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P R O L O G U E

NORTHERN VIRGINIA
SATURDAY, JANUARY 23

The phone felt warm against her cheek. Caroline Bragg ran a hand 
along the edge of the clothes hanging in her closet and inhaled, then 
slowly released her breath.

“What should I wear?”
“Other than a little black dress?” On the other end of the line, 

Jaime Nichols shushed her mewing cat. “Rhett misses you and says 
send tuna.”

Caroline’s nose wrinkled as if she could smell the foul fish. She’d 
fed the cat during her weeks of crashing on Jaime’s couch. “I miss him 
too. Seriously though, what do I do?”

“Brandon’s been your friend for years. Pick something comfortable 
yet feminine.” Jaime’s tone was no- nonsense. “You’re the southern 
belle. Anything you pick will be perfect.”

It should have been that easy, but it wasn’t. Not this time. “Easier 
said than done. My closet is filled with work clothes.” And a few frothy 
dresses that were better for garden parties than for January. She sighed. 
“This is important, Jaime. I don’t want to blow this chance.”

Caroline had thought close friendship was all she and Brandon 
Lancaster would share, but now he was asking her to be something 
more. Tonight they’d define that “something” over dinner.

“Grab that dress you wore to Emilie’s bridal shower. The cream 
one with wine- colored swirls.”

Caroline nodded even though Jaime couldn’t see. “That’s perfect. 
Thanks.” She ended the call, and her hand trembled as she pulled out 
the flowing dress that had a cream background splashed with large 
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cranberry paisley and flowers. Paired with boots and a leather jacket it 
would hit the right note of fun and flirty. Had she really just thought 
those words related to a dinner with Brandon? And when had Jaime 
become her fashion guru? Two unexpected but welcome evolutions 
in her life.

Brandon was a big teddy bear of a man, unless you’d faced him 
on the football field in his days as a defensive linebacker for the Colts. 
When Caroline first met him, he was a rookie who’d just bought acres 
outside of DC for his off- season retreat. She’d watched as women 
threw themselves at him, but as the evening wore on he ended up 
next to her sharing sweet tea and jokes. As the kid from the wrong 
side of town fighting her way through the first year of law school, 
she hadn’t expected to see him again. Then their paths intersected a 
few months later. The intersections became more frequent in the off- 
seasons, when he asked her advice on his postfootball dreams, which 
involved creating a foster home for hard- to- place sibling groups.

His teddy bear side emerged when he interacted with the kids 
who lived at Almost Home, the group foster home he’d founded to 
keep sibling groups together until they found permanent placements. 
But tonight was for Brandon and Caroline, just the two of them. No 
friends serving as buffers. No kids seeking his attention or a hug from 
her, though she cherished those moments when little arms wrapped 
around her waist or sticky cheeks pressed against hers.

Tonight she wanted to help Brandon forget all the challenges that 
came with serving an at- risk population and help him imagine what 
could be.

And maybe she’d let herself believe this was real. That her quiet, 
long- held dream really could come true: a man like Brandon could 
love her.

A soft smile tipped her lips as she slipped on the dress and touched 
up her makeup. She glanced at her watch then pressed a hand against 
her stomach to settle the butterflies. Where was he?
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As if in answer the doorbell rang. She hurried across her small liv-
ing area to the door and after she opened it took a minute to appreciate 
the sight of his navy suit softened by a forest- green hoodie poking out 
the top of the jacket.

He tugged the jacket down and quirked his head to the side. 
“What?”

“You look good, Lancaster.”
His eyes began to smolder. “So do you, Caroline.” He offered her 

his arm. His smile edged on tentative before becoming one that could 
melt knees across America. “Let’s grab some food.”

An hour later, after a pleasant drive to Ashburn, a small commu-
nity outside the DC metro area, they sat across from each other in a 
red- velvet booth at Clyde’s of Willow Creek Farm. Caroline’s eyes 
darted around the space as she tried to take in every detail. It was 
DC- staple Old Ebbitt’s meets rural horse ranch. Some of the dining 
rooms were designed with heavy beams that made her think of a barn, 
while others had heavy leather chairs pulled against four- top tables, 
and large paintings of birds lined the walls. Dimmed lights made the 
varied spaces intimate, and Persian rugs dotting the hardwood floors 
muted the sounds of the chairs.

“Do you like it?”
“It’s nice.” She smiled at him. “Quite the place for dinner.” Her 

gaze traveled to the old horseless carriages suspended from the ceiling. 
“Do you think they’ll crash onto us?”

“If they do, I’ll protect you.” He waggled his eyebrows as he made 
a small flexing gesture— not quite small enough, as one of the wait-
staff sidestepped to avoid getting knocked by the movement.

The woman smiled at him as she slipped past, somehow managing 
to keep the steaming plates from sliding off her tray.

Caroline reached across the table and took his hand. “Relax, big 
guy. It’s just me.” She fought a grin as he stared at her.

“Did you just call me the Hulk?”
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Leave it to Brandon to notice the oblique Marvel reference. While 
not a typical romance, the interactions between Black Widow and 
Bruce Banner had always tugged at her. The Hulk might be scary and 
angry, but Bruce was soft and sweet. Much like the man sitting across 
the table from her. She shrugged lightly. “Maybe.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Caroline, there’s noth-
ing normal about this, and I’m glad.” His grip tightened on her hand. 
“You’ve meant a lot to me for years, but I want to take this deeper. I’m 
not one to play around.” He paused, and she nodded. “I waited until 
I was sure this”— he gestured between them— “is what I want for the 
rest of my life.”

Her heart skipped a beat as she let his words sink into her heart. 
She’d had a front- row seat to his life for years. He was a reliable man 
who didn’t play the field. Instead, he opted to go solo rather than 
give any woman false hope he was interested in her. It was one rea-
son Caroline’s stomach had been tied in knots of anticipation and 
trepidation all day. She didn’t want to get this wrong. Not when so 
much rested on what happened next.

No, she wanted to build forever with this man she’d loved from 
a distance for years.

Now was their time.
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TUESDAY, APRIL 20

Caroline shifted in the high- backed chair. The massive conference 
room table made her feel more petite than usual. Quentin Jackson, the 
man propelling Praecursoria through its rapid growth, vibrated with 
energy as he studied her.

“We are on the cusp of amazing developments and a transition 
from the lab to trials. We have a few CAR T- cell therapies in early 
stages now with more in our pipeline.”

She racked her mind for the importance of T cells, and he gave a 
hearty laugh.

“Don’t worry if the science overwhelms you. We’ll have you up to 
speed in no time. All you need to know right now is that T cells are 
one of the two cells that make up white blood cells. The treatments 
we’re working on could be the difference between life and death for 
young cancer patients. We need your legal expertise and quick mind 
to synthesize the science with the map to market.”

“I’ve overseen several court trials related to patents, which should 
help with that process.” It had been an unforeseen aspect of her days 
clerking for Judge Loren. She swallowed against the lump in her throat 
that still welled up when she thought about his untimely death from 
pneumonia. A month ago she couldn’t imagine interviewing for a job 
somewhere else, even if a part of her knew that she should stretch her 
wings.

