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        One month ago

      

      

      

      Elyan ducked into an alley, tucked his body against the wall, and waited. All he could hear was the pounding of his own heart. The rush of each breath in his ears. Had they followed him?

      Would today be the day they killed him?

      His life now was a far cry from what it had been months ago. Accountant to a powerful Russian family, one of the highest paid people on their payroll. Living it up on fancy vacations, all the whiskey and women he wanted. Now he was being hunted like a dog.

      The gangbangers who’d been protecting him were dead.

      His mother had been slaughtered in her bathtub.

      Breath shuddered through him. He was too old for this. Sooner or later, he would face his end, and it would be over. Maybe tonight. Maybe tomorrow. He wanted to drop to his knees and ask the Good Lord for more time. A second chance.

      Guys like him didn’t get a do-over.

      Two men rounded the corner into the alley. Far too young and well-dressed to be connected. The people that had come after him were the gun-for-hire types, men with no scruples. Ones who would take money and kill a man in cold blood, leaving him leaking in an alley to meet his maker. His final judgment.

      He’d be headed southward, down into the pit of hell. A man didn’t do the things Elyan had done and still go to the good place after they died. No, there would be no chances for him. He’d written his own judgment a long time ago.

      The young men didn’t glance at him. He listened to their chatter, trying to think of a time in his life he’d ever had an inane conversation with a friend. He’d gone from school to home where he took care of his mother, then out to the club to work in the office. Even in freshman year, he’d been pegged as the numbers guy.

      The Russians had foot the bill for his college education, forcing him to stay close. Taking care of his mother while he was gone.

      Then came a lifetime of servitude to their crime family. Creative calculations and tax returns that hardly reflected reality.

      He pushed off the wall and headed down the alley. Two steps later, he heard a noise behind him.

      Before he could turn, a heavy weight slammed into Elyan’s back, and he hit the asphalt. His head bounced off the ground and everything went black.

      Elyan woke sometime later in a sitting position, unable to move.

      He lifted his head, already groaning. He couldn’t have stopped the noise coming from his throat if he tried. His hands wouldn’t move. He tugged against them, able to flex his fingers, but his wrists were tied to the arm of a wooden chair.

      He blinked at the room around him. Darkness stared back.

      This is it. There’s nothing I can do.

      Time moved slowly. He didn’t know how long he’d sat there with his ankles secured to the chair like his hands. No bladder control. Dirty clothes he had been wearing for a week. He could smell himself, and it wasn’t good. His stomach remained empty, the half-eaten sandwich he’d found in a dumpster behind a restaurant long gone now.

      At some point, the door opened, casting light into this empty room in some forgotten old house.

      The man spoke to another, and minutes later, Elyan was drenched in a bucket of ice-cold water. While he gasped and spit, the man said, “That should help a little.”

      Elyan blew out more water. “Who are you?”

      “If you think, I’m sure you can come up with something. Smart man like you. Connected.” He sounded lethal. That voice coming from the shadows, could make a man think dark things about his future.

      He stepped forward, and a sliver of light hit his face. So much emptiness. Looking into this man’s eyes now, he could see through the window into his soul.

      And it was black like oil that seeped into everything. Tainted. Corrupted.

      A stain that could never be washed away.

      This was the man who had been scooping up territory. Who, for months, had been killing off dealers, claiming corners, and amassing all the power in Benson. It must be him. He’d eliminated the Russians and targeted major dealers using a bomber who had been a friend.

      Three of them had collaborated and destroyed a container ship decades ago.

      One had gone to prison—dead now. Jamal.

      The bomb maker had been killed months ago. Malik.

      This man was the only one left, and no one knew his face. Daniel. After having plastic surgery to hide his identity, there was a single person in Benson who knew the kingpin’s face…and now Elyan. Since he’d shown Elyan his face, that meant one of two things: Elyan was either about to die, or this man was going to try and recruit him.

      “You think I’ll work for you?” He tried to sound brave. Maybe it was better to die and get this over with. Finish it. Be done.

      Find peace, somehow. Even if it was only in the knowledge that he would finally be free of this life.

      “You know the man who changed my face.” Daniel folded his arms across his chest, which emphasized just how huge he was. “Doctor George Anderson must die.”

