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      In memory of my sister-in-law, Amy, who would have been my biggest supporter in this endeavor. We miss you every day.
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      Most women are drawn to charming men. But the sweeter the words, the deeper the dimples, the less I trusted them.

      And Logan Gray had charm in spades.

      As a public defender, I liked to arrive at court early so I could speak to the state’s attorney before anyone else arrived. This morning, Logan was the state’s attorney and we were alone. I took in his perfectly pressed navy suit and his sparkling blue eyes. His long hair was perfectly styled back from his face and my fingers itched to run through the strands to feel how soft it was. My eyes dropped to his lips, which tipped into a smile.

      “Morning, gorgeous,” Logan said. I ignored the fluttery feeling that shot through my body and lowered the stack of files I carried so I could read the note I’d attached to the top with the list of clients, charges, and criminal records—everything I’d need to hash out plea offers with Logan. It was the state’s attorney who made recommendations for sentencing to the judge. We argued the reasonableness of those offers before court, and then I discussed them with my clients so they could decide whether to accept the plea offer or try their case. I could advise my clients, but the decision was solely theirs.

      “Morning,” I said a little sharper than I intended.

      “What do you have for me this morning?”

      We quickly ran through cases, discussing plea offers without any issues. It wasn’t uncommon for us to argue about a case while attorneys lined up behind me.

      When we came to the last name on my list, I finally lowered my files to my side, Logan’s head bent over his file as he said, “He’s charged with escape. You know my hands are tied.”

      I nodded. I hated to admit when Logan was right, but he was. There wasn’t much I could do for clients who attempted to escape from jail. Judges took a hard line. “What are you asking for?”

      “Five years. Judges like to set an example.”

      Luke Hudson, newly sworn in as sheriff and also my friend Emma’s boyfriend, braced his hands on the railing behind Logan. “You two getting along this morning?”

      I laughed. “It’s early, Luke. Give us time.” I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed sparring with Logan, and I knew it was a source of amusement for our tight-knit group of friends. Logan tested my trial skills, my legal knowledge, and every encounter left me wound up—in more ways than one.

      “You have a case with me this morning?” Logan asked Luke.

      “Just observing my officers testify in court. The benefits of being sheriff,” Luke said.

      Logan gestured at me. “The idea is that Ms. Defense Attorney accepts my plea offers and no one needs to testify.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “My job is to keep them out of jail, Logan, not cave at the first offer.” I never showed my cards with Logan, even if his offers were fair and reasonable, which they usually were. I enjoyed the challenge he presented because there was no underhandedness or shading the truth like I’d experienced with other attorneys, even though we were on opposite sides of the courtroom each day. He was fair and honest and won his cases with good law and ethical trial tactics. So when I won, it made it that much sweeter.

      When I’d finished advising my clients, I returned to find court had begun. Logan was the sole state’s attorney in the courtroom, so he would be occupied for the rest of the morning, calling the cases, placing plea deals on the record, and trying any cases that couldn’t be settled. I sat in the first row, normally reserved for officers and attorneys, to wait for a chance to pass him a note with my clients’ answers to the plea offers.

      While my friend and fellow public defender Emma advised her client of his rights at the end of the plea deal, Logan turned to me and held out his hand for my note. Reading it quickly, he scribbled something on the back of it. When I went to take it from his offered hand, he held onto it until my eyes met his. Smiling, he whispered, “Glad you came to your senses.”

      I huffed, ready to offer a comeback when the judge interrupted, “Mr. Gray, are you going to call your next case?”

      I took the note, turning it over to read: “Good luck today. You’ll need it.” It irritated me that he insinuated I needed luck, but he loved to get under my skin.

      We both had interviews this afternoon at Gunner, Thompson & Anderson. I’d worked at the public defender’s office for three years and it was time to move on. I was grateful for the trial experience, but I didn’t want to get stuck practicing criminal law. Private practice would expose me to civil law and the significant increase in salary wouldn’t hurt. I wanted to pay off my student loans sooner rather than later.

      I was irritated that Logan was vying for the same job. He didn’t need this job. He could work for his dad’s firm.

      Logan called my first case and we efficiently ran through each case, placing the plea agreement on the record, arguing over sentencing, and advising my client of his post-trial rights. As much as we argued outside of court, we saved personal barbs for our passed notes and the hallway.

      When we’d finished with my last case, I asked the judge to be dismissed and turned on my heel to leave, only making it a few feet before Logan stopped me short with a hand at my elbow. My breath caught as I felt his mouth at the shell of my ear. It wasn’t uncommon for attorneys to have whispered conversations during and after a case to discuss details, but this felt more intimate. When he got close to me, all I could think about was him getting closer, touching me, kissing me. I’d never felt a stronger pull to someone

      “May the best man win this afternoon.” My head shot up at his emphasis on the word man, in time to see him wink at me.

