

    
            Chapter One



			“Get down!”

			The barked words cut through the thick smoke, and once again Reggie couldn’t tell if the voice was friend or foe, but the sharp repeating loud bangs told her the difference could be deadly. Before she could decide, her shoulder burst into flames, and she looked down in time to see the files she’d been holding flutter to the ground. Stabs of pain ripped through her and she grasped her arm as her knees buckled. Wet, warm—she pulled her hand back and stared at the bright red blood, barely comprehending it was her own right before she dropped to the ground beside the papers she’d held moments ago. 

			 

			Bang. Reggie shot awake at the sound, unsure if it was real or a tendril from her dream weaving through her real life—an occurrence happening way more often than she’d ever expected. A quick look around the room told her she was safe at home in her bedroom. The nap had seemed like a good idea when her head hit the pillow, but its goal was elusive and she was neither rested nor refreshed, only more stressed than she was when she was awake. She heard another bang, this one lighter, and she recognized the sound of the postman replacing the facing on the group of mailboxes outside her apartment. 

			Mail. The word amplified her focus, and she threw off the covers and pulled on the sweats she’d tossed on the end of her bed. A moment later, she was standing in front of the bank of mailboxes and she took a deep breath. Every day she’d checked and every day there was nothing more than bills and junk, but maybe today would be different. 

			Reggie reached a hand up into the mailbox, but a sharp pain caused her to drop the mail onto the ground, echoing her dream. She rubbed her shoulder, silently cursing the effects of her injury which were taking way too long to heal and stared at the letters strewn on the ground. Most of them appeared to be junk, but she bent down and gathered them up, hoping the letter she’d been expecting was tucked in the mess. 

			It was at the bottom of the stack. She wanted to rip it open right there, but she also wanted to savor the moment, so she walked the short distance to her apartment and juggled the mail in one hand while she fumbled to get the keys in the door. It had been months, and she’d expected her arm to be higher functioning than it was by now, but if the letter she was holding said what she hoped, then her injury would no longer be the focal point of her life. She was long past ready to move on. 

			She tossed the mail on the kitchen counter and reached into the fridge for a beer because no matter what the letter said, she was either going to want to celebrate or commiserate. What she really wanted was company to share the news, whatever it was, but since she’d left her job at the courthouse, it had become harder and harder to reconnect with the family she’d had there. She’d shown up for a few happy hours to celebrate big wins and birthdays, but increasingly she’d felt like an outsider, not knowing the cases they discussed or the new personnel who’d been hired to take the place of her and others like her, who’d left to pursue other jobs after the shooting. Not for the first time, she felt a pang of guilt for moving on, but the bullet in her shoulder was dedication enough for a lifetime.

			She unscrewed the cap on the beer and took a deep pull before reaching for the envelope with the State of Texas official seal. She held it for a moment and closed her eyes, using her dad’s favorite technique for making things happen. She envisioned the words inside, saying everything she wanted them to say, and then, unable to control her patience any longer, she tore it open and devoured the letter within. 

			Congratulations. You’ve been authorized to sit for the Private Investigator’s examination…

			There was more, a lot more, about the details of the exam, how to study, what to bring, and where to schedule, but none of that mattered right now. She was ready for her new career, and while it would likely have her back at the courthouse from time to time, she’d no longer be trapped in the building, a waiting target for any madman who decided to seek revenge without caring who he mowed down in his path. Besides, she planned to focus on business fraud, personal injury, divorce—the kind of cases where the worst thing that happened was money changing hands. She clinked her beer bottle against the handle of the refrigerator, a toast to her new life, just as a knock on the door startled her out of her solo celebration. 

			The face on the other side of the door viewer was her neighbor Evan, the neighborhood gossip. As much as she’d love to have someone to celebrate with, if she invited him in, he would stay for hours. But she knew he’d likely seen her come inside and was unlikely to relent until she answered the door. She eased it open slightly. “Hey, Evan, what’s up?”

			He peered around her, like he was looking to see who else might be inside, but she kept the opening narrow to thwart his nosy self. Finally, he held up an envelope. “This came for you. Damn postman put it in my box by mistake.” He lowered his voice to a serious-sounding whisper. “Looks important.”