      He was worried the doctor would tell the police what he looked like now?

      “I can help you with that.” Elyan tried to remember the man’s name. “I know a guy. He takes contracts. The Russians would use him when they had enough money. He’s a professional. International. He can get this done, and no one will know what happened.”

      “You can find me a contract killer?”

      Elyan nodded. “I know how to reach him. But he dealt with one person in the Russian family, and that guy had to have a code word.”

      “You lie.”

      “No! He’s so high-end there’s a procedure. So that he knows you’re legit.”

      The skin around the man’s eyes flexed. “You’re going to contact him for me.”
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        Present day

      

      

      

      The doorbell ring echoed throughout the house. Not your everyday chime. No, in a neighborhood like this, it had to make a statement.

      Jasper hit the button again.

      The man who answered wore an undershirt, slacks, and slippers. Doctor George Anderson was a shadow of the man he’d been just a few months ago—the head of surgery. A guy who’d been leaned on years earlier to perform plastic surgery on two men who’d been hiding from society and declared dead.

      “Here to gloat?”

      Jasper pulled out his badge. “Detective Hollingsworth.”

      “I know that you know my daughter.”

      Sure, Jasper’s best friend Blake Reed—also a Benson PD detective—was in love with Violet Anderson. She and her father were estranged of a sort. Which happened to be his dream with his own father, but he hadn’t managed to pull it off with Senator Hollingsworth to date.

      Maybe next week, he would figure out how to live life on his own terms. How much longer was he going to have to wait for something to fall into his lap that changed everything? He’d been expecting it for years, but so far, nothing had happened.

      Separating his private life and his personal one was impossible on a good day. He’d been given a silver spoon heritage while his friends had been brought up in all walks of life. Now they had girlfriends or wives—and they’d found religion.

      Jasper had to be missing something. SWAT shifting from full-time to a collateral duty team that was on call didn’t turn out to be the new direction he’d been looking for.

      Maybe he should try church.

      He pushed all that aside and said, “I’m not here for Violet. Or on her behalf.” The chilly breeze ruffled the back of Jasper’s hair, just above the collar of his wool coat. Suit. Shirt and tie. Shined shoes. “But I do need to talk to you.”

      The older man sighed and stepped back. His slippers made tiny whispers on the floor as he wandered away down the hall. Evidently, Jasper was being invited in.

      Jasper managed to get out, “Tha⁠—”

      “You were supposed to wait for me.”

      He glanced back over his shoulder to see the newly minted female detective stride up the long drive to the front porch. Only an inch shorter than him, she had blonde hair pulled back and not a lot of skill in small talk. He liked her.

      Jasper said, “No point both of us wasting our time if he doesn’t want to talk.”

      Detective Samantha Jesse had passed the test and been promoted just a few weeks ago after a number of officers were killed outside what had been a fake funeral. Not the way anyone wanted promotion slots to open up. The entire department had collectively suffered a trauma during a mass shooting at the beginning of the year, and they were doing their best to move on as a team.

      As a family.

      She stepped into the house first. “So let’s talk.”

      Samantha Jesse might seem new, but she’d been an officer for years in Benson, and she was shaping up to be a decent partner.

      He closed the front door and followed her down the hall to the kitchen, noting the spaces on the walls where pictures used to hang. Anderson had no dining table, just a folding table and two chairs. He sat on one and put a foot on the other. On the table was a single squat glass and a nearly empty decanter.

      Detective Jesse wandered over to look out the French doors at the backyard.

      Jasper stuck by the island so it would seem like this was a casual chat. “Doctor Anderson⁠—”

      “Not anymore.” George took a sip of his drink.

      “I’m sorry about that.” But the guy had performed illegal surgeries on criminals in order to hide their identities. He had a shot at a reduced sentence as it was his first offense and he’d served the community as a renowned surgeon in the years since. But that was for the judge at his upcoming trial to decide.

      “Mr. Anderson, I won’t waste your time.” Jasper had asked Violet for some tips on talking to her father, and she’d told him to be plain and get to the point. “The reality is, you’re not going to go free. But the strength of the sentence isn’t completely out of your control.”

      He huffed. “You think I can plead my way down to community service? My wife laughed at my lawyer when he said that. She laughed. I think she wants me to go to jail so she can have the house, too.” He shrugged. “She already took everything else.”

