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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.

      “She’s not just nervous.” Brent assessed the women. “The assistant is… It’s more than nerves.”

      All things considered, she looked like she was dealing with the situation pretty well. “I shouldn’t go rescue her.” There was no way Destiny wanted him to swoop in.

      Brent chuckled. “I think she might like it if you did.”

      Destiny had spotted him. He was too far away to see the expression on her face. His father drew her attention, shaking her hand and holding it a moment while he spoke.

      “I visited her in the hospital.” Jasper had waited a whole day after she got back. He’d needed to see her, if only to see for himself she was all right. “She kicked me out before I even said hello.”

      “Ah, so there’s a reason she looks broken?”

      Jasper figured Destiny would probably be horrified to know someone could tell just from looking at her, but Brent had always been astute. Jasper had learned from a young age never to let anyone know the truth of what was going on inside him.

      “Aren’t we all?” Seemed like the right thing to say.

      “You okay, son?”

      He glanced at Brent. “I remembered something about Caleb this morning.”

      The older man squeezed his shoulder. “Ah.”

      “I should go see him tomorrow.”

      “Yes, son. You should.”

      Sometimes, Brent went with him to the cemetery, and they parted ways for a while. Brent would visit his daughter’s resting place, and Jasper would sit by Caleb’s headstone.

      Blake’s father had recently been buried not far away.

      So much loss.

      He’d tried to find something good. Some hope or joy in a relationship or in work friendships. But SWAT had been disbanded, and they no longer worked together except on callouts. The guys were all in relationships now, Dakota had moved to Last Chance County, and Liam worked for the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Taskforce.

      “We should go out for breakfast.”

      Brent eyed him, finally lifting his chin. “I’d like that. I’ll have my assistant send you some dates.”

      Between both of their schedules, it was just better to get something on a calendar a few weeks out.

      Brent’s second wife walked over, the one he’d married three years ago. She draped herself over his shoulder, barely looking at Jasper because she’d learned she never got a reaction. “Darling, my glass is dry.”

      “Good to see you.” Jasper shook hands with Brent and turned away, not interested in talking to the wife. Plus, it would save Brent from having Jasper hear whatever he said to placate her.

      He set his glass down and checked his phone since he already knew he was going to get in his car and drive. Usually, he was out for a few hours, clearing his head. Nothing but him, the road, and loud music. Sometimes, he was out all night.

      Detective Jesse had checked in. The surveillance detail she’d volunteered for was uneventful so far.

      He sent her a thumbs-up.

      “Jasper.”

      He looked up from his phone at Clare and grinned. She opened her arms, and he gave her an easy hug, noticing Destiny right behind her. “How are you ladies tonight?” Keeping it light was better, right? Or maybe not, since the expression on Clare’s face looked a whole lot like exasperation. “I was just about to head out.”

      Was one of them going to say something? He probably sounded like a moron.

      “You’re leaving?” Destiny almost looked upset. But it probably wasn’t about not getting to see him.

      Clare said, “Not just yet.” She snagged his arm. “I have a favor to ask first.” She tugged him around, surprisingly strong for a very pregnant lady. Then again, considering who she was, maybe not that surprising. “Not soon, but at some point…Destiny needs someone to train her to fight.”

      Jasper asked, “But is that what she wants or what you want?”

      “Touché.”

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      “We’ll need some ground rules.” The look on Destiny’s face was fire and defiance. Why did she use it with him while this room full of people made her uncomfortable?

      “We all need to feel like we can defend ourselves if necessary.” Clare squeezed his arm, then spoke to the bartender. “Cranberry juice. Destiny?”

      “I’m good.”

      Jasper lifted his brows.

      “I’m not thirsty.” Just a tiny twitch of the skin of her nose. Defiance looked good on her.

      Except she was lying.

      Not lying should be the first rule if he was going to train her. They needed to be honest with each other.

      But he already knew what his number one rule was going to be.

      Definitely, don’t fall in love with her.
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      “Yeah, girl. Just like that.”

      Destiny blinked. The voice in her earpiece had been telling her which way to stand for the last five minutes. So the Famous Ones could get a look at Jasper? She felt the corner of her lips curl up. She could not smile right now. She bit the inside of her lip. Thankfully, Jasper turned away.

      Through the earpiece, she heard a satisfied noise. “Look. At. That.”

      Destiny sucked in a breath through her nose.

      “Homegirl does not like you ogling her crush.”

      Destiny glanced aside, knowing full well they could see her from their positions at the edges of the room, or from some eagle’s nest spot. Who knew? But they were talking about her like she couldn’t hear.

      “Ooh, yeah. Look at that face.”

