news of the shooting hit the media, most of her catering clients had decided murder wasn’t all that appetizing. Soon her cell phone had been flooded with messages of condolence and cancellations.

Then the bank had started sending her loan notices with the word overdue printed in reproving red ink. Her suppliers kept hounding her for payment. And this morning her cheese soufflé had collapsed. A girl can only take so much pressure before she breaks.

Carly had succumbed to that pressure by donning her best power suit and wedging her feet into a pair of spiked Italian heels recommended by her Dress-For-Success class. Then she’d teetered down to the district attorney’s office, ready to ask for a small favor. Prosecutors were always offering deals in exchange for testimony, weren’t they? She watched reruns of Law & Order. She knew how the system worked.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Ms. Weiss,” Monica said. She opened a thick file folder on her desk and placed Carly’s business card inside. “My office has been trying to reach you.”

"Please call me Carly," she said, relaxing under Monica’s affable smile. This wasn’t so hard after all. Monica looked like a woman ready to bargain. “If it’s about my testimony...”

The door creaked open behind her, and Carly turned and saw a cowboy framed in the doorway, his broad shoulders almost touching the casing. He was tall, even taller than her brothers, which made him at least six three, and all of it lean, hard muscle. When he took off his black cowboy hat, she noticed his close-cropped, black hair matched the dark shadow of stubble on his solid, square jaw. The cowboy boots, blue denim jeans, and black shirt he wore clashed with the opulent furnishings and soft, pastel colors of the office.

Carly reached up to adjust her glasses and realized after poking her finger into the bridge of her nose that she wasn’t wearing them. That was the problem with nervous habits; they didn’t adjust well to fashion concessions like contact lenses. Her cheeks grew warm as she dropped her hand back into her lap.

“Did Frey see you that night?” The deep baritone of his voice surprised her. And the way he walked into the room made it clear this cowboy thought he was in charge.

Carly swallowed her discomposure and her gum. “Who are you?”

“Jack Holden,” he replied shortly, seating himself in a chair next to the window. He flipped open the clasp of the knapsack he held and withdrew a manila folder. He studied the contents for a moment, and then he studied Carly. “I understand you were hiding in Ms. Odell’s kitchen.”

“I wasn’t actually hiding in the kitchen; I was just tucked away in there,” she clarified. “Although after the shooting started, I was definitely cowering under the counter.”

“Did you hear Professor Frey arrive?”

Carly bristled a little at how this handsome stranger had sauntered into the district attorney’s office and started interrogating her without so much as a polite introduction. She wanted to put him in his place with a stinging rebuke. But the only word that came to mind when she looked at Jack Holden was hunk-a-burger, a nickname coined by Carly and her best friend Alma Jones in their adolescence to describe a mouthwatering male.

Lucky Alma satisfied her craving a year ago by marrying her very own hunk-a-burger named Stanley. Unfortunately, at twenty-nine, Carly’s no-sizzle love life left her with plenty of time on her hands. So she poured all her passion into her work, creating such delectable dishes as wild plum pudding with hard sauce and steamy scallops on a bed of wild rice. Cooking provided a wonderful alternative to brooding about her solitary state.

Until she came face-to-face with temptation.

She met his intrepid gaze and said coolly, “Sophie cranked jazz music on her stereo so her date wouldn’t hear me in the kitchen. She wanted him to believe she was doing all the cooking.”

Poor, poor Sophie. Desperate for love and marriage, she’d sorted through her admirers, stamped Tobias Cobb as the brightest romantic prospect, and dumped Chester Frey like a moldy old book. No matter how this meeting turned out, Carly had every intention of testifying against Frey to make him pay for what he'd done to Sophie and Tobias.

“I stayed in the kitchen, braising and basting, the entire evening,” Carly continued. “Sophie would come in there, spend a few minutes reading texts on her phone, and then walk out with the next gourmet course on a bamboo tray. I didn’t hear anything but ‘La Bamba’ until the shooting started.”

Jack Holden arched a black brow. “Braising and basting?”

“The duckling a l’orange. It’s a touchy dish,” Carly explained. “Cook it too long and it’s dry, not long enough and it’s tough.” Reaching into her purse, she pulled out another business card and handed it to him. “I’d love to make it for you sometime.”

