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An office Christmas party turns into a deadly game of cat and mouse for one young lawyer caught in the middle.

Martie, a first-year associate with a powerhouse San Francisco law firm, expected to fade into the background at her firm’s annual Christmas party. Have a drink, smile and say hello to the right people, and then quietly leave to go back to the mound of paperwork waiting for her at the office.

She never expected to become a key player in a game she never signed up for.

A game that might cost her more than her fledgling legal career.

A game that if she loses, might cost her her life. 

 

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

Kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Bad Night on the 13th Floor

 

The office Christmas party for Olson & Gamble, complete with live music and an open bar, was in full swing by the time Martie arrived. Thirty lawyers, twice as many office staff, and a few cornerstone clients from as far away as Monterey—whales, Cedric Olson called them—filled the ballroom on the top floor of Wedgewood North, Santa Roserita’s premiere hotel. Most of the attendees had brought their significant others or dates for the night, so the room was packed.

Martie was the last Olson & Gamble attorney to arrive according to the staffer who’d checked her in at the entrance to the ballroom.

“You’re lucky number thirty-one,” the woman had said with a smile.

Martie didn’t recognize the staffer, but that didn’t mean anything. As a first-year associate with the firm’s main office in the city, Martie spent most of her time buried up to her elbows in research. She hadn’t even met everyone who worked in the San Francisco office, much less anyone in the firm’s satellite office in Santa Roserita.

“Lucky Thirty-One, that’s me,” Martie said, returning the woman’s smile with a polite one of her own. “Here on the thirteenth floor.”

“That means you’re double lucky.” The woman handed Martie a stick-on nametag. “Just so everyone knows who they’re meeting.”

Martie pasted the nametag on her best party dress, heaved a deep sigh to prepare herself, and tried to stride into the ballroom like she actually belonged there.

The ballroom took up the entire northern end of the thirteenth floor of the Wedgewood. Floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides gave the ballroom a spectacular view of Santa Roserita and the Sonoma valley beyond, home of some of the finest vineyards in Northern California. The owners of two of those vineyards leased penthouses at the other end of the Wedgewood’s top floor, and they had been primarily responsible for getting the Wedgewood built. Martie had no doubt they were also in attendance since they were among the firm’s biggest whales.

Even though she hadn’t been born in the area, she knew the Wedgewood’s history thanks to all the research she’d done in conjunction with a series of lawsuits against the hotel’s owners by a group of local homeowners and businessmen. A local ordinance capped buildings in Santa Roserita at far less than thirteen floors “in order to preserve the unique, old-world wine country look of the valley.” The developers of the Wedgewood had been granted a variance to construct a thirteen-floor hotel, no doubt because of the wealthy families who backed the project.
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