      Pulling my arm from his grip, I said, “Oh, she will. Don’t you worry.” I could feel his eyes on my hips as I put an extra sway into my step, walking out. As much as he antagonized me, I swore I saw desire in his eyes.

      I was shaking from the feel of Logan’s hand on my elbow and his whispered words, stabbing the elevator button in frustration.

      “What happened in court?” Emma came to stand next to me. “Was it Logan?”

      “Isn’t it always?” I stepped into the elevator, pushing the button for the third floor. I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself. No matter how many times I told myself not to let him get to me, it never worked. He affected me like no one else ever had.

      “You ready for the interview?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” The door opened onto the third floor, which held the public defender’s office. I accepted my stack of messages from the receptionist as I continued toward my office. Emma was one thing I’d miss if I got the job at Gunner. She’d moved here over a year ago and had quickly become a good friend.

      “You want to tell me what Logan said that has you so upset?” Emma asked from my doorway.

      I turned my head to see her brows raised as she waited for my response. “He said ‘May the best man win.’”

      Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open in surprise as she plopped into the guest chair across from me. “What? What a jerk. It’s one thing for older attorneys to perpetuate that stereotype, but more women go to law school than men now.”

      “I know. I wanted to smack the smirk off his face.” He hadn’t smirked, but Emma didn’t need to know that. “And he winked at me.”

      “What? He winked when he said it?”

      “Yup,” I said as I finally sat in my cushioned chair, which felt amazing after walking in heels all morning and sitting on the hard wooden pews in court. I didn’t mention that Logan’s words only made me want that job more.

      “Interesting.” She studied my face carefully with a slightly amused look on her face.

      “He’s an ass, Emma.” I stacked my morning files on my desk to input the results into the computer after our conversation. I knew Emma and the rest of our group thought there was something more going on between Logan and me, but there wasn’t. I thought there was a spark the first time I met him, but then I realized he was charming with everyone. He had this natural ability to draw people in—make a woman feel like she was the only one in the room. “I hardly see why you find anything he says interesting.”

      “Well, he certainly got to you.” She smiled wider. “And maybe that was his intention?”

      I shot her a look. She wasn’t saying anything I hadn’t already thought myself, but I resisted my friends’ urging that Logan wanted more—that he was attracted to me. He’d never acted on it. “He’s trying to intimidate me and it’s not going to work.”

      “Okay,” she said, drawing out the word. “Gunner would be stupid not to hire you. I don’t get the impression that Logan’s a hard worker.”

      “I know. He relies on his charm with the judges, juries, and attorneys,” I said, ticking the list off on my fingers, “courtroom personnel, police officers, bailiffs.” It was very effective during jury trials and cross-examining witnesses. He came across as the witness’s best friend, making them more willing to talk, whereas, I’d been described as a pit bull during cross. Judges tended to like his approach more than mine. “And why doesn’t he work for his dad’s firm? I’m all for nepotism in this case.”

      “I have no idea. Don’t worry. There will be other positions if you don’t get this one.”

      I smiled, but I wasn’t sure she was right. Chestertown was a small isolated town and private attorney positions didn’t open up often. I could stay at the public defender’s office until something came up, but the lower pay made it difficult to put much of a dent into my considerable student loans. My parents didn’t have the money for college or law school and my scholarship had only covered a small portion.

      “Good luck.” She stood up to leave. “And don’t forget, tonight is ladies’ night at Annie’s.”

      My shoulders relaxed as I sifted through my stack of messages. “I’m ready for a night out.” I could use a break after this interview.

      “Great. Oh, and another thing. Please, for the love of God, don’t wear a suit.”

      “Why not?” I worked long hours and it was easier to go straight to The Pub after work. If I went home first, I’d probably lie down and go to sleep.

      “You know why—it makes you unapproachable.”

      Under my breath, I added, “That’s the idea.” My ex dumped me the day he failed the bar exam and I passed. He couldn’t handle having a more successful girlfriend. Now I liked to suss out the weak ones early.

      She shook her head. “I better not see you in a suit tonight.”

      Once she was gone, I focused on my interview, going over possible questions and answers in my head. I wanted this job more than anything. My mother gave up her career to stay home with my sister and I, but she’d always regretted her decision. My dad was bitter that he had to pay her student loans. It was a constant source of contention between them. My mom pushed me to study harder, to get a good job, one where I’d earn enough money to be independent, so I’d never rely on someone like she did. Over the years, I’d strived for her approval.