Startled, Jack took the card, realizing he never met anyone who mixed business with murder before. But then everything about this witness was unique. From her thick mane of unruly chestnut curls to her deep indigo-blue eyes to her provocative mouth. Even the small beauty mark on her left cheek. He tried to ignore how well she filled out her black-and-white pantsuit, cinched at her narrow waist with a wide black belt that only accentuated the feminine curves both atop and below it. Jack cleared his throat and looked away, reminding himself that he had rules about this sort of thing.

“You never answered my question,” he told her as he pocketed the card and focused his attention back where it belonged. “Did the professor see you that night?”

“Of course not,” Carly replied. “I only cracked open the shutters that separated the kitchen from the rest of the apartment when I heard the gun blast. That’s when I saw him shoot up everything in that room, including Sophie's collection of stuffed teddy bears. I don’t think he would’ve spared me, even if I do make the world’s best meatloaf.”

"Believe it or not, Jack hates meatloaf," Monica said. “How would you like the opportunity to convert him?”

The perfect opening. Carly seized it with both oven mitts. “I’d love to cater a meal for Mr. Holden. For both of you, actually. I understand you’re up for reelection, Ms. Boyle,” she said, sitting forward in her chair, her voice full of enthusiasm. “Carly’s Creations can provide the perfect menu to open up those campaign pocketbooks. How does oysters in champagne sauce sound? Then we could follow with celery consommé and a light entree. Perhaps lamb curry or Veal Normande? The dessert should be both elegant and powerful.” She paused a moment, her gaze assessing the older woman. “Chocolate crepes with French vanilla sauce, I think.”

“It all sounds delightful.” Monica Boyle folded her hands on top of her desk, her polished fingernails a perfect match to her Chanel suit. “But I’m talking about placing you under Jack’s protection. Just as a simple precaution, of course, until the trial."

“Wait a minute, he's a bodyguard?" Carly interjected, the word sticking in her throat. “Isn’t that a little extreme? I mean, Chester Frey is behind bars.”

“That seems to be the problem,” Jack said. He shuffled through the papers in his folder, finally pulling out a single sheet of lavender stationery. He studied it for a moment, his brow furrowed, then handed it to her. “This came to our attention this morning.”

The drawing on the crinkled paper drew her notice first. It was a small caricature of a woman’s face, done in crayon, with huge blue eyes and bushy, brown hair. Below the picture were four short lines of verse, also in crayon. The letters were written in an indistinguishable block print.

SUGAR, SPICE, AND EVERYTHING NICE,

GO INTO COOKIES AND CAKE.

FALSEHOODS, FIBS AND OUTRIGHT LIES

DO A DEAD CATERER MAKE.

“This is awful,” Carly breathed. “Lies doesn’t rhyme with nice. And what’s this supposed to be?” She pointed to the drawing. “A witch?”

Jack folded his arms across his chest, his gunmetal-gray eyes unreadable. “That is a picture of you, Ms. Weiss.”

Carly’s mouth dropped open in horror as she studied the picture again. He was right. The coloring matched. Even the small dark spot on her cheek. She looked up at him in dismay. “Is my nose really that big?”

“No,” Jack replied crisply. He took the paper out of her hands and returned it to the folder. “But I think you’re missing the point. This may indicate a threat to your life.” 

Carly smiled. “From whom? A vengeful preschooler?” She sobered when she saw a muscle begin to twitch in Jack’s jaw. The man obviously had no sense of humor.

“This is serious,” he replied. “Frey claims he received this letter in his mail yesterday at the jailhouse. I'm sure you know that he’s somewhat of a minor celebrity?”

“He wrote The Top Ten Traits of True Love," Carly said.

Jack nodded. “This letter may have come from a deranged fan who doesn’t want to see his idol spend the rest of his life in prison. Now I don’t want to alarm you...” 

“Of course not,” Monica interrupted. “That is certainly not our intention.” She stood up and walked around to the front of her desk. “We hope the note is nothing more than a hoax. But our department does have certain guidelines we follow in this type of situation.” Her voice grew wistful. “Professor Frey is... was... highly admired in academic circles. His seminars were quite popular, as well as his books. I believe Loving Your Neighbor even appeared briefly on the bestseller list.” She smiled reassuringly at Carly. “It’s not unusual for celebrities to receive correspondence such as this. Most of the time it comes to nothing.”

