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I hate getting dressed up. JT pulled at the tie threatening to strangle him as he smoothed his hair down in front of the bedroom mirror. It wasn’t logical. He knew that. But that didn’t change the fact that he could count the number of times he’d worn a suit – and none of them were good memories.

It also didn’t change the fact that his adoption hearing was today, and he needed to make a good impression. He couldn’t mess this up. The last time he’d faced a judge, the judge gave him to his abusive father. He knew Owens was a manipulating slimeball, but maybe if he’d done a better job sticking up for Dare, that wouldn’t have happened.

Jesus, please make this go well. Make me say the right things. He glared at a lock of brown hair that wanted to keep falling over his eye. Should he have asked Dare to take him to get a hair cut? I want Dare to be my dad more than anything. I don’t know what I’ll do if this falls through.

Actually, he did. He’d almost been forced to rebuild his life as an anonymous gangland informant after he’d run away from Owens. His stomach twisted at the thought that he might have to go through with that plan after all.

“Ready, kid?” Dare’s voice at the door made him jump.

“S-sure.” JT gave up on the stubborn lock of hair, stepped into his loafers, and opened the door. He swallowed hard and gave Dare a queasy grin. “All set.”

Dare raised a skeptical eyebrow that turned to a worried frown.

Not good enough. JT took a deep breath and tried again. If he couldn’t even convince Dare, how could he convince a judge? Besides, the last thing he wanted was for Dare to get the impression he was having second thoughts. His biological father had pushed the idea that Dare didn’t want him – and he’d almost bought it. He and Dare had gotten things worked out, but the last thing he needed was for Dare to think those doubts were returning.

“Tt. I mean, how hard can this be?” JT shrugged away his fears. “Like you said, it’s just a formality. Once it’s official, we can celebrate.”

Dare gave him a skeptical look. Too much. They’d disagreed on how much to celebrate. He’d wanted a quiet dinner and a movie or a night of laser tag. Dare thought they needed to include some of the people who’d supported them.

They’d compromised with a nice dinner at Red Robin with a few people, followed by both laser tag and a late movie. Even so, Dare knew he wasn’t particularly looking forward to the dinner.

“JT, level with me. What’s going on?”

JT glared at the floor as he crossed his arms and blew a frustrated breath through his nose. “I’m afraid I’m gonna mess this up, too.” A hot tear stung his eye. He spoke almost too softly for him to hear himself, “I can’t screw this up, Dare.”

“Unless you tell the judge you’re planning to run off and join the circus, I can’t see any possible way you could mess this up.” Dare tried to sound glib, but failed. He coughed when JT glared. “Besides, I have faith that God’s still in control here. Any problems we face, we face together. After Grice and Owens, today’s going to be a cinch.”

JT wrinkled his nose. He’d rather be facing either Grice or Owens right now.

“Do you need help with the tie?”

“No.” He turned to the mirror again and tried to straighten the tie. The video he’d watched online had made it look so easy. “Maybe.” With a grunt he pulled the knot out. His fingers brushed the gold chain of his mother’s locket he always wore around his neck. He blew out a slow breath and pulled the locket free from his collar. Flicking it open with his thumb, he looked at the pair of tiny photos inside: one of his birth parents before he was born, the other of Dare, Anna, and himself before his foster mom had been killed. A lump rose in his throat as he stared at the photos. He swallowed hard and tried not to cry. Dare caught his breath and wrapped an arm around JT’s shoulders.

“I wish she was here. I’m sorry.” The words came out before JT could stop them. He closed the locket and clutched it tighter in his hand.

“I know, kid.” Dare hugged him close, then was silent for a moment, his chest shaking as if stifling silent sobs. “Don’t be sorry. I miss her, too.”

Dare held him out at arm’s length and smiled at JT through red, teary eyes. “She wanted this, you know. In many ways, she’s the one responsible for today. If she could see us, I know she’d be very happy.”

“I know, and I’m happy, too.” JT smiled up at Dare through teary eyes. “And I’m not that scared. I think I’m ready after all. There’s just one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Can we forget the tie?”

* * * * *
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DARE HAD TESTIFIED in court more times than he could count, but adoption court was a whole new thing. JT’s caseworker had told them that the hearing would be less formal, but Dare hadn’t quite expected the smiling, robeless judge that sat at the bench.

For a cop used to depositions and testimonies in high profile murder trials, he shouldn’t have been so nervous.