      So that was what had happened to the furniture and decorations. The wife was only a couple of years older than Anderson’s daughter, and by all accounts, they barely acknowledged each other’s existence.

      Jasper said, “I’m sure you can understand the wall the police department is backed up against. We need to ID the man who killed so many of our officers.”

      “And you think I know who it is.”

      “You might have only been indicted for performing plastic surgery on the bomber that was killed during that massacre, but we know there was more than one. We think you know who the other man was.”

      Detective Jesse turned back from the view. “Mr. Anderson, do you have any photos, paperwork, or a record of financial transactions from that time?”

      The woman was all business, and he respected that. This investigation was personal to her. Samantha’s partner had been killed during that massacre. Shot in front of her. He knew why she maintained absolute control over how she presented herself.

      Because he did the same thing.

      Loosening his grip meant things slipped through the cracks. He couldn’t afford for that to happen. Not when his family’s hold on stability was so tenuous. Not when he had strong feelings for a woman who’d left and gone to Africa—only to get kidnapped. She was back now, rescued by Vanguard, but after she screamed at him in the hospital to get out, he hadn’t seen her.

      Didn’t know where she was.

      Or what she was doing.

      “You think I have a paper trail?” George scoffed. “The police already tore apart my life. They’d have found it.”

      Jasper pulled back the chair and dislodged George’s foot. He sat opposite the older man. “There were two surgeries. So who is he? The police will lock the guy down the minute you tell us what he looks like.”

      “So he can retaliate and kill me?”

      As far as Jasper could see, this man was a walking target whether he talked or not. “He knows you’re probably the only person who can tell us who he is. What do you think that does for your life expectancy?”

      “Guess I won’t have to worry about prison, then.”

      “If you tell us who he is,” Jasper said, “then you can get a deal that includes protective custody. You’ll have a shot at doing something good and safeguarding yourself. Making your daughter proud.”

      George looked aside at the blank space where a cabinet had been. His career had been destroyed. His wife had taken all his belongings, except the decanter.

      “Do the right thing.” For once.

      Jasper held back that last part. He didn’t need to rub it in the guy’s face that he’d done the wrong thing so long ago, and now it was coming back to bite him—whether he’d done it by choice or been coerced.

      “I’ll see what I can remember.” George made a face. “My memory isn’t what it used to be.”

      Jasper didn’t like the sound of that. “And in the meantime? Can you protect yourself if this guy comes around to tie up loose ends?”

      George bristled.

      “We can keep you safe.” Samantha kept her voice soft. “We won’t let anything happen to you.”

      There were other options. Jasper dug a business card out of his wallet. “Or you can call Vanguard. Hire protection of your own.”

      A good idea, at least until George made up his mind about what he remembered.

      “You think I have the liquid assets to cover what they charge?” George huffed. “All my money is going to my lawyer.”

      Jasper tapped two fingers on the business card. “Tell them to put it on my tab.” He set another card beside it with his information on it. “Don’t let this guy take what you have left. You can make something of the rest of your life. It’s not over yet.”

      George stared at his glass.

      Jasper headed to the front door, and he and Detective Jesse strode down the drive.

      “You think he’ll call?”

      Jasper glanced over to gauge how Samantha felt before he answered. His gaze snagged on the hill in the distance and the signpost on the corner. Then, the hydrant.

      He stopped.

      Turned back to look up the street in the other direction.

      “What is it?”

      “Uh, nothing.” Why did this street look familiar? It had niggled at him when he’d first shown up, but the reason he’d come here had been his top priority. Work was always the priority. It had to be. It was the only way he could feel like part of a brotherhood again. “I think I… I think I used to live on this street.”

      But that would mean…

      Jasper rubbed the ache in his chest and set off walking toward what felt familiar. The whole area pulled at him like a thorny vine wrapped around his heart. He had to see it.

      Detective Jesse stayed quiet. He almost forgot she was there.

      Then he saw the fence. That spot where they used to… Yep, it was still loose. Jasper was a whole lot bigger than he’d been at eight, but he managed to get into the backyard.

      Detective Jesse followed. “I’m guessing this isn’t about the case.”