      Beyond the money, this job represented the success and respect I wanted.
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      I stood in front of the receptionist’s shiny dark wood desk, admiring the large letters hanging behind her chair, which read: Gunner, Thompson and Anderson. Floor-to-ceiling windows separated the waiting area from a large conference room, where Logan was seated in front of several attorneys conducting his interview. The windows behind the attorneys revealed the small historic homes and budding trees and gardens of their backyards. Everything seemed expensive, which was so different from the bare necessities the public defender’s office offered. I could almost picture the office I’d have here, with a large window, an L-shaped wooden antique desk, and my name on the door.

      “Ms. Cook, the partners are interviewing another candidate right now. They’ll be with you when they’re done.”

      I nodded at the receptionist, checked my classic black suit for lint, and took a few breaths to steady myself. This was it. All of my hard work brought me to this moment. I had one chance to get this right. I couldn’t choke. I’d been in hundreds of district court trials, in front of various judges, attorneys, and clients. I was professional and confident. I could do this.

      Steadier now, I walked around the room, stopping to admire the framed pictures of the firm’s attorneys standing next to various Ravens and Orioles players, a signed Ravens jersey, and pictures of the attorneys attending football and baseball games.

      I heard the glass door to the conference room open, and laughter spilled out. This was it. A rush of excitement shot through me as I turned to watch one of the attorneys slap Logan on the back and shake his hand. “Tell your dad we said hello.”

      I stiffened. It was a reminder that Logan grew up in this world. His dad owned his own firm, these attorneys were friends with his dad, so he knew them. I’d need to prove that I was the better candidate for the position, but I didn’t have the same connections.

      “Thank you so much for meeting with me,” Logan said, turning to find me watching him. I heard one of the attorneys tell the receptionist they’d be back in a few minutes.

      Logan smirked, saying quietly so only I could hear, “Are you sure you even want to interview? Seems like a waste of time.”

      I took a step closer to him, smiled like this was a friendly conversation, and lowered my voice so the curious receptionist wouldn’t overhear us. “If you get this job, it will be because of who you know, not your credentials.” Snarkiness wasn’t my style, and Logan was more than qualified for the position, but he’d gotten under my skin again. I took a step back, trying to calm down. I wouldn’t let him affect me before an important interview.

      When he turned to go, I asked, “Why don’t you work for your dad?” It was no secret that he was my main competition and I couldn’t understand why he didn’t take the easy route and work for the family firm. It’s what I would do.

      I felt a twinge of guilt when his smile dimmed and a muscle in his jaw ticked. I wanted to annoy him like he annoyed me, but this was more. I’d struck a nerve, one I didn’t know he had and I wanted to back-pedal. We challenged each other, but our words weren’t personal or hurtful.

      “You don’t know as much as you think you do.” Then so softly, I almost didn’t hear him, “I could never work for my dad.”

      As Logan walked away, I heard my name called by a man I recognized from Logan’s interview standing by the receptionist’s desk.

      He held out his hand to shake mine with a firm grip, a Rolex on his wrist, and shiny gold cufflinks peeking out from his navy blue pinstripe suit jacket. “Richard Gunner. Nice to meet you.” I got the impression he’d do well in front of a jury; he was confident and put together.

      “Nice to meet you as well.” I couldn’t help but notice the expensive drape of his suit and his designer shoes. I felt a little shabby in my Ann Taylor suit and blue silk ruffled blouse.

      “Want to walk down to the coffee shop and get some coffee?”

      “Um . . .” I said, looking around in confusion. Where was the panel of attorneys who’d interviewed Logan? “I’m here to interview for the associate position.”

      “I know. I thought you might like some coffee. I’m buying,” he said with a smile.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, a little confused by the casual turn this interview had taken as I followed him out of the office and down a few blocks to the coffee shop.

      I was not prepared for this and desperately wanted to fill the silence. “So, have you worked at Gunner long?”

      “I’m the founding partner.”

      I flushed with embarrassment. Of course he was. His last name was Gunner. I’d prepped questions about my experience and education. I’d researched the firm and I knew he was one of the founding partners, but I was a little thrown by the fact that Richard offered to take me for coffee before the interview.

      When we reached the coffee shop, he opened the door and I followed him in. I’d expect a man to open the door for a woman, but I got the impression he expected people to hold doors for him, not the other way around. I quickly scanned the coffee shop but it was fairly deserted, so I didn’t need to worry about running into anyone I knew.

      “You want coffee? You don’t want one of those latte’s do you?”

      “A tall coffee is fine.” It was funny how expensive his clothes were, yet worried about the price of coffee.

      He ordered and paid for us.

      “Have a seat.” He placed our coffees on the table.

      “Is this part of the interview?” I asked, still uncertain, taking a seat and holding the warm cup in my hand.

      “No. The partners like to interview applicants together, but they wanted a break before yours. I offered to entertain you.” He glanced down at my hand wrapped around the coffee cup. “Are you married?”