He hadn’t been this nervous since he’d married Anna.

Dear Lord, please calm my nerves and help me to present my case clearly and persuasively. The caseworker had prepped them on what questions might be asked, and there were a couple that scared him to death. He totally understood how JT felt. Make me not mess this up.

The bailiff swore him in as he took the stand to answer the judge’s questions.

The first round was easy. Name. Address. Clerical information that allowed the hearing to be processed legally and orderly.

“When did you first decide to take JT in?” The judge looked over the papers and gave him an amiable grin.

“Last Fall. He’d witnessed a crime and needed more protection than a regular foster home could give him.” Dare took a deep breath, remembering Jake Owens’ accusation that he’d never wanted JT in the first place. “I wasn’t sure if I was ready to be a father, but I definitely could be a protector. It was only supposed to be until the threat passed.”

“When did you decide you were ready to make it permanent?”

“Not long after that.” Dare laughed a little awkwardly. “Anna – my late wife – wanted to adopt him from the beginning. After she died, JT and I formed a special bond. I quickly realized I couldn’t see life without him.”

Dare risked a glance at JT’s face. The teen was looking down at his hands. His face was pale, but redness rimmed his eyes and flushed his cheeks.

“JT’s records indicate that the threat to his life is rather recurring.” The jolly judge’s grin faded slightly as he gave Dare a sober look. “Can you repeat for the court the plan you have in place to provide protection for him?”

Butterflies fluttered in his stomach. The plan the judge was referring to was the one Dare had been forced to file with the court when JT had been returned to him after his biological father had taken him. Surely if the judge had a problem with it, he’d have said something before they got this far. Still, if something was going to go wrong today, this was it.

“JT will not be left home alone while I am on assignment. His overnight location must be filed with the police department. If an ongoing threat is identified, officers in the neighborhood may be alerted to be especially wary. He will also have his own cell phone and must check in with me, Chief Beckley, or Reverend Arnobit if he is going out.” That was more JT’s responsibility, and one the teen seemed to struggle with. Even getting his son to carry the phone in the first place had been a chore until JT realized it had a built in camera. “I’ve also enrolled him in a self-defence course and am taking steps to teach him to do better about situational awareness.” JT was actually very good at being aware of his surroundings. What that actually meant was training him not to get involved in every situation.

The judge nodded, seeming satisfied.

Thank you, Lord. One down.

“Mr. Phillip Darren, do you understand that this adoption means that JT will be your legal son and that his welfare and safety will be your sole and permanent responsibility?”

“I do, yes.” Hearing the words spoken out loud was a bit frightening, especially considering how difficult it had been to actually keep JT safe up to this point, but he wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Are you certain that you wish to adopt JT as your own son, without reservation?”

JT’s chest rose as if he were taking a deep breath as he finally looked up to meet Dare’s eyes.

“Absolutely, without any reservation at all.”

* * * * *
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THE MAJESTIC ROOM OF marble and polished wood would have been imposing enough without the importance of the hearing. JT’s stomach had been a knot of nausea and pain.

Until Dare’s testimony. Even though he knew everything Dare had planned to say, hearing it again eased some of the anxiety in his stomach.

Without any reservation at all.

Thank you, Jesus.

He sat in the witness box, clasped his hands in front of him and waited for the judge’s first question. Help me not to mess this up.

“How has life been for you with Mr. Darren, JT?” The judge seemed kind enough, with a ready smile and crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. He looked a bit like Santa without his black robes.

“Heh. An adventure. I mean...” JT hurriedly tried to cover up his flippant response. “I grew up on the streets, your honor, I’d never had a father to look out for me. Dare’s always there for me. He’s always got my back. No one else has ever done that for me.”

His dad gave him a encouraging nod. Maybe he wasn’t doing too bad after all.

“Your caseworker informs me you’ve selected a new name for yourself.” The judge gave him a gentle smile.

JT returned a wobbly one. He’d given his new name a lot of thought – he’d fantasized about losing Jake Owens’ name for as long as he could remember – but actually getting it out was going to be a problem. He swallowed once against the lump rising in his throat.

“JT Baker Darren, your honor.” He spoke clearly as he avoided looking directly at Dare. He hadn’t told Dare he would be taking Anna’s maiden name, only that he’d be dropping “Jacob Timothy” for the letters JT.

Dare made a noise somewhere between a gasp and cough. Hopefully that meant he approved.