“When can you start? Today?”
She felt rooted to the chair. Everything was moving so fast. Could 

she really transition her experience managing clerks for a judge into 
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managing patents and contracts for a start- up? While Praecursoria 
had been around for a decade as a cancer research lab, about eighteen 
months ago Quentin sold off its lucrative genetic testing branch to 
focus exclusively on the development of cutting- edge CAR T- cell ther-
apies. Starting over that way was a bold if risky move.

She lifted her chin and forced a smile that didn’t waver. “If that’s 
what you need. First we have a few details to work out.”

He laughed. “I like the way you tackle issues head- on. That will 
be key in this role. I know how to steer the ship, and my chief scientist 
can navigate the research, but you’ll keep us on the legal straight and 
narrow.” He tapped his pen against the legal pad in front of him. Then 
he picked up her résumé and named a salary that pressed her against 
the chair. “There will be performance bonuses tied to the successful 
conclusion of trials. We want to look into stock options as well. That 
will be one of your assignments in conjunction with HR.” He slapped 
his hands on the table and she jumped. “My enthusiasm gets away 
from me sometimes.” He shrugged but never wavered as he examined 
her. “Let’s start with a field trip. The best way for you to understand 
why we’re doing this work and research is to show you.”

Thirty minutes later, after a drive from Tysons Corner to Falls Church, 
she was chasing Quentin down the halls of Inova Children’s Hospital. 
If they could figure out how to bottle his energy, the company would 
be a huge success.

“Follow me.” Quentin swiped a card in the reader next to the door 
to the pediatric oncology wing. He held it open for her and she brushed 
past him, then waited for him to lead the way. He glanced over his 
shoulder as he strode down the vibrant purple and teal hall. “I want you 
to meet someone who brings the importance of our work into focus.”

“How do you have a keycard?” It seemed like a huge liability for 
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the hospital, but maybe she needed to remove her risk- management 
hat. She didn’t work for the hospital but for Praecursoria.

He didn’t slow as he approached the nurses’ station. “It gives me 
limited access when I’m meeting with the trial team. I called ahead 
while you took a break.”

Disinfectant couldn’t hide the scents of fear and desperation that 
hung in the air like a heavy perfume. She felt like a voyeur as they 
walked past rooms where people and machines gathered around small 
beds. “What did you want to show me?”

“The doctor I want you to meet is a pioneer. She had a research 
fellowship at the old Praecursoria during her summer between under-
grad and medical school.” Quentin’s steps quickened as if he couldn’t 
wait to see what would happen in the next minutes. “Word is she’s 
having success with our trial therapies, but I like to check for myself.” 
He slowed as he glanced at the room numbers. “I like to be hands- on. 
If she’s having the success I’ve heard, she can help us expand testing to 
additional research facilities. And that gets us closer to the next stage 
of FDA approval.”

“What are you hoping I’ll learn?”
The man turned his charismatic grin on her. There was a reason 

he was on the city’s top- ten list of eligible bachelors, but she wasn’t 
interested. “To be an effective part of my leadership team, you need 
to understand the impact of the work we’re doing. That’ll light the 
passion you need for the long hours and fiscal uncertainty. Also, at 
times you’ll need to answer questions related to the process.”

An average- sized woman with stylish spiky blonde hair exited a 
room, and he threw his arms wide. “There she is. Anna.”

The woman turned, a hand on her pregnant stomach and a flit of a 
smile on her face, but a weary slump bowed her shoulders. “Quentin.” 
She accepted his hug, then moved her hands into her lab coat’s pock-
ets. “Did I know you were coming today?”

“I set it up with your assistant.”
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The woman nodded. “That would explain it. Haven’t connected 
with her yet because of an emergent patient.”

Caroline sensed a tension in the woman and turned on the south-
ern charm she was known for. “We can come back.” Quentin started 
to speak, but Caroline placed a hand on his arm. “We’ve all had times 
where plans change. Nothing is life- or- death about why we are here.”

The woman studied her with a hazel gaze, then her posture re-
laxed. “I like you. I’m Dr. Anna Johnson.” She pulled her hand from 
her pocket and extended it to Caroline.

She shook the woman’s hand. “Caroline Bragg, the new counsel 
for Praecursoria as of two hours ago, give or take.”

Now the woman grinned. “If the trials continue the way they 
are now, you’ll be very busy. We should do lunch so I can answer 
any questions you have about the protocol.” She focused on Quentin. 
“What do you need today?”

“I want to give Caroline a quick introduction to the real work.” 
He glanced up and down the hallway.

Dr. Johnson started down the hall. “You can come along.”
The wing was typically wide, allowing for gurneys and wheel-

chairs to pass, but the walls were painted brilliant colors rather than 
the standard sterile white. Rooms hopscotched down each side past 
the central station that housed several nurses and a bank of monitors.

As she walked, Dr.  Johnson turned to Caroline. “You know 
Praecursoria is developing CAR T- cell therapies.”

“Yes, but I don't understand what that means yet.”
“The short answer is we’re engineering a patient’s own cells to be 

ninja fighters that take out specific cancer- carrying cells like leukemia. 
They become little superhero cells. I’d like to introduce you to a young 
lady who may be a candidate for the trial. But first I need something 
to drink.” Dr. Johnson led them down another corridor to a break 
room. The woman stepped in front of a vending machine loaded with 
various waters and sodas. “Can I get you anything?”
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“I’m fine.” Caroline held up the bottle of water she carried.
Quentin pulled out a credit card. “I’ll get yours.”
“No, you won’t. You know the rules.” She batted his hand to the 

side, then swiped her badge in front of the reader. A moment later 
a bottle of water clunked to the bottom of the machine, and she 
crouched to pull it out.

“How are the trial participants doing?” Quentin asked.
“As well as can be expected.” She uncapped the lid and took a 

long drink. “You won’t have results overnight. This is going to be a 
process— and a long one— but everything I’m seeing from the first 
patient is positive. We should start looking for additional participants.”

“Give me something concrete. A story I can take to funders.” 
Quentin’s smile barely wavered, but Caroline sensed an edge of desper-
ation in his tone. “It’s not inexpensive.”

“It never is.” Anna headed to the door. “Let me show you 
something.”

Brandon hovered over the bed, longing to do something. Bethany 
Anderson was eleven and leukemia was ravaging her body. She’d 
already had two failed bone marrow transplants, and he hoped she 
would qualify for a new treatment option that was in its earliest stages 
of development. It was Bethany’s last resort.

Her eyelids fluttered, and suddenly he was pinned in place by 
large blue eyes.

“Hey, Bethany.”
She licked her lips and tried to sit up a little. “You came back.”
“Yep. I promise I’ll keep coming back too.” Not because it was 

his job, though the state of Virginia had entrusted the care of her 
and her little brother, Gabriel, to Almost Home while the caseworker 
looked for a permanent placement. No, he’d do it because he was 
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the kids’ protector. Normally he felt up to the task, but here on the 
pediatric oncology floor, he doubted his ability to make a difference 
for this little girl.