      Was he hitting on me? If so, I needed to be careful how I handled this, and I wanted to bring us back to the reason we were here. “How is that relevant to the interview, Mr. Gunner?”

      “I’m trying to get to know you.” His tone was casual, but his eyes narrowed on mine.

      If he wasn’t hitting on me, then was this related to the job? My mind raced with everything we’d learned in law school. It was not proper to ask an applicant if he or she was married, but was this part of the interview? He said it wasn’t and we were sitting in a coffee shop. I shifted in my chair, uncomfortable that I left the office with him, especially if he was hitting on me. Had he asked Logan if he was married?

      When I remained silent, Richard continued, “I need to ensure you’re available to work the required billable hours at the firm. We require associates to bill one-hundred and eighty hours a month. You’ll find that you will have very little time for any outside activities, hobbies, or relationships.”

      Hard work and long hours didn’t scare me. Every new attorney knew billable hours were a necessary evil if you wanted to make partner.  “I can assure you, Mr. Gunner, I’m a hard worker. I routinely work late, take work home, and work on the weekends. I do whatever it takes to get the job done. My boss wrote a letter to that effect and my colleagues would all agree.”

      His face relaxed and he stood up. “Let’s see if the others are ready.”

      Tension eased from my body now that this personal one on one was over. I’d prepared for the interview panel. My mind raced as we walked back to the office. What had I gotten myself into? Had he taken me to the coffee shop so he could legally ask me if I was married? Was this firm sexist in its hiring practices? If so, Logan would have an advantage being a man and I’d need to think about whether this firm would be a good fit for me.

      I followed him into the conference room where two men in their fifties sat waiting, and—I was happy to see—one woman in her forties. She sat across from me with my resume in front of them. Adrenaline rushed through my veins.

      They introduced themselves as Don Thompson and Charles Anderson the other two founding partners and the newest partner, Jillian Ford. Richard took a seat next to them and said, “Let’s get started, shall we?” The others nodded and Charles asked the first question, why I’d chosen to work at the public defender’s office.

      For the next thirty minutes, they took turns questioning me on my education, experience, and prior cases. I did the best I could and I felt good about my chances. I shook their hands, thanking them for their time, and let out a breath once I was in the waiting room.

      “Sadie Cole?” the receptionist asked as a petite woman with long wavy brown hair, blue eyes, and tan skin stood, wiping her hands on her suit pants before she turned to grab her briefcase and sling it over her shoulder. I watched as Richard approached her with his hand outstretched. Would he take her to a coffee shop to ask if she was married?

      I smiled at the receptionist and wished her a good day as I headed out. When I opened the door to leave, I turned to see Richard ushering Sadie into the conference room.

      Why was I singled out? Was it because the attorneys needed a break like Richard said? I wasn’t sure what to think, but I was so ready for girls’ night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt lighter that night at our table outside Annie’s Wine Bar. Whether I got the job or not, I’d done my best. The warm wind blew my hair as I placed a few pieces of cheese and grapes from the charcuterie board onto my appetizer plate.

      “Why do you hate Logan again?” Our most outgoing friend, Stella, asked. “That’s the emotion you feel—hate?”

      “I don’t know about hate; we push each other to do better.” Is that what it looked like to my friends? That Logan and I hated each other? I swear I saw heat in his eyes when he looked at me sometimes but he had so many women throwing themselves at him. Maybe I was just a challenge for him—nothing else.

      “You guys have been at each other’s throats as long as I’ve lived here.” Emma took a sip of her wine as she kept her eyes trained on mine.

      I leaned back in my chair, crossing my arms as I thought back to my first encounter with Logan. It was my first day as a public defender and he was confident, charming, and sexy in his suit. When he focused that megawatt smile and twinkling blue eyes on me, I felt like the only woman in the world. He’d invited me out that night and a thrill had shot through me— my first real attorney job and a handsome man asked me out. It was the confidence booster I’d needed months after my ex, Greg, dumped me.

      When I arrived at the Fish House later that night expecting to get to know him better over drinks, I was surprised to see that Logan had invited several colleagues from both the state’s attorney and public defender’s office. My stomach dropped when I saw a woman with her hand on his chest as she whispered in his ear. When he got up to go to the bar, she stopped him, kissing him on the mouth. I stood frozen in the same spot. He hadn’t seen me yet so I left before he did. I’d clearly misunderstood his invitation.

      I thought we had a connection and it was the start of something between us. But whenever I saw him out, he had a different woman with him. He was flirtatious and loved having a good time. There was nothing wrong with that, but I wasn’t interested in being one of his women. I knew my worth.

      I’d written him off as someone who wasn’t for me. We were attracted to each other, but he wasn’t my type. “It’s nothing he did. Some people just don’t get along.”