“And do you understand that this adoption means that Mr. Darren will be your father permanently?”

“Yes, sir. Isn’t that the difference between adoption and foster care?” He barely managed to keep from rolling his eyes, but his tone still carried more sarcasm than he’d meant it to.

A chuckle filled the room.

“It is indeed. And are you certain that’s what you want?”

“More than anything in the world.”
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“Kill Detective Phillip Darren.” Anderson Maxwell pushed his palms against the heavy desk and stood to his feet as his face flushed red. “Send a message to the cops in this town that I won’t be played with.”

JT caught his breath and leaned closer to the skylight on the roof of Maxwell’s penthouse office. His dad had been deep cover as a playboy drug dealer for most of the two months since the adoption hearing. Dare was the best at what he did, but that didn’t make him invulnerable.

“Overdose?” Carter, Maxwell’s number one, sounded as if he would enjoy offing Dare. He probably would. In the month JT had been investigating behind the scenes, he’d definitely picked up on Carter’s jealousy for “Darren Phillips.”

“I don’t care. Just let me know when it’s done.” Maxwell waved a dismissive hand, clenching it into a fist at the end of the gesture. “And make sure the traitor knows I sent you.”

Adrenaline jacked up JT’s heart rate as he stepped back away from the skylight. Dare was going to be ticked when he found out JT wasn’t at the youth center, but maybe saving his life would make up for it. He pulled his cell phone from his jeans pocket and pressed the speed-dial icon for Dare.

Straight to voicemail. Great. And of course Dare hadn’t given him his undercover contact number.

“Dare, please get this message,” he whispered anyway. “You’ve been made. You’ve got to get out. Maxwell’s sending his goons to finish you.”

He hung up quickly. It could be hours before Dare checked his messages. He couldn’t rely on his warning getting to him in time. He quickly tapped though his contacts to Chief Beckley’s cell number.

“JT?” Chief Beckley answered briskly. “What...”

“Chief Beckley, Dare’s been made,” JT said breathlessly. “Maxwell’s sending his men to Darren Phillips’ apartment to eliminate him. They plan to make it look like a drug overdose. You’ve got to get some men there right away.”

“I’ll have someone there in less than five minutes.” Chief Beckley cut off the call.

JT stood and threw one glance back down into the office below. It was ten blocks to Dare’s apartment. He knew he couldn’t get there before Maxwell’s thugs, but he might get there in time to help Dare anyway. He’d leave his recorders where they were. He might just get something juicy while he was gone.

“Look what we have here, a wannabe spy,” a deep voice snickered behind him.

JT whirled to face the owner of the voice. One of Maxwell’s enforcers stood only a few feet away from him, blocking his way to the stairs. Blockbuster was what he went by. JT didn’t know his real name. He did know Maxwell kept him around for his muscle, not his brains. The thug was slow, but deadly with his fists if he caught you. JT didn’t intend to get caught.

“Look what we have here,” JT mocked, “a wannabe thug. I’ll bet your mother’s real proud of you.”

Blockbuster roared and lunged for the teen. JT feinted left, then darted right, slipping past the bruiser and heading toward the stairs, only to run head-on into a scrawny thug with a large revolver. The scrawny thug grabbed him by the collar and pressed the barrel of his gun to the bridge of the struggling teen’s nose. JT stopped struggling. From this angle, it looked as if the scrawny thug was carrying a cannon. At close range, the scrawny thug’s gun would be just as effective as a cannon.

“The boss thought you might not be able to handle the intruder yourself,” Scrawny said to Blockbuster with disdain as he dragged JT down the stairs. “He ain’t gonna be happy to find out you couldn’t handle a kid.”

“He’s a squirrelly kid.” Blockbuster followed behind reluctantly. “Just ran right past me.”

JT kept his silence as the thugs bickered. There was no way he was getting to Dare now; he’d have to trust God to get the police there in time. If he was lucky, they’d take him back to Maxwell’s office. With his recorders still going in the skylight above the office, he might be able to bait Maxwell into saying something that could be used against him.

“It was just a kid, boss.” Scrawny shoved JT roughly into the office.

JT glared back at the thug, wondering what he’d done to draw attention to himself. They probably overheard my calls. Not that it could be helped.