			Two important letters in one day—what were the odds? She reached for the envelope and he reluctantly let go. When she pulled it toward her, she processed it had an official seal like the other, but this one wasn’t from the state of Texas, it was from Dallas County. The courthouse to be precise and she instantly recognized it for what it was. She looked up to see Evan staring at her. 

			“You going to open it?”

			She shook her head. “Not right now.” She glanced back into her apartment. “I’m in the middle of something, but thanks for bringing this by.” She eased the door shut, knowing she was being rude, but not caring because she wanted to be alone. She walked back into the kitchen and ripped open the envelope only to find her fears confirmed. 

			You’ve been summoned to appear for jury duty.

			She almost laughed. Of all the reasons she could be pulled back to the courthouse, she never imagined jury duty would be the reason. Given her history, she’d never be selected and the whole ordeal would be a waste of time, but funny, nevertheless. She set down the letter and stared at her phone. One call might make the notice go away, but did she really want to use up a favor on this when there was no chance she’d get picked for a jury anyway? 

			Nope. She was on a roll right now and a couple of hours at the courthouse spent waiting to be sent home from jury duty wasn’t going to bring her down. 
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        * * *

      

			“Mom, I hate these.”

			Brooke looked up from her textbook at her son, Ben, who was wearing his very best ick face while holding a partially eaten donut. She laughed. “No one hates donuts.” She cocked her head and frowned. “Are you really my child?”

			“I don’t hate all of them, but this one.” He made a spitting sound. “It’s horrible.”

			“Drama and donuts. That’s pretty extra for a Monday morning.” Brooke reached out her hand. “Give it to me.” She reached for the sticky circle of wonder and took a big bite. The yeasty dough melted on her tongue and her mouth watered as she savored the salty sweet bacon against the maple glaze. She held the rest of the donut in the air, pointing it at her son. “One day, mark my words, you will long for delectables such as these and wish you had enjoyed more of them while you had the metabolism of a twelve-year-old.”

			“What does that even mean?”

			She shook her head, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut. “Never mind. You don’t need to worry about anything like that for a very long time.” She shoved one of the napkins that had come with the donuts into her book and slammed it shut. “I think I’m ready for my exam. How about you?”

			“I guess so. I mean I studied my brains out, but not as much as you.”

			It was true, she’d studied her brains out for her economics exam, but she wasn’t entirely confident her efforts would pay off. She had a basic grasp of the subject, but every time she went to class or reviewed the materials, it felt like everyone was speaking a foreign language. She’d resorted to watching reruns of Billions and the movie Wall Street to get a basic understanding, but whether either of those crutches would help with the test remained to be seen. 

			She poured the last bit of coffee in a thermos and motioned for Ben to head to the car while glancing at her watch. She had exactly enough time to drop him off at school and make it to class, but when they barreled out the door, her landlord filled the doorframe. Damn.

			“Hi, Mr. Peterson.” She mouthed “let me do the talking” to Ben, and shook her head, hoping Peterson wouldn’t bring up the past due rent in his presence. “I was going to come see you after work today.”

			“See that you do,” he said with an extra dose of surly. “I won’t hold my breath though.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope and she held her breath, praying it wasn’t an eviction notice. “The postman just came and he had this letter for you. I told him I’d bring it by.” He held it up and squinted. “Looks kind of official.” 

			He shoved it at her, and she took it and stuffed it into her book bag without a second glance, taking a small amount of joy in his crestfallen expression as he realized she wasn’t going to share the contents with him. The guy had a lot of nerve, intercepting her mail. No doubt he was hoping it was a big check so she could pay her rent on time. Fat chance. 

			“Mom, we better get going, right?”

			She shrugged away her thoughts about Mr. Peterson and led Ben to the car. When they pulled up to his school, the lack of cars told her they were late. Again. “Sorry, bud.”

			“It’s okay. We missed all the waiting in line this way.”