      “There has to be more to it than that,” Emma said.

      “He annoys me.” I wouldn’t fall for his act again. I kept it professional—ignoring his winks, flirtatious smiles, and ridiculous pet names.

      “I’ve seen the way you guys interact. You’re the only one who doesn’t fall for his charm and it drives him crazy,” Stella said.

      But I had. “Maybe.” I wouldn’t be giving that man a second chance.

      “So, how was your interview?” Emma asked. “I’m dying to know.”

      I sighed, relieved they’d changed the subject from Logan to the interview. “It was good.”

      “Why do I feel like there’s a but coming?” Emma asked.

      “It was really weird at first. The firm interviewed Logan in front of a panel of attorneys. But when it was my turn, the managing partner took me to a coffee shop and asked if I was married.”

      “He’s not allowed to ask that, is he?” Stella asked.

      “No, he’s not, but he asked me in a public place and specifically said it wasn’t part of the interview. He said he wanted to make sure I was aware of the required billable hours and that I wouldn’t have any time for outside hobbies or relationships.”

      “That’s so sketchy,” Stella said.

      “Did he ask Logan that question?” Emma asked.

      “I don’t know. It didn’t cross any lines, but it felt wrong.” Not only did it feel wrong, but the idea of not having any outside release from work bothered me. Richard specifically mentioned no time for relationships. Did he mean friendships, boyfriends, and family? It seemed a little extreme.

      “But don’t you wonder what else is going on at this firm if he thinks it’s okay to ask if you’re married?” Emma asked.

      “I’m not sure what to think. The rest of the interview was normal.” I took a sip of my wine. “I’d like to move forward. I’ve been at the public defender’s office for a few years now and it’s time to branch out and get more experience.” To lighten the mood, I said to Stella, “It would be nice to say I’m in private practice at our high school reunion.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You were voted Most Likely to Succeed.” Stella sat straighter, gesturing with her hands. “The most talked about issue at a high school reunion is what the person named most likely to succeed did with their life. People want that person to fail; it makes them feel better about themselves.” When we stared at her in stunned silence, she said, “I read it online somewhere—Huffington Post or something.”

      “Would that be a good fit for the Stella Says column?” Emma asked. “You could ask how people feel about high school reunions.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Stella said.

      

      Stella’s words acted as a weight on my chest, making it difficult to take deep breaths. My mother’s expectations weighed heavily on me and I still wanted her approval. The fact that people would judge me at the reunion added another level of pressure—one I hadn’t thought of before.
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      Walking through the empty hallway of the courthouse early the next morning, Logan stood outside the courtroom waiting for the bailiff to unlock it. He stood with one leg bent, foot resting on the wall behind him, a stack of files tucked under his arm, eyes on me.

      “Are you going to congratulate me?” Logan asked as I approached.

      “For what?” I searched his face, which held a cocky grin and his blue eyes sparkled.

      “I got the job.”

      “You did?” I felt my breath whoosh out of my body at the disappointment.  I took a deep breath, Logan’s cocky grin tried every bit of patience I possessed. “Congratulations. You deserve it.” And he did.

      “I’m sure your rejection letter is in the mail.”

      I was gracious, but he was pushing it with his comments. “If you’re not going to work for your dad, maybe I will.” I smiled for the first time, knowing this would take that smirk off his face.

      He pushed off the wall, his face tightening, as he stalked closer to me. “What?”

      I’d meant to keep the mood light, but my words had ignited something in him. He stepped so close I had to look up to keep my eyes on his face and a prickle of awareness shot through me. Swallowing hard, I said, “Maybe I’ll work for your dad. You know, since you don’t want to and you already have a job.”

      “He’s not hiring.” His eyes searched my face to determine whether I was serious.

      At least Logan’s smirk was gone. “Are you sure about that? I thought he was holding out for you to take over the firm. If that’s not going to happen, maybe I should inquire?” I tilted my head to the side as I studied him. His stance was rigid and his jaw tight.

      “You don’t want to work for him,” he finally said.

      “Why?” My voice softened. In all the time I’d known Logan, he had been light-hearted and fun. This was the first real emotion I’d seen from him and I wanted to know more.  “Why shouldn’t I work for your dad, Logan?” A current sizzled between us and his eyes darkened.

      He leaned down until his mouth was by my ear. “You’re playing with fire.”

      The feel of his breath across the shell of my ear made me shiver. I wasn’t sure if he meant because I’d asked about his dad or our sudden proximity.  Did he feel the pull between us? Being this close to him, feeling the warmth of his body, I wanted to play with fire. I leaned closer to his body and imagined his hand moving higher to my neck, cupping my head as he tilted me the way he wanted⁠—

      “Hey! I hear congratulations are in order. Sawyer said you got the job,” Luke said as I guiltily jumped back from Logan. How much had Luke seen? We’d been much too close to be having a professional conversation.