The idea of subjecting her to a treatment that hadn’t been proven 
yet felt wrong to Brandon, but the doctors said there was nothing more 
they could do without a Hail Mary pass. They just needed the state 
to agree. He might be Bethany’s guardian, but the state would control 
her medical treatment until she was placed with a family.

“Why are you frowning?” Her words snapped him from his 
thoughts.

He forced a grin as he sank into the chair next to her hospital bed. 
“Sorry about that.”

“You don’t need to worry about me.” She straightened the sheet 
under her arms. “I’ll be fine. I always am.” She jutted her chin as if 
that made the words truer. “How’s Gabriel?”

“He misses you. I told him I’ll bring him to see you as soon as he’s 
cleared.”

“He won’t be.” She spoke with the life experience of someone who 
knew. “It’s too dangerous.” She didn’t clarify whom it was more dan-
gerous for.

Today she was a shadow of the girl she’d been six weeks earlier 
when the siblings arrived at Almost Home. They’d settled into a cabin 
with his best house parents, but soon after the leukemia reappeared, 
and her body lacked the reserves to fight. She was running out of 
time.

“That might be true, but I get to be here when I want to.” As 
long as he submitted to frequent blood tests to ensure he didn’t ex-
pose her compromised system to anything. The vinyl squeaked as he 
leaned back in the chair. “I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be 
right now.”

“I can.” She said the words so deadpan, he laughed.
“I bet you can.” He might feel helpless and inept as he tried to 
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watch the various monitors and interpret the displays, but he could 
help her dream. “What’s the first thing you want to do when you get 
out of this place?”

“Go to the beach and feel the sun on my face.”
“That sounds good.” He made a mental note to take her. “You 

keep doing what the doctors ask, and I’ll see about getting you some 
sunshine.”

She studied him as if not sure whether to believe him. “Really?”
“Scout’s honor.” The smile she gave him signaled he’d have to 

make this happen somehow. He didn’t want to set her up for fresh dis-
appointments, because he was out of his element. Almost Home didn’t 
host medically complicated kids. He would need skilled staff to deal 
with the unique needs of that population, something he couldn’t con-
template right now. Worrying about how Virginia might interpret the 
new federal Family First law consumed all of his attention. Depend ing 
on what the state decided, Almost Home might have to close.

A machine started beeping. Loudly. He glanced around but didn’t 
know what to do, so he stood and hurried to the hallway, where he 
collided with a soft mass.
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Oomph.
The air burst from Caroline’s lungs as she crashed into someone.
Quentin steadied her. “Watch where you’re going, mountain man.”
Caroline glanced up. “Brandon?”
His gaze barely took her in before he latched onto the doctor. 

“Anna, the alarms are screaming in Bethany’s room.”
Weariness fled the woman’s posture as she stepped into the room 

Brandon had exited. “Let me see what’s going on.”
Brandon followed her with Caroline a step behind.
Quentin tightened his hold on her arm. “You can’t go in.”
“Yes, I can. Brandon’s my friend.” And he’d been worried about 

Bethany for weeks. She tugged free and stepped through the doorway, 
then stood aside as a woman in scrubs rushed in.

The doctor glanced at her. “Please stay against the wall and away 
from the patient.” She masked up then held a quiet consultation with 
the nurse as she watched the various screens and monitors. Then she 
murmured soft words to the little girl who lay pale against the pillows.

Brandon slumped against the wall next to Caroline, his gaze fixed 
on the bed.

“You okay, big guy?”
“I can’t make this go away.” He whispered the words into her ear.
Caroline took in the small form on the bed. “I’m glad to see her.” 

She squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry.”
“She’s a fighter, but she’s not getting better.” He sighed and then 

rubbed his face with his hands. He barely glanced at Caroline before 
returning his attention to the bed. “I don’t know how to help her.”

“You’re here.” Caroline leaned into his arm. This man was such 
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a rock for everyone, including her. He was the kind of support she’d 
never had as a kid struggling to survive an alcoholic single mom. She 
would have given anything to have someone like Brandon in her life 
as a preteen. The least Caroline could do was let him know he wasn’t 
alone. “How can I help?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“You’re doing the right thing, being here. She isn’t alone.”
“It’s not the same as family.”
“Is there any way you can bring her brother?” Gabriel was one 

of those kids who vibrated with energy and would bring a smile to 
the girl.

“It’s not safe for either of them. It seems like such a small thing I 
should make happen, but can't.”

“You can’t, but you’re here. That’s something.”
His chin lifted a bit, and his shoulders shifted back to their usual 

squared- off position. Her rock was back.
“Thanks.”
“That’s what girlfriends are for. You’re always there for everyone 

else. It’s nice to do that for you.”
He roused to look at her, curiosity filling his eyes. “Why are you 

here? I thought you were interviewing.”
She tilted her head toward the hall. “Come meet my new boss.”
He grinned. “Of course they hired you on the spot.”
“Dr. Johnson is working with one of our trials. Quentin wanted 

me to see what the company's work is.”
The men greeted each other in the doorway, and Brandon stiff-

ened before relaxing. “This is your new boss?” he whispered out the 
side of his mouth.

“Yes. You know him?”
“Not really.”
“If it isn’t Brandon Lancaster. I didn’t recognize you at first. How’s 

my newest investor?”
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Brandon hesitated before extending his hand. He kept his voice 
down. “Good to see you.”

Investor? Caroline let the word bounce around her mind. She’d 
need to remember that.

Quentin cocked his head. “What brings you here?” He glanced 
into the room at Bethany. “Is she yours?”

“Yes and no. I run a group foster home. In that sense, she’s mine.”
“I hope she’ll be all right.” Quentin studied her as if checking for 

symptoms.
“Me too.”
Caroline looked between the two. “You didn’t mention investing 

in this company.”
“Didn’t think it mattered. Didn't know it’s where you were inter-

viewing.” Brandon shrugged, then returned his focus to Bethany while 
Dr. Johnson made notes in the computer.

Dr. Johnson leaned down to speak a few more words to the girl, 
sentences that coaxed a smile from her, then the doctor stepped away 
from the monitors and approached Brandon. “She’s fine. It looks like 
a malfunction on one of the machines, but we will keep a close eye on 
it and change it out if needed.” She studied Brandon carefully. “You 
should go home and get some rest. We’ll call you or the caseworker if 
anything changes.”

“She shouldn’t be alone.”
“She’s lucky to have you in her corner, but if you get sick worrying 

about her, you won’t get to advocate for her here. Her immune sys-
tem is compromised, and I won’t allow anyone near her who is sick. 
Anyone.” The emphasis on the last word seemed to register as Brandon 
stepped back.

His transformation was instantaneous. He held up his hands and 
quirked the small grin that tipped the corner of his mouth and made 
Caroline’s heart skip every time. “All right, Doc. You’re the expert and 
I trust you.”
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“Just keep doing that, and we’ll be good. I’m serious, cuz. Get 
some rest.”