			She grabbed his shoulder and squeezed before he jumped out of the car. Some days his positive attitude was the only thing that kept her going. She was a grown-ass woman and shouldn’t be relying on an adolescent to keep her sane. 

			She sighed and shifted her focus to the rest of her day. If she didn’t hurry up, she was going to be late to her own exam, and college professors were way less accommodating than middle school teachers.

			James, the teaching assistant for Professor Wiles, was passing out the exam as she walked into the room. He shot her the same annoyed glance she’d received many times during the semester, and she slipped into a seat in the back of the room and fumbled through her bag in a quest to find a pen that worked. Her hand brushed the letter Mr. Peterson had brought over and she bent the edge to look at the return address. Dallas County Courts. Definitely not a check. Nothing good came from a court notice. She looked back at the front of the room and saw that James was still several rows in front of her, so she risked a look at the front of the envelope, and her heart stopped when she spotted capital letters in big, bold, red type: JURY SUMMONS.

			Crap. One more obligation to navigate in her already overpacked schedule. Single, working moms with a full college load should automatically get a free pass. She started to rip open the envelope to see what hoops she’d need to jump through to make that happen when James’s voice hissed in her ear. 

			“It’s a little late to be looking at your notes.”

			She met his eyes with her most stern mother look and let the frost linger for a full moment before she put the envelope away and accepted her copy of the exam from him. This guy might have all the power right now, but she wasn’t about to let him know that. “Thank you, James. I’m sure Professor Wiles is thankful to have someone to handle all his administrative tasks.”

			He huffed away and she instantly regretted her impulsive act. One day her mouth was going to get her into trouble, and she already had more than she could manage. 

			Two hours later, she handed in her exam and prayed for the best. She’d finished in the middle of the pack, timing-wise and hoped the grade would be about the same. She needed this course to graduate, but it wasn’t going to make her career ambitions. She rushed to her car to find a ticket for having exceeded the time on the meter and she stuffed it in her bag with the jury summons. The law was not on her side today, but she didn’t have time to dwell on her misfortune. 

			A few minutes later, she pushed through the doors at Dante’s, the restaurant where she worked. Lunch prep was in full swing and the owner, Lydia, called out for her to head directly to the private room in the back and get it ready for a special reservation. She gladly complied, and used the first few minutes in the empty space to read through the letter from the Dallas County Courts. A quick scan of the possible ways out told her she didn’t have a viable excuse and she’d have to show up in person to plead her case, but when she checked the report date, she saw it was for the following Monday morning. How could that be? She’d never gotten a jury summons before, but surely they gave a person more than forty-eight hours’ notice before sucking their lives away?

			“Why isn’t there water on the table?” 

			Brooke whirled around, startled by Lydia’s voice. “Sorry, I just got some bad news. I’m going to need to take Monday off.”

			“No chance. We’ve got the Rotary Club lunch and that other thing. I need everyone working all week.”

			Brooke held up the notice. “Nothing I can do about it. Jury summons.”

			Lydia laughed. “Seriously? I’ve gotten four of those and they’ve all gone directly in the trash.” She held her arms out wide. “Don’t see me getting thrown in jail, do you?” She smiled. “The cops have better things to do than to hunt down no-shows for snooze duty. Trust me, you’ll be fine. Toss it, but for now, focus on your job.”

			Lydia glided out of the room and Brooke watched her go. Maybe Lydia was right. She could toss the notice just this once. She’d make a promise never to ignore another one. Who would know?

			Her phone chose that exact moment to loudly announce a new call with the obnoxious Imperial March ring tone Ben had chosen for his incoming calls. She pulled the phone to her ear without bothering to glance at the screen. “Hey, kiddo. Make it fast, the boss is close by.”

			“No need to worry. The boss is in her office.”

			The voice was low and even. Not Ben. No, it was someone else. Someone close by. She glanced around the room, but she was the only one there. She held the phone out an arm’s length and looked at the screen. Unknown caller. Had to be a crank call. She moved her thumb toward the red button to hang up but froze at the next words.

			“Listen carefully to everything I’m about to say. Ben’s life depends on it.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Reggie saw Brooke walking toward her and started to duck out of the jury room, but Brooke spotted her before she could make her escape.