      Sawyer, a professor at Washington College, was Luke’s younger brother and close friends with Logan.

      “That’s right,” Logan said, clearing his throat.

      I took a few deep breaths to calm my racing heart. Now that the moment was broken I was annoyed I’d allowed him to draw me in like that. I didn’t want him to know how he affected me.

      “I’ve gotta find my clients. Congrats again,” I said as I backed away from them. As much as I tried to deny it, I was attracted to him. But I didn’t want to make the mistake of falling for his charm. I’d been wrong about my ex-boyfriend. I thought he was in it for the long haul—marriage and kids—but then he’d broken it off, saying I wasn’t wife material. I’d only ever seen Logan go from woman to woman; he wasn’t serious about any of them. So he was definitely not husband material, if that’s what I was looking for. And maybe I was, if I was being honest with myself.

      “Hey, you okay?” Emma asked as I approached the courtroom doors. “I heard Logan got the job.”

      “Yeah, I heard it directly from the source.” Now that I was with a friend, I let the disappointment wash over me and my shoulders slumped.

      She hugged me. “I’m sorry you didn’t get it and you had to hear it from Logan.” She pulled away. “Was he gloating?”

      Of course he was. “It’s his favorite pastime.”

      I felt my phone buzz and answered, “Ashley Cook.” I waved to Emma and moved to a quiet corner of the hallway.

      “This is Richard Gunner from Gunner, Thompson & Anderson. I wanted to extend an offer to you for the associate position. I emailed you the details: salary, health insurance, etc. You can call the office manager if you have any questions.”

      Elation shot through me, but at the same time, I was confused. “I thought you offered the job to someone else?”

      “We have a few positions open. So, yes, we have made several offers today. At the end of the probationary period, we’ll award a partner-track position to one of you. But I have to be honest with you before you accept the offer, only two of you will stay.”

      An initial probationary period existed at the public defender’s office in order to weed out the worst hires, but what concerned me the most was I’d be in direct competition with Logan. I had to remember when I won the position I’d finally be successful.

      “Congratulations. Take a look at the information I sent you. If you can let me know your response by the end of the week, that would be great.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I couldn’t wait to get off the phone and tell someone the good news. I watched Luke and Logan walk into the courtroom and the desire was strong to shout, “Congratulations are in order, for me!” But as soon as I thought of it, I thought better of it. We’d be working together instead of on opposite sides of the courtroom. There’d be more encounters like this morning. The thought made me nervous and excited all at once.
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      Our friends frequently gathered at The Pub; the main hangout in our small town. Our group of friends recently expanded to include Emma who’d moved here from Baltimore, and Logan, who was friends with Sawyer. Tonight, we were celebrating the job offers.

      “We had to celebrate,” Stella said, raising her beer mug to the group at The Pub. “Logan and Ashley—may you not kill each other.”

      “Ha, ha, ha,” I said. The only thing that would make this moment sweeter was if we were celebrating only my new job offer, not Logan’s. My elation was hampered by the uncertainty of the firm hiring multiple attorneys and wondering what it would be like working with Logan.

      “No, seriously,” Stella paused, holding up her finger and tried again, “may you not kill each other.” Then she erupted into giggles.

      I shook my head because our friends had frequently witnessed us arguing. I liked to excuse it by saying that’s what attorneys do, but I suspected something else burned between us and it wasn’t animosity. “I’m so glad,” I gestured at Logan, “we can be the butt of your jokes.” Stella was loud; she never meant any harm. She was the jokester in our group and she almost always had a smile on her face.

      “Someone has to be,” Stella said.

      Luke thumped the table. “I’ll do the toast since Stella is incapable. Congratulations, Logan and Ashley, on your new jobs. May you both be successful.”

      “Thanks,” Logan said. “I’m glad someone can be mature about this.”

      “Hey! I’m mature,” Stella said. “I provide necessary comic relief in this group.”

      “Thanks, Luke,” I said when I clinked my mug with his. When I thought about this moment, I’d never imagined I’d share it with Logan. I could only hope the next step in my career was the right one.

      “I’ll miss you, but I’m not going to miss you guys fighting. I feel bad for your new co-workers.” Emma smiled.

      Hugging her, I said, “Aw. I’ll miss you too.” Emma had become a great friend over the last year. I hoped my new co-workers would be friendly.

      “And if it doesn’t work out, Logan, you could still work for your dad, right?” Jack asked. Jack had recently moved back home to help his dad’s business and now worked as an instructor at the nearby Fire & Rescue Institute. Friends with Luke since elementary school, he had recently started dating Samantha, our friend and bakery co-owner.