“Cuz?” Caroline’s gaze bounced between the two.
Brandon glanced down at Caroline. “This intelligent woman is re-

lated to me. Can you believe it?”
“Is this the child you want to add to the study?” Quentin’s words 

jarred the space.
Dr. Johnson nodded. She motioned everyone to step farther down 

the hall and lowered her voice so Bethany couldn’t hear. “I’m waiting 
on test results to confirm she qualifies.” A sad knowing filled her ex-
pression. “I’m going to do all I can to push her into this trial.”

Quentin’s expression sobered. “Can we start harvesting and pre-
paring her cells while you wait on the results?”

“Possibly. I’ll call Samson about it right away.”
Brandon lifted a hand. “Wait. Harvesting her cells? Help me 

understand.”
Dr. Johnson’s compassionate gaze shifted to Caroline and Brandon. 

“I know it’s a lot to take in. The treatment I want to try from Praecursoria 
is autologous, which means the patient both provides and then receives 
her own stem cells. We would harvest Bethany’s cells, then send them 
to Praecursoria to be adapted to fight the cancer before returning 
them to her.”

“Isn’t leukemia usually treated with a bone marrow transplant?” 
Caroline felt her neck f lush. “Sorry to interrupt, but I want to 
understand.”

“No need to apologize. Bone marrow transplants are usually the 
first type of immunotherapy we try. They’ve been used since 1956, but 
they’re not perfect. Unfortunately, this has failed twice for Bethany. 
Here’s what happens.”

Anna pulled a small notebook and pen from her lab coat and 
started sketching. She drew a large circle and labeled it stem cell. “You 
hear a lot of talk about stem cells. Stem cells found in bone marrow 
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can make red and white blood cells as well as platelets.” She drew 
three more circles connected to the stem cell and labeled these red, 
white, and platelet. She pointed to the white cell. “In bone marrow 
transplants we take healthy white blood cells from a donor and give 
them to the patient. In a successful transplant those healthy white 
blood cells can strengthen the patient’s immune system, but it doesn’t 
always work. Sometimes the cells aren’t available in a format the pa-
tient can accept.”

Caroline nodded as she studied the sketch. “You mean there isn’t 
a match between donor and recipient?”

Anna smiled. “Exactly. That can lead to complications, especially 
with blood- borne cancers. For example, graft- versus- host disease hap-
pens when the patient’s body attacks donor cells.”

“So you want to treat Bethany’s cancer with her own white blood 
cells?”

“That’s right. But specifically, we want her T cells, which is some-
thing the white blood cells make.” She drew two more offshoots from 
the white cell and labeled one of them with a T.

“How can you do that if the cells aren’t healthy in the first place?”
“That’s where CAR T- cell therapy comes in. We genetically mod-

ify the patient’s T cells to recognize and fight cancer cells— turn them 
into those superhero ninjas— then reintroduce them to the body. The 
results have been exciting, but it’s all still early. In the beginning, CAR 
T- cell therapies used mouse cells to modify the patients’ T cells, and 
some bodies rejected them.”

“So what is Praecursoria’s therapy, specifically?”
Quentin spoke up. “We’ve found a way to hide the mouse cells 

inside the patient’s own cells.”
Dr. Johnson nodded. “If it works, Praecursoria will be on the cut-

ting edge of what we in oncology are calling the fifth pillar of can-
cer treatment. But bone marrow transplants will remain the first- line 
standard of care until we get more therapies and better longitudinal 
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studies. We need data and time to support that CAR T- cell therapy 
can be used as an alternative to bone marrow transplants rather than 
a last- ditch option.”

Caroline looked into Bethany’s room. “This trial is her only option?”
“Her Hail Mary. I hate to be so blunt, but yes.” Dr. Johnson’s 

shoulders lifted and fell. “If Samson— Dr. Kleme— agrees, we could 
start harvesting her T cells tomorrow in anticipation of the test results 
coming back positive.”

“And the state approving her treatment,” Brandon added.
“That too.” Dr. Johnson sighed. “Every day matters for her.”
So this was what Praecursoria did. Offered terrible hope to those 

who had none.
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WEDNESDAY, APRIL 21

The next morning Caroline sat in her Mustang on I-495 and realized 
she’d need two things for her new commute to Praecursoria: more time 
to battle traffic and audiobooks. Or a route other than 495, one that 
involved back roads that moved. By the time she rushed through the 
doors at Praecursoria’s generic building, she felt behind. She got turned 
around twice trying to find her office, and her phone rang the moment 
she walked in.

Over the phone Quentin’s assistant informed her she was late for 
a meeting. When Caroline finally found a pen and the right room, 
she stood outside the closed office door and exhaled, then turned the 
knob and entered.

“Good morning, everyone.” She tried for a breezy tone, but no one 
smiled. Alrighty then.

Quentin gestured to the empty chair next to him. “Join us here. 
Everyone, this is Caroline Bragg, Praecursoria’s new general counsel. 
She comes to us from the courts, where she clerked for a judge and 
managed a caseload. Now she’ll help us navigate the legal land mines 
of getting our trials approved and therapies on the market.”

She sank into the chair and looked around the table. “I’m excited 
to join the team.”

After quick introductions, everyone resumed their discussion of 
the status of trial applications with the FDA. She took furious notes 
as she listened. She felt like a blank slate when it came to the technol-
ogy, but when Chief Science Officer Samson Kleme talked, Caroline 
kept seeing Bethany dwarfed in the hospital bed. Even in the child’s 
version, she looked small.
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“I’ve heard of three other companies working on similar thera-
pies.” Samson tapped the legal pad in front of him. “We’ve got to push 
fast or we’ll lose the market.”

“Do whatever you need to make that happen.” Quentin’s hair 
flopped in his face as he jotted something down. “I can’t emphasize 
strongly enough that even with the latest round of funding, we’ve got 
months at most to get this off the ground.”

Caroline swallowed hard at the thought she’d started a job with 
an unstable company. What had she done? She set her pen down as her 
fingers trembled.

Quentin caught her expression. “Do you have something to add?” 
He shifted toward her as he pushed back from the mahogany table.

Was this what it felt like to be called on at King Arthur’s Round 
Table? Her stomach dropped to her toes and she waited for the words 
“Off with her head!” Wait, she’d mixed her children’s stories. When 
she’d taken the job with Praecursoria, she’d hoped to land in a safe 
place, not a fire.

“We can’t shortcut the approval process.”
Everyone at the table inhaled. Their faces swam in front of 

Caroline as she searched for the words to explain how terrible the 
CEO’s idea was. The fact her new colleagues had just consumed all 
the oxygen didn’t help her rattled nerves.

Samson whatever- his- name- was steepled his manicured fingers. 
“You’ve been here how long?”

“A couple of hours.” She would not be intimidated by him.
“You’ve attended how many meetings?”
“This is the first.”
“And that makes you the expert?”
She tipped her chin. The arrogant man had asked the wrong ques-

tion. He might be a scientist, but she was the one with the legal expe-
rience. “Actually, yes. I’m here because none of you are lawyers.” She 
glanced around the table and tried to make eye contact with each 
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person there. “My job is to make sure you stay within the guardrails 
of the law and regulations. The work you’re doing is too important to 
have the FDA halt it because we didn’t follow the right process.”