			“Hey,” Brooke said. 

			“Hey.” Reggie stuck her hands in her pockets and glanced toward the door while Brooke followed her gaze. Lennox had set up a meeting with the FBI agent she knew, and she only had a few minutes to make it downtown. She should’ve prepared for this moment. After all, she’d driven Brooke to the courthouse that morning, it was only natural for Brooke to assume she’d drive her home, but it was too soon to loop Brooke into her plan.

			“I called for an Uber.” 

			“Oh.” Brooke’s words should’ve released her guilt, but instead she felt worse. Brooke hadn’t assumed they’d ride home together, maybe didn’t even want to spend more time with her. She’d been a jerk to assume she would. 

			“You seemed distracted today,” Brooke said. “I figured you needed to deal with some stuff on your own and I can take care of myself.”

			“Look, I want to talk more about what you told me this morning.” Reggie looked at the door again. “But I need to take care of something first. Can I call you later?”

			“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Brooke backed away and almost struck the wall behind her before she veered toward the door. “Thanks for the ride this morning and for being there for me last night, but I’m good now.”

			Reggie watched her walk away, anxious to correct the misunderstanding, but knowing it was even more important to keep Brooke safe while she tried to subvert the threat she was under. 

			Twenty minutes later, she arrived at the FBI office on the third floor of the federal building downtown and checked in with the receptionist. Lennox showed up a minute later. 

			“Tell me you did what you promised,” Reggie said before Lennox even crossed the threshold of the reception area. 

			“I said I would and I did.” Lennox signed the visitor log and sat down next to her. “I had to call in a few favors, but she’ll have a cop assigned to keep an eye on her place at night. It was the best I could do.”

			“And they’ll be discreet?”

			“Yes.” Lennox cocked her head. “Are you sure you didn’t know this woman before you wound up on a jury together?”

			Reggie shook her head. She’d known Lennox a long time—they’d even briefly dated at one point—and she knew she could trust her discretion, but she didn’t have a good answer for what Lennox really wanted to know which was why she was so invested in Brooke’s fate. It definitely went beyond a desire to see justice be done, but she wasn’t ready to try other reasons out loud. 

			“Look,” Lennox said. “I get it. We’ve been through a lot the last few months. It would be nice to see someone have to pay for what they’ve done.”

			“Yes, it would.” Reggie fished for another subject. “Any word on your brother’s case?”

			“There’s a hearing scheduled in a few weeks, but I don’t know that it’ll go anywhere.” Lennox sighed. “I know in my gut that Harry Benton had something to do with Daniel being set up, but I don’t know that we’ll ever be able to prove it. If only Gloria hadn’t talked Daniel into taking a plea, we’d be in a much better position to overturn the plea and get him a trial.” She paused. “Sorry, I guess I shouldn’t be bad-mouthing my ex when you’re a juror on a case she’s defending.”

			“I think we’ve crossed so many lines already, that one barely matters.”

			Before Lennox could respond, a dark-haired woman poked her head through the door next to the reception desk. “Lennox, you ready?”

			“You bet.” Lennox stood and motioned to Reggie. “This is Reggie Knoll. Reggie, meet Special Agent Sarah Flores.” 

			They followed Sarah back through the offices to a small room in the corner and sat down around a tiny desk. “I thought the ADA’s offices were small,” Reggie said. “I would expect you to have better digs.”

			“Budget cuts. You should see what the less senior agents have to deal with.” Sarah jerked her chin in Lennox’s direction. “So, you work at the courthouse with this one?” 

			Reggie glanced over at Lennox, wishing they’d taken the time to work out an approach before barreling in here. Lennox merely nodded, so she decided to plunge right in. “Used to. I’m in between gigs right now, but I wound up on Shirley Mitchell’s jury and that’s what we’re here to talk to you about.”

			Sarah leaned back in her chair, her face a mask of nonchalance, but Reggie noticed she started twirling the pen in her hand like it was one of those fidget spinners. She was interested in hearing more. Very.