Jack watched Monica at work and wondered when and where she learned to spin so beautifully. He supposed it was a natural result of a lifetime in public office. But now that distinguished career was in jeopardy. He'd met with her yesterday and learned about the case. Recent newspaper editorials were questioning the district attorney’s commitment to this case since she and Frey belonged to the same Pine City social circle. As members of an exclusive country club, they both frequently attended the same parties and formal dinners. 

He'd also learned that his brother Nick, a police detective involved in the case, was the one who referred Monica to Cowboy Confidential for bodyguard services. 

Jack cleared his throat. “I believe the professor also fits the classic portrait of a sociopath. A man who believes himself intellectually superior to others. It’s not inconceivable that he’s manufactured this so-called anonymous letter just to unnerve you, Ms. Weiss. Like a puppet master pulling strings. It’s an issue of power. He knows the D.A.'s office can’t just ignore something like this.”

Monica frowned at him. “It’s possible. Although I believe Professor Frey gave us this letter in good faith. He claims he has no wish to see another human being harmed.”

Carly gaped at her in astonishment. “Is this the same man who sent the love of his life and her date on a one-way trip to the Woodlawn Cemetery?”

Jack observed Monica’s cheeks darken. The lady didn’t like dissenters. But Carly Weiss, the only witness in an otherwise shaky circumstantial evidence case, was the key to getting Frey convicted. The man was still professing his innocence and was charming and articulate enough to potentially convince a jury of it, too. If Carly wasn’t there to contradict him.

Most people believed Monica’s reelection hinged on his conviction. She needed to portray herself as a tough prosecutor—which meant keeping her best witness alive and well and happy.

“You’re so right,” Monica acquiesced. “Now you know why we’re concerned about your safety. Jack is one of the best bodyguards in the business. And due to a special witness protection fund, we’re able to offer his services to you. I’m certain he’ll strive to inconvenience your life as little as possible.”

“Thank you,” Carly said politely, “but no thank you.”

Monica’s brown eyes widened behind her bifocals. “I beg your pardon?”

Carly smiled apologetically at Jack. “I really don’t think I need a bodyguard. I appreciate your concern, but I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. The trial is only two weeks away and...”

“Four,” Jack interjected. “Frey got a postponement.”

Carly shifted in her chair. At this precise moment, Jack Holden was disturbing her far more than some lousy poem. Tiny goose bumps rose on her neck as his intense gray eyes regarded her. His firm, oddly sensual mouth was set in a determined line.

“Ms. Weiss, I must insist that you consider this very carefully,” Monica Boyle said. “It’s just a precaution, of course, but a necessary one.”

Glimpsing an employment opportunity, Carly instantly set her misgivings about Jack aside. “I disagree,” she began. “Since the murder, my business has suffered terribly.” She sighed dramatically. “I’ll probably just spend the next four weeks holed up in my apartment, developing new, tantalizing recipes. Unless you happen to know someone who could use my catering services.”

Monica Boyle’s blond brow rose a fraction. “I might.”

Carly smiled dolefully at her, hoping she looked the picture of the noble but suffering capitalist—hoping her bluff worked for the sake of Carly’s Creations’ financial statement.

D.A. Boyle returned the smile, though her eyes remained cool. “Perhaps you’d consider catering a campaign kickoff luncheon I’m planning?” She paused a beat. “Of course, I wouldn’t consider hiring you unless Jack was also present as your full-time bodyguard. For the safety of both you and my guests.”

Carly pretended to consider the offer. “I suppose that’s reasonable, since there will probably be several high-level city officials invited. Maybe a few city councilmen, a judge or two...”

“Even the mayor,” Monica said dryly. “Do we have a deal?” 
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“We need to set some ground rules,” Jack announced as he followed Carly through the door of her apartment building. He carried his overnight bag in one hand and a sack of hastily packed groceries from his place in the other. The moment he stepped over the threshold, he realized the bunkhouse at Elk Creek Ranch would be more secure than this place. 

“I don’t like rules,” Carly said, leading him down the dim hallway. A lone, willowy cobweb hung from the naked lightbulb in the ceiling. “But I suppose since this is an unusual situation, I can make an exception.”