      The tree house was still there, the yard as big as a park. The back of the house had patio furniture and a huge grill, which they’d never had. The senator did not grill.

      Jasper stared up at the tree house. “It’s smaller than I remember.”

      She said something, but memories rang loud in his head as he climbed the ladder, so he didn’t hear her.

      “Come on, Jas. Dad won’t be back for hours. We can play all day.”

      He followed Caleb up the ladder into the tree house. His little brother, just eleven months younger, needed a little help. He was still weak.

      When they were inside, Caleb said, “Close the hatch.”

      Jasper secured it shut so the nanny wouldn’t be able to get in. When he turned, Caleb had a pocketknife. “Where did you get that?”

      Caleb grinned. “Let’s carve our initials into the tree. Then we’ll always remember being up here.”

      Jasper ran his thumb over the slits in the bark. The discolored spot where Jasper had pricked his finger. He cried a little, and Caleb told him not to be a baby. Needles were worse.

      “Excuse me!”

      He ducked out of the tree house and nearly stumbled down the ladder. Jasper pulled his badge out, and Samantha did the same. “Sorry to disturb you, ma’am.”

      The woman just stood there, staring at them. They used the side gate to get out and went back to where they’d parked their cars.

      “You used to live there, or what?” Samantha asked.

      Jasper clicked the locks on his car. “It was a long time ago.”
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      After five weeks of working for Vanguard Private Security and Investigations, it was finally starting to feel familiar for Destiny to wake up on the top floor of the building. For her to get ready in the marble bathroom. Stand in a closet bigger than her childhood bedroom and get dressed in fancy office clothes.

      She drank a smoothie while she waited for the toaster to brown her bagel, which she ate at the breakfast bar with the international news on the TV. She liked the anchor’s British accent.

      It was at least starting to feel comforting to pour coffee into a small thermal mug and take the elevator down to the office.

      Weeks. It had been weeks.

      This was normal, right? The nightmares were fewer. She didn’t jump quite so much when someone came up behind her. She couldn’t see the abrasions on her wrists anymore. The scar on her abdomen had healed to a red line that would always be visible against the brown of her skin.

      Three… Two… One.

      Destiny pasted on a smile, and the elevator doors slid open.

      She strode out and caught Simon’s glance. He was here more often than her, and she lived in the building. “Morning.”

      He didn’t quite focus, his mind always working through something. “Hey, hi.” He turned back to his monitor.

      Since he was not much younger than her, the two of them made up a significant portion of Vanguard employees who were in their twenties. Simon and his twin brother, Peter, were tech prodigies. Where Peter had gone and trained to be a Vanguard operative, Simon had stuck here in the office with the computer network. He’d upgraded the whole thing with stronger firewalls and all kinds of jargon computer things she didn’t understand.

      Her desk was in front of Clare’s office. After Lena had been fired for a few different things, including romantic indiscretion and other compromising sins that meant she could no longer be trusted, Clare had needed a new executive assistant.

      Destiny hung her blazer on the hook on the wall behind the desk, set her purse in the bottom drawer, and didn’t bother getting out her phone. She only used it for watching movies at night when she didn’t want to reach for the remote.

      Never mind the unread thread with her sisters and her brother.

      She would only be looking for a message or a missed call from Jasper. He was the only person she wanted to hear from. Or see. But what was the point in wishing for something she couldn’t have? She’d screamed at him when he tried to visit her in the hospital.

      But that was weeks ago, and she had no idea how to break this stalemate.

      Simon approached. She spotted the moment he slowed his stride so that he didn’t surprise her. “Destiny.” Voice soft so she didn’t flinch. “How are you this morning?”

      Whatever he’d been doing a moment ago, he’d finished. Or hit a natural stopping point. She smiled at him, wondering how anyone wouldn’t be able to tell the twins apart. They were so different.

      “Hey, Sie. I’m good. How are you?” Clare had told her that withholding the truth might be part of this job. Telling everyone she was “good” rather than admitting the truth probably wasn’t what Clare had meant.

      “She in?” He motioned to Clare’s closed office door.

      “She has a doctor’s appointment this morning.”

      Simon said, “Is everything okay?”

      Someone else came over. Then, two people from the Cold Case Department.

      Simon repeated her words to them.