The scientist leaned back and smirked. “Even if it means saving 
the life of a child who will be dead within a week if we do nothing?”

His words sliced into her heart. She knew what he expected her 
to say. Quentin had taken her to see Bethany, after all. She had a face 
and name to put with the company’s work, but that didn’t mean she 
could ignore what she was hearing, even if he currently knew the FDA 
trial process better. What the team at the table didn’t understand yet 
was that she’d managed several cases for Judge Loren that involved 
disputes related to FDA trials. Smug Samson could look at her like 
she was some dumb young thing, but she’d prove to him she knew the 
legal process better than he did.

She glanced around the table and confirmed no one else seemed 
to understand the issues she’d spotted. “I’m not saying do nothing. 
Exactly the opposite. The research y’all are conducting is too impor-
tant to get sloppy. If we shortcut any of the FDA’s processes, you could 
lose your license and the ability to test this or any future drugs and 
therapies.”

Quentin doodled on his legal pad as his attention switched to the 
science officer. “Kleme, she has a point.”

The man’s jowls sank into heavy lines of sadness. “We exist to en-
sure other children don’t die needlessly like my son. I’ve invested my 
life in developing the science so that today we could prevent his death.” 
He focused on Quentin. “What’s the name of the girl that Anna wants 
us to add to the trial?”

Quentin hit a button and a picture of Bethany, happy and healthy, 
projected on the wall behind him. “Bethany Anderson. She’s eleven 
and in her third bout with leukemia. Two failed transplants and she 
relapsed four weeks ago.” He shook his head as he studied the image. 
“She’s the same age Jordan was.”
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Samson pushed to his feet. He was taller than Caroline expected. 
“That’s exactly why we have to get her in the trial now. I don’t want 
to wait until she’s beyond hope, not if we can give her a real chance.”

“Of course.” Quentin moved his hands in a placating gesture be-
fore he directed his attention back to Caroline. “But if we do this in the 
wrong way, we jeopardize everything the company exists to achieve.”

A man with a shock of red hair and heavy dark- framed glasses 
raised his hand. Quentin nodded toward him, and the man turned to 
face Caroline. “I’m Dr. Brian Silver and work with Dr. Kleme.” Then 
he focused on Quentin. “Has the testing been completed to see if her 
body is strong enough?”

“Dr. Johnson is waiting on results.”
“Good.” The man, who was maybe ten years older than Caroline’s 

thirty, swiveled toward Dr. Kleme. “Then we have time to do this the 
right way. There’s no reason to rush before the patient qualifies for 
the study.”

“I don’t like to wait.” Dr. Kleme crossed his arms. “My son’s death 
is why I’m here. If we aren’t working to prevent other children dying 
from acute lymphoblastic leukemia, then I’m done. That’s why our 
mission statement is posted in every room of this building. After our 
efforts to narrow the focus on these CAR T therapies, we need to push 
hard or lose it all. Bethany Anderson will die if we don’t give this a 
shot. We need to start therapy as soon as we can harvest her cells.”

His words fell with the heaviness of a gauntlet thrown down.
Caroline glanced around the table again, but no one met her 

gaze. They all seemed inordinately interested in Bethany’s image, the 
healthier version of the girl. “You can’t rush ahead of the FDA process 
without breaking the law.” Bending it almost to breaking, at the bare 
minimum.

“Think of it as giving a little push while saving a life.” The man 
shrugged, his can- do attitude sounding forced. “And we all know we’ll 
be in official Stage 2 trials in weeks.”
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Or months. That was the thing about trials. Even when everyone 
was racing to find a common cure, as when COVID-19 had ravaged 
the world, the FDA approval process took time, and this situation 
was not as globally dire. If the FDA got wind of this? The company’s 
application for Stage 2 trials could be placed on hold. Indefinitely.

She hoped no one noticed how her breathing shuddered. Was 
this the company’s version of hazing the new girl, seeing how far she 
could be pushed? “I can’t urge you strongly enough. While this might 
be the right thing to do, it is the wrong way. Again, the long- term 
consequences with the FDA could be catastrophic.”

Even when the child they wanted to bend the process for was one 
of Brandon’s.

Dr. Kleme leaned back. “I gave Dr. Johnson permission to harvest 
the girl’s T cells this morning.”

When Caroline walked out of the meeting thirty minutes later, 
she felt the weight of the law on her narrow shoulders. No one looked 
at her or said a word as they filed out and back to their jobs.

She’d never felt so alone. She wanted to tell her colleagues she’d 
received the message. Speaking up wasn’t permitted, but if silence was 
what they expected, they’d learn they hired the wrong woman.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she tugged it free as she 
walked down an empty hallway that she thought led to her office. Her 
heart lifted when she saw a text from Brandon.

everything okay?
How did he know she needed his balance right now? It will be. 

Just hard starting a new job.
what else were you going to do?
That question had paralyzed her in the days after Judge Loren 

died. He’d let her stay years after she could have moved to a major 
law firm and taken clients of her own. Instead, she’d remained in her 
clerkship and made the judge her sole client. While the work had been 
interesting, his death left her stranded.
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I don’t know. It’ll be fine. Guess I’m just missing what I lost.
understandable. i’m sorry.
Thanks. Her fingers froze over the screen. You really invested here?
yeah. reid said it would be a good one.
Reid Billings was Brandon’s financial adviser. He was also en-

gaged to one of Caroline’s best friends, Emilie Wesley.
Caroline bit her lower lip as she considered Brandon’s words. She 

was now an insider and he was an investor who could benefit from 
anything she shared. Gotta find my office and get through onboarding.

sounds fun. He inserted a smirk emoji. you’ve got this. let them 
see the amazing intellect housed in the caroline bragg we all know 
and love.

I’m not all that special.
you are. all that and a bag of cool ranch doritos.
Thanks. She sent him a smiley face she wasn’t really feeling, but 

if she didn’t, he’d probe. He was good at that. Worming beneath the 
barricades she’d erected around her life and story. Right now she didn’t 
have the bandwidth or stamina to banter him back to a safe distance. 
Not when her heart wondered how to handle the fact that he was an 
investor in her employer. Their relationship would be fine as long as 
she didn’t talk about work.

I should be asking how you are.

Brandon shifted against the uncomfortable hospital chair as he studied 
his screen. How could he answer? Truthfully, it looked like Virginia 
wouldn’t apply the new federal foster home law in his favor. Under 
Family First, group homes could be utilized only for a limited time 
for kids in crisis. To be compliant, Almost Home would have to be-
come a “qualified residential treatment program” equipped to care for 
kids who’d experienced trauma— a designation that would exhaust his 

Lethal Intent_5P.indd   23 10/12/20   3:47 PM



C A R A  P U T M A N24

financial resources and overtake his simple vision for keeping hard- to- 
place sibling groups together. If he didn’t comply, he’d lose state funds. 
The possibility that Almost Home might be shut down kept him up 
nights.