			“Someone’s threatening at least one of the jurors,” Lennox said. “We have reason to think the threats are real.”

			“Do you now?” Sarah crossed her arms. “Lennox, should you even be here without opposing counsel?”

			“It’s not my case.”

			“I thought all cases at the DA’s office belong to the entire office.” 

			“Technically, yes, but sometimes we have to deal with cases that cross the line. This is one of those.”

			“And you’re trying to drag me across the line with you?”

			“Shirley Mitchell has a lot of contracts for federal public housing. If she’s in so much trouble that she’s threatening a juror, you can bet there are problems with her federal projects as well. Don’t you want a chance to take her down?”

			Reggie watched while Lennox stared Sarah down, and after a few moments of silence, she decided she was tired of their back-and-forth. “The threats are real. I know it for a fact. Somebody needs to do something, and I don’t really care which one of you it is.”

			Sarah raised her eyebrows, but Lennox flashed a hint of a smile which she quickly hid by placing a hand in front of her face.

			“Say I take you up on this challenge,” Sarah asked. “What do you propose that I do?”

			Now it was her turn to stare at Sarah while she reviewed and promptly dismissed every idea that came to mind. It was fine in the abstract to imagine a targeted operation designed to capture Shirley Mitchell, or whoever was working on her behalf, in the act of coercing a juror, but it was a whole different story trying to come up with a way to trick her into revealing her culpability

			“Look, I’m not the one in a position to know,” she said. “I’m a regular citizen stuck on a case, reporting an incident of jury tampering.” She wagged a finger between Sarah and Lennox. “You two are the ones who are supposed to come up with the ideas about how to bring the bad guys to justice.” She paused and faced Sarah. “Do you really mean to tell me the bureau hasn’t been investigating Shirley Mitchell? Don’t you have some leverage you can use with the DA’s office to get her to take a deal? If she did, this trial would be over, and the threat gone. Everyone wins.”

			“So, you don’t care about her being prosecuted for making the threats—you only want the threats to stop?”

			Sarah delivered the question with narrowed eyes, like she didn’t fully trust her motives, and Reggie didn’t blame her. She should want Shirley to go down for putting Brooke’s son in danger, but the truth was they might not ever prove she had anything to do with it. People like Shirley always had lackeys with misplaced loyalties who were willing to take the fall or take action to insulate their boss, and for all she knew Shirley might not know any of the details of the things that had been done on her behalf. But if the DA’s office could work out a deal to get her to plead guilty instead of continuing with the trial, Brooke would no longer be in danger and she could get back to her life. “I want whatever makes the most sense, and right now that seems like a plea. It’s a win for the DA’s office and will keep the rest of the jurors safe.” 

			Sarah sighed and looked at Lennox. “Is everyone you know a bleeding heart?”

			Lennox replied with a shrug. “Maybe. She’s not wrong though. You have the resources to make this work.”

			“The real question,” Reggie added, “is whether you have the guts to make it happen.” She held her breath as she waited for Sarah’s answer. If she wasn’t willing to take on the case, they’d be back to square one and she’d have to figure out a way to protect Brooke on her own. Not ideal, but maybe sorting out the truth was a worthy substitute for studying for her PI exam. She squared her shoulders and waited for Sarah’s answer. Whatever it was, she was ready, and she’d do whatever was necessary to keep Brooke safe.
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        * * *

      

			Brooke dropped her keys twice while trying to unlock the door to her apartment, and she vowed to dropkick them across the complex if they didn’t work on the next turn. Thankfully, they complied and she pushed open the door and dropped her purse on the table just inside. 

			“Hi, Mom.”

			She looked across the room at Ben who was sitting in front of the TV munching on handfuls of Cheetos with orange-tipped fingers. “Hey, kiddo. Make sure you don’t rub any of that on the couch, okay?”

			“Sure, Mom.” He punctuated the response by rolling his eyes and, instead of finding it as annoying as always, she breathed a sigh of relief at the very normal preteen sign of disrespect because it signaled he wasn’t sitting around fretting about what had happened to him. “Can we get burgers from Jake’s for dinner?”