Force of habit made him check out every window and doorway, but his gaze kept being drawn back to the hypnotic sway of her rounded hips. Maybe this assignment was some sort of test. Like a stress test or one designed to measure how long he could withstand torture.

If he didn't know better, he'd think Grandma Hattie and Nick had conspired to find a woman with just the right combination of beauty, brains, and brass to make him want to kill her or kiss before he completed this job.

Jack loosened his grip on the leather handle of his overnight bag. Fortunately he had no intention of succumbing to either temptation.

Growing up on Elk Creek Ranch with five rowdy brothers had taught him to be tough, both inside and out. And losing his parents when he was only six years old had driven him to a career of protecting people so their families wouldn’t have to live with that kind of pain and grief. That had always been his mission, and no one had distracted him from it—until now. 

The floor squeaked as they made the long trek to the elevator. Grimy fingerprints smudged the puce-green walls and the distinct odor of overcooked cabbage wafted through the hallway.

Home for the next four weeks.

Jack smiled grimly to himself. At least now she was cooperating. Not a murmur of discontent passed her lips since they left the district attorney’s office. Maybe this Cowboy Confidential job wouldn’t be so difficult after all. Now that she got what she wanted, Carly Weiss, caterer and con artist extraordinaire, might not object to following orders.

“The first rule is no smoking or vaping,” Carly began, stabbing the elevator button with one finger. “The odor can be absorbed into food and alter the taste.”

The sickly ding of the elevator heralded its arrival. They waited several silent moments before the doors finally opened. Then they stepped into the empty car and Carly punched the number three button with her fist. She waited a few seconds, then punched it again. The doors closed with a groan as the elevator lurched upward.

“Nice place,” Jack said, looking around the elevator car for an inspection sticker.

“It’s not so bad,” Carly replied, “once you know how everything works.” She turned to face him, poked her finger into the bridge of her nose, and then clasped her hands behind her back. “Now what were we talking about...? Oh, yes, the ground rules.”

She smiled up at him and Jack’s stomach flipped over. A typical reaction in an elevator, he told himself firmly. Especially a rickety old crate like this one.

“The second rule is no running, jumping, or tumbling in the apartment,” Carly informed him. “Mrs. Kolinski from downstairs retaliates by flushing her toilet whenever I’m in the shower.”

“I’ll try to restrain myself.”

“Rule three is that we tell everyone you’re my first cousin on my mother’s side, visiting from Fort Worth for a few weeks before you make your annual trek to Anchorage, Alaska, to train for the Iditarod dogsled race. You keep your pack of champion malamutes in a kennel up there and pay a local kid to feed and care for them.”

He bit back a smile. “As long as we keep it simple.” 

"Hey, if we have to put up with each other, we might as well make it interesting." 

The elevator dinged, then lurched to a stop, but the doors stayed firmly closed. Jack reached over and pushed the button.

Nothing happened.

“Here's the thing,” Carly said, her hands on her hips, “I really don’t care what most people think. That I picked you up at some honky-tonk or that we’re sleeping together...” Her gaze dropped from his face to his chest and her cheeks flushed a becoming petal pink. “Or even the truth—that you’re guarding me from a mad pen pal. I just don’t want Rusty from across the hall to get the wrong idea.”

“Rusty?” Jack echoed. He didn’t like the way she said his name. All soft and sweet. As if a guy with a name like Rusty deserved a woman like her.

Carly sighed. “He’s asked me out four times in the last year and I’ve always turned him down. Which is difficult because he’s very sensitive. If he thinks you and I are living together, his feelings might be hurt.”

Jack nodded, his dislike for Rusty now replaced by pity for the poor, rejected sap. “So, when I run into Rusty, I’m your cousin, the dogsled driver?”

“Right.” Her lips parted in a relieved smile, revealing a row of even, white teeth. "He'll like that."

Jack liked her smile. It even seemed to brighten up the dingy elevator. “How will I recognize him?”

“He’s shorter than you, always wears a baseball cap, and he has no eyebrows. He’s also very nice and lets me use his Wi-Fi password, because I can’t afford internet at the moment.”

Remembering her antics in the district attorney’s office, he asked, “Just how did you finagle that?”

“I make spaetzle for him twice a month. It’s his favorite.”

Carly turned and smacked the center of the closed elevator doors with her fist. She waited a few seconds, then hit them again. The elevator doors finally creaked slowly open.
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