As for Bethany, he was over his head providing what the terribly sick 
girl needed. Gabriel begged to see her each time he saw Brandon, but 
seeing her like this couldn’t be a good idea, even if he could sneak the 
boy into her room. Putting Bethany in the trial felt overwhelming. Anna 
told him they had started harvesting Bethany’s T cells that morning, 
but that was only the first step. Now the girl was wiped out and napping.

He didn’t like feeling small and out of control.
Hated it.
Telling Caroline would only make it more real.
He glanced at the girl in the hospital bed and started typing words 

that maybe he’d come to believe if he said them often enough.
never better
She hated when he didn’t use capital letters and punctuation. That 

little act of rebellion made him grin.
Brandon . . .
She thought she knew what he was going through, but he’d held 

back. Their relationship was young. She didn’t know what it was like 
to watch someone die. Someone who was weak and needed a cham-
pion to fight for them. He’d done this before when his mom had 
wasted away, and then he’d been separated from his brother and lost 
in the cracks. He’d mentioned it to Caroline, but sympathizing wasn’t 
the same as living it.

He was an adult now. He could make sure no one disappeared 
like he had.

That was his role for every child who lived at Almost Home. And 
especially this girl.

He hadn’t looked for it, but it had come anyway. He’d barely 
been home in the last few days. It didn’t matter that Tara, Bethany’s 
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caseworker, said it wasn’t his job to spend hours at the hospital. He 
couldn’t leave Bethany alone, not when there were house parents at 
Almost Home to manage the other kids’ day- to- day needs. They had 
a schedule and a plan they followed.

How’s Bethany?
alive. they started the harvest this morning, hope it’s the 
right step
The words were terse, but it was all he could manage.
Praying for wisdom for her doctors and healing for her. Do 
you need anything?
wisdom of solomon
Then I’ll pray for that too.
Brandon slid his phone into his pocket, then leaned forward and 

put his head in his hands. He should pray. It felt too small, even though 
he knew simple prayers could move big mountains. God, would You 
do it this time?

There was a knock on the door, and he looked up as Anna entered. 
In her white lab coat she was all experienced doctor, not the scrawny 
preteen cousin who’d yelled when he tugged her braids at family din-
ners before her dad’s military career moved the family to Japan. Now 
she stood in front of him and studied him as if he were the patient.

“Your patient is there.” He hitched a thumb over his shoulder to-
ward Bethany’s bed.

“I’m concerned about you right now.” She stepped closer and 
brushed hair from his eyes as if she would read his mind. “I wish I 
knew what happened the years we were apart.”

“I was fine.”
“I almost believe you.”
He glanced away. “Bethany’s the one who needs your skill.”
“Yes, but I’m concerned about you.”
“You can stop talking about me.” Bethany’s voice pulled Brandon’s 

attention to her. She swallowed. “Can I have the remote?”
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He gave it to her, then returned his attention to Anna, who’d 
stepped to the computer in the corner of the room and started tap-
ping on the keyboard. Then she gestured for him to follow her to the 
hallway. She eased the door shut behind them. When she spoke, she 
kept her words soft.

“The T- cell retrieval went well, and they’re on the way to 
Praecursoria. I’ve got one more person at the state who has to author-
ize her for the study, and as soon as we have the approval, and her 
test results, we can start the process.” Her shoulders slumped and she 
looked exhausted. “I’ve almost got the hospital committed to covering 
the costs of her care.”

“Thank you, Anna. What can I do to help?”
“Stay well.” She looked back at the room. “You’re the closest thing 

she has to a caring, stable adult. If you get sick, she’ll be alone.”
“You’ll be here.” She couldn’t place all of this on him.
“Yes, but I’m managing multiple patients. You have her.”
And another thirty- five kids back at Almost Home, spread among 

the six cabins. “I’ll do what she needs.”
“I know you will.” Sorrow filled her eyes as she watched him. “It’s 

not good, Brandon. I’ll fight hard for her, but there are no guarantees. 
Even if we can get her in, the therapy is experimental and risky.”

“Tell me the name of it again?” He pulled out his phone to take a 
note, but she held up a hand.

“Don’t, Brandon. Don’t research it. Not until we know if that’s 
the path we’re taking.”

“All right.” He slid it back to his pocket. “But tell me— cart 
something?”

“CAR T- cell therapy.”
She might think he was acquiescing, but he’d investigate as soon 

as she was gone.
Anna might be the doctor, but he was Bethany’s foster parent.
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He stared at the patent application.

His name wasn’t on it.

He flashed hot then cold then back to hot. He’d been promised 

by his boss— and her boss— that he would reap the benefit of his 

labor. The long nights and never- ending hours in the lab babysitting 

the cells. Making sure they responded as expected. He’d done it for 

months, all on a handshake.

In the end, he was the one who’d identified the magic cells.

She’d promised he would be included. She said she’d taken 

care of it.

What a fool he’d been! He knew better. Had seen Jackson do 

this sort of thing since their fraternity days at Mississippi State. 

Brotherhood didn’t matter to Jackson any more than his word. His 

mistake was expecting more out of his supervisor.

Now he’d right this wrong.

He could take what he knew to a competitor.

No. That wasn’t a heavy enough penalty, not when Praecursoria 

could net millions on his technology anyway.

It was nice that Jackson was ready to use it on a dying kid or 

two. But this was about more than saving lives.

This was about integrity. And this was the breach that went too 

far. He’d given up too much to take it without a word. The challenge 

would be how to make it matter. Raise the stakes so he could get 

Jackson’s attention and make sure he realized he was paying for 

broken promises.

Punishment without awareness was ineffective.

He was nothing if not effective.

And Jackson would experience that firsthand.

An idea came to him and he smiled. It would start now.

Lethal Intent_5P.indd   27 10/12/20   3:47 PM



28

C H A P T E R   4

THURSDAY, APRIL 22

Caroline stood outside the door to the large conference room at 
Praecursoria. Was her new job going to involve frequent all- call meet-
ings? She’d spent an extra half hour in the building the prior night, 
learning to navigate the halls, but she needed to spend her time reviewing 
what the company had in the works, not getting lost on her way to 
more meetings. This morning she’d found herself in the lab wing be-
fore she made her way back to the public- facing areas.

About forty people had already congregated for the meeting, and 
the staff chatted like an excited group of high school friends who’d 
known each other forever and were reconnecting after summer break.

She hesitated in the hallway. No one noticed her as they brushed 
past to join the others inside. That was fine— she wasn’t ready to 
meet the large group despite her usually extroverted nature. When 
she’d worked for the judge, he’d had a secretary and two other clerks. 
Ser v ing as his permanent clerk had put her on a trajectory different 
from the others’. She was perennial, staying year after year, older than 
the one- year clerks. They hadn’t cared that she graduated from law 
school only a few years before them. She was the ancient one who 
couldn’t possibly understand their lives and struggles.

Now she felt her newness and the fact she wasn’t a scientist.
The energy was heavy and intense. In the judge’s chambers she 

could spend hours, head down, reading and analyzing cases and briefs. 
Here her door was to stay open unless a sensitive conversation re-
quired a closed door. At least she had a door. Many of her colleagues 
worked in open labs or pod- type spaces.
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Snippets of conversation flowed around her.
A woman wearing a lab coat walked toward the conference room 

with a bald colleague. “Can you believe it, Justin?” she asked him. She 
swiped a tissue under her eyes.