      One of the women who worked near Simon’s desk in what they called the “bullpen” wandered out of the break room and came over. “Are we talking about where Clare is? ’Cause she’s usually in the office by now.” The woman shot Destiny a look. “When she lived upstairs, it was easier to keep track of her.”

      The penthouse had been vacant when Destiny moved in. Clare had married a police lieutenant and now lived fifteen minutes away in the house where they would raise their children. Things in the company had started to shift, and everyone was having to flex to accommodate the change.

      Destiny hadn’t even turned on her computer. “The staff meeting is still scheduled for half past eight. Clare knows that.”

      One of the guys said, “But what’s the appointment for? Everything okay with her…” He pointed a finger at his middle and swirled it around.

      Evidently, that was a reference to the baby Clare was carrying. This company was terrible with allowing others privacy in their personal lives. “That would be none of your business.”

      “If she’s taking time off, we need to know.” He shook his head as though she should already be aware.

      With the desk between them, the overbearing presence of a guy his size registered, but she fought back against the pounding in her chest. Squared her shoulders. “Clare is going to show up to work shortly. When she gets here, do you want to be found standing around, or do you want her to see you working?”

      The guy huffed but headed away. The ladies trailed off as well, along with everyone else who’d gathered. To their credit, they cared about Clare’s well-being. But they also leaned on her too much. It was Destiny’s job to make Clare’s life easier. She was running out of time to get these people to see that their boss didn’t need to hold their hands in order for them to do their jobs. If they bothered her after she had this baby and interrupted a mother’s time with her first newborn? Then, Destiny would have failed.

      Simon chuckled. “Good job. We’ll have you running this place in no time.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled at him.

      He winked. “See you at the meeting.”

      Only after he’d left did she think about what he said. Despite what some people thought about personal assistants being the ones who ran the show behind the scenes, she had no desire to be the boss of this place. She had zero qualifications. She just loved Clare and was fully on board with Vanguard.

      After all, they’d saved her life.

      She would be forever grateful to them for rescuing her from that hellish place. Shouts rang in her ears from that distant time. Under her, the chair became a dirt floor. Darkness flashed in front of her eyes. She could hear screaming, not far away.

      The sound of terror. And then death.

      Her computer booted, and the instant messaging program loaded with the start-up. A string of messages populated.

      Back to reality. Thank You, Lord. He’d given her what she needed to keep from descending into the nightmare. She was getting better.

      No one knew what would happen when Clare went on maternity leave and the company had a CEO with different priorities. But she wasn’t going to be completely gone. In fact, Destiny had heard Clare and Gage talking about Clare being here when he was at work so she could be around some helping hands—with an assistant to guard the door when she was taking a nap. Gage liked the idea of her being safe and not alone.

      The idea of a team of ex-military mercenaries having to keep their voices low because a baby was sleeping sounded like something Destiny wanted to see.

      She loaded her morning report to the Famous Ones chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        No nightmares. The purple pj’s are so soft – thnx, Ally.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No lip gloss today. Peach eye shadow and the white shirt with the thin stripes.

      

      

      

      

      

      She got a reply almost immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sending a pair of heels. They’ll look killer with your legs.

      

      

      

      

      

      Destiny shook her head.

      
        
          
            
              
        While I sit at a desk? You get that’s what my job is.

      

      

      

      

      

      The girls had joked that Destiny should go on a mission with them. Or to some event where she could wear a dress and heels.

      
        
          
            
              
        Calendar. Girl, didn’t you see what’s tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      Destiny flinched. She clicked her mouse and pulled up the… “Oh, no.”

      “Something wrong?” Clare stood on the opposite side of the desk. She planted one hand on top and leaned over, sighing when her abdomen touched the surface. “Oof. Ah, yes. The Rammington-Harper Industries event. That is tonight. After I take a nap.”

      “Everything good?”

      “All good.” Clare touched her baby bump. “She’s measuring right on track.”

      “That’s great.”

      According to the calendar, Clare had only two or three weeks left. And that was how long Destiny had to teach Clare’s staff to try and solve their problems without bothering her.

      Her computer chimed. Clare looked at the screen and chuckled. “They’re relentless. That’s why they’re the best.”