Maxwell sat at his desk, regarding JT carefully. He frowned and opened the file he had on Dare again. His frown turned to an evil smile. “You’re Darren’s brat. Precocious, aren’t you. Looking to follow in daddy’s footsteps? Does he know you’re playing with the big boys instead of home in bed?”

“You looking to follow in your daddy’s footsteps, Maxwell?” JT retorted. “I hear he’s still got two or three lifetimes left on his sentence. Maybe you two can spend some quality time together.”

With a sudden movement, Maxwell snatched the solid glass paperweight off his desk and threw it at JT with the speed of a man who’d pitched for his high school baseball team. JT dodged the hurtling paperweight, glad Maxwell hadn’t gone for his gun instead. I really need to learn to keep my mouth shut.

Maxwell took a deep breath, smoothed his suit, and gave JT a mean smile. “It’s too bad I already ordered my men to kill Darren. It would have been fun making him watch me kill you first.” He stood and rounded his desk. “It would have been even more fun making that sneaking do-gooder watch me corrupt you.” His smile widened as he pulled a slim metal case out of his suit coat pocket and snapped it open. A pair of filled syringes lay inside. “Maybe my little spy would like a first hand look at my business.” He picked up one of the syringes, clicked the case closed, and slipped it back into his pocket. “With Darren out of the way, we’ve got plenty of time.” He took a menacing step toward JT

JT took a quick step back away from Maxwell. He’d seen the ravages of drug addiction everyday in Kane Terrace. He wasn’t in the least bit interested in getting within reach of that needle.

“Blockbuster.” Maxwell nodded to his enforcer.

The thug quickly grabbed JT in a bear hug from behind, pinning the boy’s arms to his side. JT tried to break free of Blockbuster’s grip, but the thug squeezed harder. JT gasped as he stopped squirming and fought instead just to breathe as Blockbuster’s death grip threatened to crush the air from his lungs.

“Don’t worry, brat, you’ll enjoy it.” Maxwell grabbed JT’s wrist tightly and poised the needle over the vein in his arm. “More than anything you’ve ever experienced in your life.”

Jesus, help me! JT fought desperately against Blockbuster’s vise-like grip.

“Hold him still!” Maxwell ordered, frustration in his voice.

Blockbuster obeyed and JT saw darkness creep into the edges of his vision as his chest was constricted too tightly to take another breath. He dropped his head back against Blockbuster’s chest; his heart pounding like it would explode. He could feel the sharp tip of Maxwell’s needle press against his arm. He gritted his teeth tightly and closed his eyes, willing himself not to cry as he braced himself..

The tinny sound of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony rose from Maxwell’s desk. The drug lord paused and pulled the needle out just as it had pierced JT’s skin.

“That would be Carter, reporting that he’s finished Darren.” He chuckled and placed the syringe back in its case. “You can let him breathe, Blockbuster. We’ll finish with him when I get off the phone. I think he’ll be interested in my call anyway.”

Blockbuster loosened his grip just enough to allow JT to take a breath. JT gulped air desperately as his head cleared. Thank you, Lord. He was far from safe, but Maxwell’s distraction might give him an opening to escape.

Maxwell scooped the phone off his desk and answered it. He grinned at JT and put it on speaker, holding it a little way from his mouth so JT could hear clearly. “Go ahead, Carter,”

“We took care of Phillips,” the voice on the other side reported. “He put up quite a fight. I think Donny needs a doctor.”

“Whatever.” JT panted. “I hope Dare broke his jaw. It’ll save him from having to explain when Dare gets here to take you down.”

“You’re sure he’s dead?” Maxwell sat on the corner of his desk confidently.

“Absolutely,” Carter assured him. “We gave him enough speedball to kill three guys his size. We even hung around for a few minutes to make sure the stuff took effect. He’d already stopped breathing when we left.”

“No.” JT’s bravado slipped as he strained against Blockbuster’s arms. He needed to get out of here. He needed to get to Dare. Now.

“Good.” Maxwell watched JT as he finished his call. “Make sure you didn’t leave any evidence and get back here.” He hung up and grinned at JT slyly. “Your daddy’s dead. His little disguise as Darren Phillips, drug abuser and thrill seeker gave me the perfect cover to eliminate him. The media will think he was just another rich addict overdosing for a thrill.”

“No!” JT screamed. A terrible cry ripped from his throat as he tore free from Blockbuster and hit Maxwell with a flying leap. Taken off balance, Maxwell fell backward over the desk, hitting the floor with JT on top of him. The vengeful teen straddled Maxwell’s stomach as he pummeled Maxwell’s face, arms, and chest wildly with his fists.