He shook his head and stroked his goatee. “She was so excited 
Monday. Kept saying they’d found miracle cells.”

“Like HeLa?” The woman snorted. “I heard that rumor. I don’t 
think that’s likely. Those were one- in- a- trillion kind of cells.”

“Maybe you’re right, Lori, but Sarah wouldn’t have talked about 
it if she wasn’t sure.”

“Unless she told you something she didn’t tell the rest of us, it was 
just talk. The kind that is optimistic but unfruitful in the end.”

“Maybe.” The man shrugged and moved on, ending the conversation.
“You coming in?”
The words startled Caroline. “Dr. Johnson?”
The woman’s smile reached her eyes as she held out her hand. “It’s 

good to see you again. Please, call me Anna. You don’t want to be late 
to a meeting Quentin calls. He can be late, but you can’t. Fortunately, 
I don’t work for him anymore. At least not directly.” She led the way 
through the door. “How do you like being the new attorney?”

“I thought I was the first.”
“Quentin probably likes to forget about the first, since he only 

lasted a couple weeks.”
Caroline frowned at the information. “Any idea why?”
“I heard he found different work.” The woman shrugged as she 

rubbed her stomach. “Praecursoria isn’t for everyone. It’s basically a 
start- up, which can be too chaotic for some.”

“I don’t have that luxury.” Caroline slapped her hand over her 
mouth. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

Anna laughed, and the sound burbled from her soul. “You did, but 
it will be our secret. Let’s grab lunch soon when I’m out this direction. 
You do get lunch, right?”
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“I’d enjoy that. How’s Bethany?”
Anna sighed as she slid between a couple of people. “Her case is a 

hard one. Sit with me during the meeting. Depending on how long it 
runs, we’ll grab that first lunch today.”

“Sounds good.” Caroline followed Anna toward some vacant 
seats and smiled as the woman introduced Caroline to everyone they 
passed.

The fact Anna had worked for the company before medical school 
was evident in how well known she was by the staff. Anna was chat-
ting with a researcher when the meeting kicked off with housekeeping 
details. Then Chief Scientist Samson Kleme stood. He ran through 
some jargon and Caroline took detailed notes. She had the ability to 
understand the science behind Praecursoria’s research if she gave it her 
full mental engagement. If not, the words flowed over her like water 
on an otter’s coat.

“First let me address a rumor. Sarah Hill died last night at 
Arlington Hospital.” The tall man bowed his head as he shoved his 
hands into the pockets of the white lab coat he wore over khakis and 
a button- down. “She was an important part of our team and will be 
missed, but we will work to quickly replace her so the work continues.

“Sarah led cutting- edge work on adult stem cells that showed 
promise and progress while also overseeing the CAR T trials. Brian 
Silver worked closely with her and will ensure the work she began 
continues.” Dr. Kleme gestured toward Anna. “Dr. Anna Johnson has 
agreed to serve as lead research physician on our latest CAR T- cell ther-
apy trial. Please give her your full cooperation, as she is critical to the 
next step in this protocol.”

There was applause, and Caroline used it to lean closer to Anna. 
“Congrats.”

“Condolences would be better.” A troubled furrow marred her 
expression.

“Why?”
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“Sarah’s death makes the process more difficult. She was a gifted 
scientist. In the best of times, these applications and trials can become 
quagmires it’s impossible to escape. Now?” She forced a smile to her 
glossed lips. “I’m here today for the announcement. After this you’ll 
find me at the hospital maintaining a professional distance.”

Caroline sensed something was going on, but this wasn’t the time 
to dig deeper.

Dr. Kleme continued. “The research we’re doing in CAR T is why 
this company exists the way it does today. We’ve put all of our re-
sources into this area and are close to a breakthrough. This is it.” He 
swallowed hard. “I could tell you the future success of our company 
depends on CAR T cells, but you each know it’s more than that. You 
understand how intensely personal this quest is for me. Ten years ago 
my son lay dying in the hospital, and I was desperate. My little boy 
couldn’t die.” He looked down and seemed to gather himself. “But he 
did, and I vowed to do everything to ensure that doesn’t happen to 
other families.” His pause stretched uncomfortable seconds.

Quentin stood and popped over next to Dr. Kleme. “This com-
mitment is why we’ve invested so much to hire the team of scientists 
and researchers in this room. It’s why I’ve circled the globe raising 
additional funding. It’s why so many of you have attended conference 
after conference to share what we’ve learned and have our findings 
tested by experts.” He spread his arms wide. “Our success is your 
success. It takes each of us, working together, to make the dream a 
reality. Very soon children will no longer fight for survival because of 
inadequate therapies.”

He patted Dr. Kleme on the shoulder, and the older man moved 
to a vacant chair in the front row.

Caroline wiped a finger under each eye.
Anna leaned closer. “This is your first one, right?”
Caroline nodded.
Anna slipped a Kleenex to her. “It’s why I always carry a packet 
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of these in my pocket. Dr. Kleme and Mr. Jackson always tug on all 
the heartstrings.”

At the end of the meeting Anna glanced at her watch. “I have to 
be at the hospital at two. Let me connect with Brian, and then we 
can grab lunch. That work for you?”

Caroline knew the rest of her day was free and clear. “Perfect.” 
She pulled a card from a slot in her portfolio and jotted her cell num-
ber on it. “Text or call when you’re ready, and I can meet you at the 
front desk.”

“Great.” Anna gave her a quick smile, then slipped out of her chair 
and went up the aisle toward Samson Kleme and the man standing 
with him.

Caroline headed the opposite direction toward her office, Quentin’s 
words reverberating in her mind. In her interview he’d said similar 
things about the mission, and it reminded her that it was a privilege to 
work for a company committed to curing others. It would get easier. 
She needed to give herself time to learn the job.

Back at her desk she pulled up her research on Praecursoria’s his-
tory. For ten years it had been a combination research and public lab 
that provided genetic testing for a price. Science advanced so quickly 
that the results had to be tweaked all the time. Still, that part of the 
company had been at the forefront of the market, but when his son 
died Dr. Kleme convinced Quentin to focus on cancer research. When 
CAR T- cell therapies emerged as cutting- edge treatments, Quentin sold 
the genetic testing division to fund the move into this area.

Her phone dinged. Anna was ready, and they agreed to meet at 
a small sandwich shop a few blocks away. Caroline walked, letting 
the sun warm her face even as the cacophony of traffic formed the 
soundtrack.

When she reached the restaurant, Anna already stood in line. 
Caroline joined her, and five minutes later they were seated at a small 
bistro table. The restaurant catered to the professional crowd with a 
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limited breakfast and lunch menu of simple, hearty soups, sandwiches, 
and salads. Anna had a cup of tomato soup and a Greek salad while 
Caroline opted for a Fuji apple salad. Caroline didn’t have time to 
worry about how to start the conversation because Anna dove right 
in. Soon they had covered how they picked their fields of study and 
careers.