      “They really are.” On both counts. The Famous Ones had found Destiny in Africa after rebels had kidnapped her and another missionary and dragged them back to a compound.

      They’d rescued her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Courier delivery by lunch. Your dress and shoes for tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now, they were trying to rescue her in a different way. Like guardian angels, whose boss’s name was “Charlie.” And like the old TV show—and those terrible movies—they stopped at nothing to get what they wanted.

      Her computer chimed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Would you have gone shopping?

      

      

      

      

      

      Destiny replied,

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s not the point.

      

      

      

      

      

      Everyone knew what the point was. They were the ones who’d coached her through recovery and how it was going to go. As if they’d all walked through the same experience as Destiny at some point in their lives, so they knew what she was going through. She couldn’t push them away, arguing that they didn’t understand.

      Destiny wasn’t sure she had it in her to make something of her life like they had. She wasn’t ever going to carry a gun, kick doors down, and save lives. But she could do her part—even if it was filing and giving reports to Clare to sign.

      It was a job. She had a quiet life. For now, it was exactly what she needed. Even if her younger sisters thought she should “get out more” or whatever. They didn’t know what she’d been through.

      They couldn’t imagine.

      A message from Clare popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Here’s the meeting packet.

      

      

      

      

      

      Who knew when she’d prepared that? Destiny forwarded it to the whole staff that worked out of this office in Benson. Not the entire company. There were divisions of Vanguard even she didn’t know about.

      Destiny sent a few emails. Did a couple of other admin tasks. Forwarded an adorable photo of Nora and Zander’s toddler son with their new baby to a few people who knew them.

      Clare appeared at her door. “Tomorrow, I’ll show you how to prep the meeting packet. You’ll be able to do it for next week.”

      “Okay, great.” Destiny tucked her chair in and grabbed the tablet that was an extension of her desktop.

      Clare had slid off her shoes to walk barefoot to the conference room. She glanced over her shoulder. “Have you thought about training…later?”

      “Self-defense, yes. Sure. That’s a good idea for any woman.” Even if it wouldn’t have made much of a difference in Africa since she’d been overpowered. “And the gun range. Though, I doubt I’ll ever get a gun of my own.”

      Clare said, “There are plenty of weapons you could learn to use that aren’t guns. And martial arts can be good exercise.”

      “Okay.”

      Clare stopped at the door. The room was already full. “Yeah?”

      “I don’t want to be an operative. Ever.” And her boss knew why. “But I want to get some training.”

      Clare grinned, a look of relief on her face. “I know just who can do it.”

      “The Famous Ones don’t operate out of Benson.” They weren’t a solution.

      “That’s not what I’m thinking. If you’re really ready for this. He’s got years of martial arts training. I only wish he’d accepted my job offer instead of sticking around the police department. But alas, Jasper is too loyal.”

      Destiny headed for a swivel chair, misjudged the landing, and nearly ended up on the floor. When she’d righted herself on the seat, Simon asked, “You good?”

      “Sure.” Her hands were shaking, but that wasn’t the point. Jasper?

      Clare could ask him to train her, but that didn’t mean it would go anywhere. Not after she’d torn his heart out when she screamed at him in the hospital. She’d seen the look on his face, so there was no way he’d agree to this.

      No matter how good it would be to see him, he had better not say yes. It would ruin her tenuous grasp on sanity.
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      “You’re not on duty, are you?”

      Jasper glanced over at his father. “No, but soda water is fine.”

      “Because you’re in the mood to punish yourself for some reason?” Dad looked intrigued.

      Jasper had zero intention of explaining. “I like the taste of it.”

      The bartender set a glass for his father on the bar, and beside it, he put Jasper’s drink. “Have a good night.”

      The senator turned and leaned his back on the bar. As though this was his kingdom to survey. Then again, his dad thought that about everywhere he was, no matter that this building belonged to Rammington-Harper.

      Jasper took a sip of his soda water. “I need to ask you something.”

      “And I’m not going to like it, I suppose.”

      Jasper asked, “Has that ever stopped me?”

      His father chuckled over the rim of his glass. “Before you ask, your mother wasn’t feeling well. We thought it best that she stay home and not pass what she has on to someone else.”

      That wasn’t what they needed to talk about. “I can swing by later. Or tomorrow.”