      My mind flashed back to Logan’s reaction when I’d asked him the same question. The way he’d stalked toward me, standing in my personal space, whispering in my ear, quickly escalating from anger to something else. I tried to focus on his reaction to Jack’s question.

      “He wants me to, but I don’t think it would be a good idea,” Logan said, shifting in his seat.

      Sensing his discomfort, I changed the subject. “Do you know Gunner hired a third attorney?” I asked Logan.

      Logan’s face relaxed. “Yeah, a woman named Sadie Cole. She went to our high school, but I think I graduated before she was there. Went to law school at the University of Baltimore and worked for a private firm in the city. I’m not sure why she’d want to come back.”

      “Maybe she didn’t like the city.” Samantha sat next to Jack, his arm around the back of her chair.

      “Does anyone know anything else about her?” I asked. It was a little odd that no one knew anything concrete about someone who’d lived here most of her life. Between being social and her job as a reporter, Stella tended to know everyone even if we didn’t.

      When everyone shook their head, Stella said, “I feel like I know everyone in town, but I don’t know her. She was several years younger than us, though—she was a freshman when we were juniors.”

      “I’m looking forward to the competition,” Logan said with his eyes on mine. “Although, I do have the most experience between all of us.”

      I felt my face get hot between the intensity of his gaze on mine and his insinuation that the job was his. I felt this undeniable attraction to him, but his words irritated me. He was technically right, but it was only a two-year difference. “I think after you graduate from law school, your performance is what matters—not what law school you went to, years of experience, or who you know.” At least that was my hope. I wanted to think I still had a chance in this and I would work my butt off to prove I was right.

      “Tsk, Tsk, of course, that’s important, Ashley, don’t be so naïve.” Lowering his voice, he said, “And are you insinuating that my performance isn’t up to par?”

      His eyes held a challenge and my mind went directly to sex. My face flushed and I tried to recover before anyone else noticed my reaction. “That’s exactly what I was insinuating.”

      “Okay, back to your corners, you guys,” Stella said. “Geez. You are going to tear apart that office. I don’t think that firm knew what they were doing when they hired you.”

      “Oh, I think they knew what they were doing,” Emma said. “Why hire one attorney when you can have these two compete to see who’s the best? It’s a win-win for them.”

      A pit formed in my stomach at her words. She’d said it off-handedly, but what if she was right? Was this is a trial situation where Gunner could weed out the best of the best?  It was easy keeping my distance from Logan as opposing counsel; our animosity was a natural consequence of our roles. But working next to him would be different, could I keep it together working beside him every day?

      Our group spilled out of The Pub later that night, laughing and saying goodbyes. Emma and Luke headed toward his car. Samantha and I were the only ones who still had apartments within walking distance to The Pub.

      “Later!” Samantha grabbed Jack’s hand and pulled him down the brick-lined sidewalk toward her large loft apartment over the art gallery.

      “We’re the last single gals in our group! We need to stick together,” Stella said as she hugged me.

      “You’re right.” I hadn’t thought of that. Our friends were pairing off. Dating hadn’t been a priority for me since my ex dumped me. I’d been so focused on work, which wouldn’t change now that I had a new job where I’d need to prove myself.

      “Hey, we’re single,” Logan said, pointing to him and Sawyer.

      “Eh.” Stella laughed. “Not the same. You like to play the field.” At Sawyer’s offended look, she said, “Not you. I meant Logan. He’s always getting women’s numbers.”

      And she was right. It was not an infrequent occurrence that women approached Logan when we were out and slipped numbers in his pocket. But his love life wasn’t my business. I’d made a decision that day at the Fish House to shut down anything between us, if there ever was anything, to begin with.

      “Well, I’m off. Bye!” Stella said, opening the door to her SUV.

      “Me too. Later,” Sawyer said, walking toward his gray SUV parked in front of Stella’s.

      “Bye, guys,” I said to Sawyer and Logan, walking in the opposite direction of Samantha and Jack to my apartment. I lived only a few blocks from The Pub, away from the main downtown area.

      “Ashley, wait up,” Logan said, jogging up to me.

      I raised my brows at him, surprised he’d gone out of his way to talk to me when we were alone. I know I avoided any one-on-one interaction unless it directly related to work, but that was because I’d misread him so badly. I’d kept my distance from him since. He’d tried to contact me a few times after I left the restaurant that night, but I refused to talk to him. “Yes?”

      “I wanted to talk about something.” He fell in step next to me.

      My heart sped up. What could he possibly have to talk about? “Okay.” I stole a glance at him, but he was looking at the ground so I couldn’t see his face.

      “Is this going to work?”