“Get him off! Get him off!” Maxwell screeched as he tried to shield his face with his arms. His two thugs rushed over and peeled the grief-stricken boy off their leader. JT turned on them angrily, gouging a row of deep scratches across Scrawny’s cheek and kicking Blockbuster viciously in the groin. When the thugs dropped him to tend to their own injuries, JT darted back toward Maxwell, hate in his eyes.

“You keep that devil away from me!” Maxwell scrambled to his feet and backed away from JT. Blood streamed from his nose as he fumbled to pull his gun and point it at the advancing teen.

Blockbuster lunged toward JT, grabbed him by the ankles, and pulled him to the floor. The thug then pinned JT to the floor while Scrawny kicked and hit him until his struggling stilled.

JT breathed heavily as they dragged him to his feet. His whole body ached and his head hurt, but he was still too upset to care.

“I’ll make you pay for killing Dare.” He gave Maxwell a deadly look.

“What can you do? You’re just a kid,” Maxwell scoffed. “Darren is dead. He can’t help you anymore.”

“You wait,” JT said darkly, “When I’m done, you’ll wish you’d never heard of Dare or me.”

“I doubt it.” Maxwell looked to his men who still held JT’s arms. “Get rid of him. Make sure they never find his body.”

With a low cry, JT threw his whole weight backward and wrenched himself free again. This time, he faked a lunge toward Maxwell, then bolted toward the door as the thugs scrambled to recover and chase after him. JT shoved open the office door and ran into the hall.

Maybe Maxwell is wrong. JT darted past the elevators to the stairwell. I warned Chief Beckley, he could have gotten cops there minutes after I called.

Once inside the stairwell, he glanced up the stairs, briefly undecided. He’d left his recorders hidden on the roof when Maxwell’s goons had jumped him. He’d need them back as evidence against Maxwell if Dare really was–

He shook off the thought and made his decision, leaping over the rail and landing on the lower flight of stairs. He’d come back for the recorders. He had to be sure about Dare first.
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Dare sat in front of the wide-screen TV in his rather posh apartment eating take-out he’d picked up from the nearby Chinese Restaurant on his way home and watching an action movie he’d ordered off Pay-Per-View. The food was good, the movie was even better, but all he could think about was JT. He’d been undercover two months now, and he missed his son.

JT would enjoy this movie. He absently shoveled another bite of Sweet and Sour Pork into his mouth. I wonder what he’s doing tonight.

Reverend Arnobit routinely left messages on his regular cell phone, keeping him up to date on JT. Chief Beckley did too. As part of JT’s protection, an officer checked in with him each night at nine. JT himself even called once in a while with news about a test grade or a school event he’d attended. So far there had been no problems. JT seemed to be staying out of trouble for once.

So why did he feel so uneasy?

Dare stared down into his empty take-out box. Because he could have sworn he saw JT out by Maxwell Enterprises today, that’s why. It had only been a glimpse. By the time he had taken a second look, no one was there. It could have easily been his imagination, brought on by how much he missed the teen. JT had no business out here; it was on nearly the opposite side of town from Kane Terrace. He made a mental note to ask Chief Beckley to look into it the next time he checked in. He was half tempted to call Reverend Arnobit tonight, but he couldn’t afford to break cover, especially now. If everything went right, in less than a week he’d have everything he needed to put Maxwell behind bars.

He’d managed to sow a seed of doubt in Maxwell’s mind over the loyalty of one of his top national lieutenants. Maxwell had suspiciously reciprocated by calling a meeting of his lieutenants to flush out the traitor. It was going down in precisely six days, but Dare had no idea where it would be held. Once he knew, the police could get them all at once, and he could go back home to JT.

A sharp knock at the door interrupted his reverie. He glanced at his watch. 5:17. He wasn’t expecting anyone now.

“Coming.” He set the empty take-out carton on the couch beside him and checked the Sig in his waistband. It wasn’t his official weapon, but one Chief Beckley had provided for his cover as self-protection. He slid the gun back in his waistband as he stood, crossed the room to the door, and peered though the peephole. Carter, Maxwell’s local lieutenant, stood in the hall, looking very impatient. Dare touched the gun in his waistband again. Carter seemed to be alone, but it would be best to be on his guard.

“What are
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