      His dad nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Did we used to live on Sierra Drive?” Jasper watched his father. The reactions were always subtle, but if you wanted the truth, you had to see past the surface. A tiny flinch. The way his hand trembled.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I recognized the street, and I found the tree house where I played with Caleb.”

      The senator whirled around to the bar and slammed his glass down. “I’m not feeling well myself. Perhaps I have what your mother does.” He left the glass on the napkin and strode across the room.

      Jasper reached for his father’s glass. Part of him wanted to down the rest of the liquid. But what would that serve? His mother called it a “weak constitution,” though that was pretty hypocritical given she couldn’t control her own issues. Anyway, he’d reminded her this wasn’t the Victorian times.

      Richard Hollingsworth had his own ideas about what was wrong with his wife but rarely voiced them. It didn’t match his public persona as a state senator to have a wife who could use a month in rehab somewhere like the Ridgeman Center.

      Who couldn’t use that kind of mental and emotional reset?

      Taking a sabbatical from the police department wasn’t really a thing, even if he was tired and waiting for something to change.

      He left his father’s drink on the bar and threaded through the crowd, greeting a few people as he wove through the guests, until he reached the wall of windows.

      The penthouse in the Rammington-Harper building had been designated a ballroom and entertaining space. They’d been an institution in Benson as long as the city had been here. This event was just an excuse for the company to invite their friends to a party and make deals over drinks.

      Staring at the city lights stretched out in front of him, wearing a suit he only wore at events like this, Jasper ignored everyone around him. Lost in trying to remember the past. How could he get his father to admit they’d lived in that house?

      But did it even matter?

      It wasn’t like it would change anything.

      In the reflection, he spotted his father. He hadn’t left. He’d only walked away from Jasper. Just like every other time he didn’t want to talk about something. His father would hang around, make conversation—just so it didn’t look like they were fighting—and probably get some funding promises for his next campaign.

      Jasper should leave. If his dad didn’t want to answer his question, things between them probably wouldn’t change. He took a sip of his drink and turned. He could make a stealthy exit, and likely, no one here would care.

      Clare entered the room, followed by Destiny.

      Jasper sucked in a breath but hadn’t swallowed yet. He coughed and tried not to dribble soda water on his tie.

      He smoothed it down.

      Someone clapped him on the shoulder, chuckling. “What was that about?”

      He tore his eyes from Destiny and that pale ivory dress. Cleared his throat. “Nothing?”

      The older man tipped his head back. “Don’t kid a kidder.”

      “Hey, Uncle Brent.” Jasper clapped him on the back, needing just one more cough. This man was his father’s friend, not an actual blood relation, but Jasper had always called him that.

      “So, it’s not the pregnant one, I’m guessing.” Brent Rammington, the company CEO, eyed the two women across the room. “The one with her? I heard Clare got a new assistant. The last one was a little…indiscreet from the sound of it.”

      “No kidding,” Jasper said. Lena had two-timed both Simon and Peter. “Her name is Destiny Reed. She’s my friend Blake’s sister.”

      “Cop buddy?”

      Jasper lifted his chin. “SWAT.”

      “Ah. Good man.”

      Something in Jasper swelled. His father had only claimed publicly—years ago—to respect Jasper’s choice of career. After he’d threatened to disown him behind closed doors. After it was all a done deal anyway, and Jasper had made it all the way to being a beat cop.

      At first, when he realized his son wasn’t going to change his mind about the police academy, he’d tried to get Jasper to apply instead to some private security companies so he could be a white-collar guy.

      Jasper didn’t even make those calls. Instead, he just filled out the BPD application and told his dad after he’d been accepted.

      These days, the senator was publicly supportive of his first responder son because it fit the narrative. On the other hand, he jumped in his limo at the first sign of danger and hadn’t even stuck around to see if Jasper made it out of that church massacre.

      “How are you doing, Uncle Brent?”

      The old man wore a suit that was probably worth what Jasper had paid for his car. “Oh, you know.” He waved a hand. “I’d rather talk about that lovely lady across the room.”

      On the far side of the crowd, the senator shook hands with Clare, who wore a pleasant smile. From this distance, Jasper couldn’t tell if Clare was being polite or if she was uncomfortable.
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