      What was he talking about—the job or our tenuous friendship since we hung out with the same group of friends? Was he finally going to call me out on the fact that I’d frozen him out since the night he’d asked me to drinks but had another woman’s lips on his? “What do you mean? Are you talking about our new job?”

      “Yeah, are we going to be able to work together?”

      I tensed at his implication that I couldn’t be professional, though working together where we’d possibly be on the same team, I wouldn’t be able to keep him at arms-length anymore. I’d always been worried he’d find out how he’d hurt me that first day. “Are you insinuating I can’t be professional?”

      “Calm down. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      I’d given Logan every reason to think we couldn’t work together and I needed to change that. “I can be professional.” I stopped at the door to my building and turned to face him.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s not me that has an issue.”

      I sucked in a breath. Was he finally going to call me out on that night? Why I’d been so prickly since? I couldn’t tell him that I thought he’d asked me out, that I’d thought we had a connection, but been wrong. It stung but I needed to get over it. “I don’t have an issue.”

      He looked away from me then, his disappointment palpable.

      It was then I realized how alone we were. I could hear people talking and laughing when the door to The Pub opened, but otherwise, the sidewalk was deserted. Whenever we were alone my awareness of him increased and I was worried he’d notice.

      Logan stepped closer to me and I forced myself not to back up for more space. “I don’t want to fight anymore.” His face was sincere. “The day we met, I thought⁠—”

      “We don’t get along, Logan. It’s not a big deal. You’re just not used to this feeling.” Whenever he mentioned that night, I’d shut him down. Admitting I’d liked him at all made me feel vulnerable. Right now, everything about his words and proximity was too intimate.

      His forehead wrinkled at my abrupt change of subject. “Why do you say that?”

      I needed to put this back on him. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. You flirt and women fall at your feet.” I held my breath because as much as I was trying to distract him from the real issue, what I’d blurted out was pretty close to the truth.

      His lips twitched and his dimples popped. “I can’t help that I’m a likable guy.”

      And that was my issue. I’d felt something when we met—a spark—something real. But I’d completely misread him and the situation.

      “The question is, why don’t you like me?” he asked.

      My first reaction was to deflect. He was hitting too close to the truth and it was the reason I’d pushed him away all of these years. “It drives you crazy, doesn’t it?” I smiled. “You’re not used to a woman who isn’t automatically enamored with you.”

      “So, what? You’re jealous I flirt with other women?” He tilted his head while he waited for my answer.

      Every effort to deflect was failing tonight and my fears were valid. When he was close, my attraction to him was undeniable. If he pushed too hard, he’d find out I liked him. I had since that first day. “You’re unbelievable.” I crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t want to be vulnerable with someone who had the power to crush me.

      He studied my face. The air between us thick with tension. “I think something else is going on inside that head of yours.”

      I sucked in a breath inhaling his scent, leather and cologne, and wished that he was different. That we could be different. The way he acted with women was a sure sign that he wasn’t the one for me. If he found out I’d harbored a crush on him this whole time? He’d think I was silly. I wanted him to see me as a strong independent woman. Not someone who’d fall for blue eyes, dimples, and some charm. Not like those other women.

      “And I enjoy a good challenge, Ashley.” Then he turned and walked away.

      This is what I was afraid of—Logan was too much for me—too manly, too charming, and too good looking. My relationship with Greg was comfortable and I was devastated when we broke up. If that’s how I felt then, what would happen if I let Logan in? If I ever had sex with Logan, I wouldn’t be able to separate my emotions from my good sense.
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      Nervous and excited for my first day on the new job, I’d come in extra early with my new office key to take a few minutes to admire my office—the gold-plated name plaque on the outside and my dark wood desk. The large picture window overlooked the gardens of one of the houses located behind the row of law firms, called Lawyers’ Row.

      I was officially a lawyer on Lawyers’ Row, no longer in the public sector. I pulled open the glass doors to the large conference room where everyone was asked to meet first thing this morning to greet the new attorneys. The attorneys outfitted in conservative suits were already seated with legal pads and pens placed in front of them on the table and the office staff seated against the back wall. I scanned the room for a friendly face, but Logan was the only person I knew in the room except for the partners who’d interviewed us.

      When my eyes flicked to Logan, he tilted his head toward the empty chair next to him. Sighing, I walked over to sit. “Good morning,” I said to Logan, showing him I could be civil though thoughts of his words the other night were fresh in my mind and caused my heart to pick up—I love a good challenge.

      He winked when I met his eyes. “Morning.” His voice was always low and rumbly this early in the morning.

      When Richard Gunner stood at the head of the table to speak, I forced myself to pull my eyes from Logan’s.

      “Morning, everyone. I know you’re all very busy, but I thought we should introduce the new associates, give a bit of your history, and hit the ground running.” He nodded at Logan.
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