Caroline slid her half- empty salad bowl to the side. “How did you 
get affiliated with Praecursoria?”

“I wanted a research experience that allowed me to test how much 
I liked medicine. One of my professors connected me with Samson. 
The company was much smaller and more unfocused then, when he 
was part of the genetic testing division. Working in that area con-
firmed I was passionate about preventive medicine. If testing could 
show us what might happen to a person in the future, I wanted to be 
part of curing identified problems. Otherwise, we were telling people 
their bodies were essentially ticking time bombs, and I don’t want to 
know that about mine.”

“And that led to hematology?”
“In a roundabout way. I started with oncology but became fasci-

nated by the blood cancers and diseases during a rotation. The rest 
is history.” She pushed her empty soup bowl to the side. “Each year 
we discover more and more keys that unlock our understanding of 
disease. It’s mind- boggling. When I was in medical school, these dis-
coveries were more science fiction than real possibilities.” She wiped 
her mouth with a napkin. “How quickly it changes.” She told a couple 
of stories about patients who’d been saved by the different experi-
mental treatments, then gave her head a small shake. “Tell me more 
about you.”

“I wanted to be someone with a job that mattered, but I couldn’t 
handle blood, which ruled out a swath of careers like yours.”

“So you picked law.”
“Or it chose me.” Caroline gave a little shrug. “I was good in those 
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sorts of classes and it looked like a field where I could use my skills 
to make a difference.” Speaking of. “Do you know what HeLa cells  
are?”

“HeLa? Sure, every researcher does. Why?”
“I heard someone talking about them and the scientist who died.”
“Sarah? Well, HeLa cells are named for Henrietta Lacks. He- La. 

They’re her cervical cancer cells, harvested before she passed away in 
1951. They’re unique because human cells die, but hers continue to 
replicate. They’ve been involved in medical research breakthroughs 
ever since. I’m not sure how they would relate to Sarah though.”

Caroline made a mental note to do some research.
Anna’s phone vibrated, and she glanced at it. “Sorry, but this is a 

page from the hospital. Hate to cut our lunch short, but I’d better head 
that direction.” Anna started packing up her Greek salad.

“Understand. Is there anything I can do to help with Bethany?” 
Caroline reached for the lid to take her salad with her.

“Have any friends in the Virginia Department of Social Services 
who can fast- track her approval to be in the trial?”

Caroline grimaced.
“If it were that simple, my life would be easy.” Anna sighed. “I’ll 

let you know if you can help me knock down barriers.”
They stood and Caroline led the way to the door. “I’m still new, 

but can you tell me one thing about Samson and Quentin?”
“Maybe.”
“Should I be concerned about the company having a culture of 

cutting corners?”
Anna stopped on the sidewalk. “What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure other than Samson seems inclined to push past the 

FDA limits as I understand them.”
“He gets passionate about the work, thanks to losing his son.” She 

swallowed hard. “I lost my husband in an accident six months ago. He 
never even knew I was pregnant.”
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“I’m so sorry.” Caroline hated how tongue- tied others’ grief 
made her.

Anna waved the words away. “It’s a chapter in my story, but it helps 
me understand Samson in ways I didn’t before. Even so, he knows the 
risks of pushing too hard and fast.”

“I guess I’ll keep reminding him.”
“I would.”
They went their separate ways, and Caroline had a sense Anna 

could become more than a work acquaintance. As she walked back to 
the office, she prayed for a way to be made for Bethany to participate 
in the trial and for the next stage to be approved quickly by the FDA— 
keeping everyone legal.

There were many more kids like Bethany who needed options. 
That meant Caroline had to do everything she could to propel the re-
search through the FDA’s process.

The better she understood the science, the better she could do her 
job. She’d start with a visit to the lab. When she reached the research 
wing, it was slowly coming to life after lunch.

All of the doors off the main hallway were heavy fire doors with 
small windows inserted at a level she could see through when she stood 
on tiptoe. In the first, Dr. Kleme looked through a microscope. Be side 
him, Brian Silver brushed his long red hair from his face and adjusted 
his glasses. She lightly tapped on the door, and a woman about her age 
glanced up, then came toward her.

“Can I help you?” The woman gave off a vibe of indifference, as 
if Caroline was an annoying disturbance.

“I’m Caroline Bragg, the new attorney.”
“Yes, I know.” The woman waited, but Caroline determined to wait 

longer. “Lori Clark. I run the day- to- day in this lab while those two 
think big thoughts.”

“Nice to meet you, Lori.” Caroline extended her hand, but Lori 
just stared at it. She pulled it back. “Is this a sterile lab?”
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“Yes.” The woman closed her eyes, then stepped into the hallway. 
“Look, we’re busy, so can you just tell me why you’re here?”

“I need to understand the process and the status of the research 
you’re working on.” She shrugged and smiled. Maybe she could appeal 
to her solidarity as a woman. “I’m the new girl and need all the help 
you’ll give to get up to speed quickly.”

“Really the guys are the ones you need to talk to.” Lori looked 
back through the window in the door. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

Before Caroline could respond, Lori swiped her keycard in the 
door and slipped back into the lab, shutting the door in Caroline’s face.

What exactly was going on in there that they wouldn’t tell her 
about?
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“I loved Cara Putman’s Lethal Intent and rooted for her heroine Caroline 
Bragg through every twist and turn. This legal thriller perfectly captures 
what it’s like to grow from law clerk to lawyer, and when Caroline finds 
herself faced with a heartbreaking ethical dilemma that leads to the cor-
porate battle of her life, she confronts the challenge with strength and 
resources she never knew she had. Putman seamlessly blends the story 
with a wonderfully inspiring romance, too. Do yourself a favor and pick 
up a copy of Lethal Intent!”

—Lisa Scottoline, #1 bestselling author of Eter na l

“Cara Putman knows how to craft a great novel. Lethal Intent is the total 
package. Intriguing characters. Romantic tension. Edge-of-your-seat 
suspense. And a fast-paced ending that will leave you exhausted (in a 
good way!).”

—Robert Whitlow, awa r d-w inning author of Promised La nd

“A fascinating page-turner that isn’t afraid to ask hard questions—the 
kind that keep you thinking long after you’ve read the last page. You’ll 
root for Caroline and Brandon as they wrestle with hard decisions that 
test them and their relationship to the breaking point.”

—R ick Ack er, bestselling suspense author

“Lethal Intent kept me on the edge of my seat. With a riveting plot involv-
ing the legal and ethical struggle to bring innovative stem cell research 
through FDA trials and, ultimately, to save lives, the stakes couldn’t be 
higher! I immediately connected with Caroline, her search for truth, 
and her unwavering stance to remain within the guidelines of the law. 
Brandon’s quest to provide a safe home for foster children and keep 
siblings together pulled at my heartstrings. Putman shines in her gift for 
weaving tangled threads together for a thrilling emotional read!”

—Eliza beth Godda r d, awa r d-w inning author 

of the Uncom mon Justice ser ies
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