			Burgers sounded great and totally worth blowing the last bit of cash she had on hand, but then she remembered. “Sorry, pal. I’m still without a car and they’re not on any of the apps. Does Shake Shack work for you?”

			“Bummer, but yeah the Shack’ll do.”

			He turned back to his show as if she’d disappeared in a puff of smoke. If only she could set aside the circumstances and act as nonchalant about the circumstances. If only she knew what the circumstances were. Maybe it was time to figure that out on her own. 

			She placed the order, trying not to flinch at the fees, and then fished around in one of the kitchen drawers. When you were about to list all the ways your life was messed up, pen and paper seemed like the way to go. She finally located a pen from the auto shop that had taken most of her savings last month, and a Post-it pad she’d swiped from the restaurant, deciding it would have to do. At the top of one of the Post-its she wrote: Reasons To Leave Town. She started to scratch it out, but decided instead it was a decent code for her feelings about her current options. 

			Talk to the judge

			Go to the police

			Sway the jury

			She stared at the list for several minutes. She didn’t like the order and she didn’t like the options, but they were all she had. With the first two, she might be able to shut this whole thing down sooner, but the risk was high. The risk was high with the last option too since she wasn’t convinced she could sway anyone on the jury, but all she really had to do was hold out. A hung jury wasn’t going to please the voice on the phone because Mitchell could be tried again, but it was better than a conviction. 

			“Mom, the food’s here,” Ben bellowed from the living room. “They’re almost at the door and I’m finishing my homework.”

			“Be right there.” Brooke decided to let him have a pass on getting the door after what he’d been through. Another reason option number three was looking better and better. She crumpled the Post-it and tossed it in the trash. She knew what she had to do if she wanted to keep her little family safe and get back to her life as soon as possible. The only problem remaining was the fact she’d told Reggie about the threats. Reggie didn’t strike her as the kind of person who would just let things go, but she wasn’t sure what she was going to do about it.

			When she swung open the door to collect the food, Reggie was standing there holding the Shake Shack bag. “What are you doing here?” Brooke stammered the words feeling like she’d conjured Reggie’s presence and wishing she’d had time to prepare before seeing her again. 

			Reggie shifted in place and looked sheepish. “Well, I could lie and say I work food delivery at night, but the truth is I tipped the delivery guy to get him to give me the food so I’d have an excuse to see you. May I come in?”

			Brooke’s heart quickened at the idea Reggie wanted to see her again, but she took a few deep breaths to put things in perspective. This was not a social call. “Whatever you have to say, you can say it out here. Ben is home and I don’t want him upset after what he’s been through.”

			“Is he okay? Sore, I bet.”

			Brooke wanted to ignore the question and hurry this encounter along, but Reggie’s concern sounded genuine, and she had been there for her during an incredibly stressful time. She held the door open. “Come in, but not for long. Ben has homework and I have things to do.” 

			Reggie grinned and walked inside. She paused in the small foyer and handed over the bag of food. “Good choice,” she said, pointing at the bag. “They’re definitely in my top ten list of burgers.”

			“Only you and my son have a top ten list.” Brooke peered out the door viewer. “Are you sure you weren’t followed?”

			“I wasn’t.” Reggie was emphatic. “I wouldn’t put you in danger.”

			“I don’t think you’d do it on purpose, but I don’t think you understand the level of risk here.” She glanced toward the living room, but Ben was deeply engrossed in whatever was on TV and didn’t look remotely interested in their conversation. “He’s all I have. This trial is going to wind up costing me work and the ability to pay the bills, and that’s without having my and my son’s life threatened. I have to do whatever will keep my family safe.”

			“I know.”

			Brooke took in a gulp of air. “You do?” She’d been fully prepared to do battle to defend her pronouncement, but it was hard to fight with someone who wasn’t fighting back.

			“Absolutely. That’s why I’m here. I have a plan.”

			Brooke wanted to believe her. She wanted to believe there was a way out that didn’t involve her helping a criminal go free because even if Shirley hadn’t committed the crimes she was accused of, she had done worse by not only threatening her son, but making good on that threat with little provocation. But the same reasons that motivated her to believe in Reggie also held her back from trusting anyone to help her out of this mess. She looked into Reggie’s eyes, fully prepared to tell her she wanted no part of any plan, but Reggie’s earnest smile and encouraging eyes coaxed her into hearing more. She shook the bag in her hand. “Food first and then the plan.”

			A few minutes later, the three of them sat around the kitchen table, munching on burgers and fries. Reggie had resisted taking half of Brooke’s food, but she’d insisted because she wasn’t that hungry, which was true. She hadn’t had much of an appetite since this whole mess had started. Ben and Reggie, on the other hand, devoured their food, taking bites between a lively discussion about the latest Comic Con that had been in Dallas. 

			“Walking Dead’s not my favorite show, but I love Eugene,” Ben said. 

			“Eugene’s great, but I’m more of a Maggie fan.”

			“The women in the show are badass,” Ben said, immediately covering his mouth. 

			Brooke gave him a side-eye punctuated by a grin. “The women in that show are indeed badass, but that’s the only context in which you’re allowed to use that word until you’re much older. Got it?”

			“Got it.”

			Ben stuffed the last of his fries in his mouth, unfazed by the admonition. Brooke wasn’t worried. He was a good kid who might occasionally violate the rules in an attempt to seem cool, but she was confident he’d make good choices when it really mattered. “Hey, kid, go finish your homework. I need to talk to Reggie alone for a bit.”

			“’Kay,” he said, sliding out of his chair and taking his plate to the sink. “Nice to see you again, Reggie.”

			“Nice to see you too, Ben.” 

			Brooke watched the exchange and shook her head. 

			“What is it?” Reggie asked. 

			“You’re good with him.”

			Reggie laughed. “It’s pretty darn easy. I simply challenge my inner twelve-year-old who is much more present than the adult version on most days.”

			“Don’t downplay it. You have a real talent when it comes to relating to kids. A lot of parents don’t have those skills.”

			Reggie shrugged. “Ben is easy to get along with and he’s a likable kid.”

			They sat for a moment in silence while Brooke tried to figure out how to bring the subject around to Reggie’s plan. Part of her didn’t want to hear it at all. She already had a plan. Do what she was told and hope for the best. It wasn’t the greatest, but it was probably less risky than anything Reggie was about to propose. “About that plan,” she started before Reggie cut in.

			“Promise you’ll at least hear me out before you say it isn’t going to work.”

			She didn’t want to. There was no reason she should trust this woman she barely knew. But as she stared into Reggie’s eyes, she saw something she’d given up on ever having—a person who genuinely cared about her and who was taking risks to make sure she and her son stayed safe. She wasn’t quite ready to trust the vulnerability that went with the realization, but she didn’t see what harm could come from simply listening to what Reggie had to say. 

			“I promise.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Reggie paced the room, growing more nervous with each pass. Brooke should’ve been here twenty minutes ago.

			“Are you sure she’s going to show up?” Sarah asked, echoing her thoughts.

			“I think so.”

			“You think so? Come on, Knoll. I opened a case to help out your girl, but if she doesn’t show up, we both look stupid.”

			“Lay off, Flores,” Lennox said. “You know you opened the case to be the star that gets to take down Shirley Mitchell. Give her a minute.”

			Reggie mouthed a silent “thank you” to Lennox and continued to pace. She was on her second pass by the door when it flung open in her path and Brooke burst into the room. 

			“Freaking Uber driver kept trying to go to the wrong courthouse. I’m sorry I’m late.”

			Reggie grabbed her hand and squeezed. “It’s okay. You’re here now.”

			“I am, but I’m still not sure I’m on board with this plan.” 

			Brooke looked down at their hands which were still joined, and Reggie followed her gaze. She should care that Lennox and this FBI agent she barely knew were staring at them, but all she felt in the moment was the warmth of Brooke’s touch and the easy way their fingers intertwined. “Trust me, okay?”

			Several beats of silence followed before Brooke broke the quiet. “I do.” She turned to the others who looked away, pretending they hadn’t been watching. “Tell me how
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