      An older woman with a crazy huge necklace passed her. Destiny said, “Good evening,” wishing she could tell her guardian angels to cut the chatter. That was something an operator would say, right? Except Clare had told her that tonight their weapons were words, not…actual weapons. She glanced at the line of Jasper’s jacket and wondered if he had a gun. Probably, right?

      “Look at her, checking out his behind.”

      Destiny looked away and cleared her throat.

      “Hey, turn a little to the right.”

      Destiny rotated, angling her body to where a guy with a laptop played music, holding his headphones over one ear. Not a DJ, since it didn’t take actual skill to hit play on a playlist. Also, not a live band.

      “See that?” one said.

      Another replied, “Yeah, got him.”

      “Get me a better view, homegirl. From by the windows.”

      Clare glanced back over her shoulder. Destiny tipped her head as though asking permission. Clare nodded.

      Jasper didn’t miss a thing. Hopefully, he wouldn’t notice the earpiece in her ear. He glanced down at her dress, and that neutral expression ignited for a second.

      Destiny spun away. Danger, Will Robinson. Danger.

      “Oh, yeah. He totally likes you.”

      Destiny kept her pace easy, even though she wanted to run. “I screamed at him.” She whispered the words over comms.

      “Psh. He knows you were hurt.” A brief pause. “Now, show me the room.”

      Destiny leaned her back against the glass. Cold on the bare skin of her shoulder. The dress went to her throat and cut horizontally across her back above her shoulder blades and bloused around her waist. Only her arms were bare, and the dress went to the floor. No one can tell. None of her scars would be visible, and she planned to never wear a bikini again. She had to give the Famous Ones credit. They’d taken care of her.

      “Doing okay?”

      “Fine,” she managed to whisper. The two of them in the comms channel weren’t the only ones here tonight.

      Destiny’s job was to allow the camera on the dress to give them footage of what was in front of her. The pins on either side of her hair, keeping half of it back, were also cameras—probably overkill. They’d told her they weren’t taking any chances with her safety, but was she really safe anywhere? Tonight they were gathering intel on everyone here as part of their operation tonight.

      As a walking camera, she wasn’t supposed to run screaming from the room. She should also keep from freaking out and yelling at Jasper—or kissing him.

      She couldn’t tell which way it would go. After all, she was the one who’d shut him out. But it wasn’t like he’d tried to talk to her again after she got out of the hospital. Or in the month since.

      “Incoming.”

      Warned by the voice in her ear, Destiny spotted the man on approach. Close.

      Jasper’s father said, “You look like you might want to run out the door.”

      Destiny’s cheeks heated. “There are a lot of people in here.”

      He put his back to the window beside her. “Good view. You can see all kinds of things from up here. Like how Alonzo just made a deal with Simmons.” The senator pointed. “They always clink their glasses together in lieu of signing contracts. And over there.” He shifted his finger to the right. “Watch Mrs. Simmons walk by Charles Markam.”

      Destiny watched the woman sashay past Mr. Markam. Their fingers touched, a tiny brush. They’re having an affair.

      The comms channel erupted.

      “Did you see that?”

      “What the heck?”

      Destiny glanced at Senator Hollingsworth. “I think that goes a level above people watching.” Kind of like the Famous Ones ogling Jasper.

      The senator chuckled. “In my business, it pays to notice the little things.”

      Uh-oh. Did that mean he had seen her looking at Jasper?

      Considering that, a couple of years ago, Jasper had dumped his fiancée because his family hadn’t approved, that didn’t bode well for her.

      Destiny didn’t put herself down because of where she’d come from. But given what she had gone through recently, maybe she deserved to have something good happen to her next. Was that too much to ask for? What do you say, Lord? Since that good thing wasn’t going to be a relationship with Jasper, it might be this job. But it had been weeks, and she was still barely holding it together.

      Of course, what she really wanted would never be admitted aloud.

      Over comms, she heard, “On it.”

      After that, Destiny tuned out the operational chatter. She really was simply a personal assistant, even if Clare’s line of work had some elements to it that were a little different. At least, different from a business like the one they were currently standing in.

      Jasper glanced over at her, close enough she could spot the question in his eyes. She lifted her fingers but kept her hand by her side and waved him off.

      “My son is a good man,” the senator said. “Better than me. Though, that was never in doubt.”

      “I’d like to be able to say the same about my children someday.” That was a diplomatic answer. She had no idea what the senator knew about her and Jasper. No one knew all of it.

      It made her wonder what other secrets the police detective had.

      Things he never told anyone.

      “It’s the hope of every parent.” He turned to her. “I don’t want to remind you of something you’d likely prefer to forget, but I’d also rather there wasn’t a secret that amounts to a lie between us.” He paused. “I’m aware of what happened to you.” The senator lifted her hand and held it gently. “I’m very glad to see you safe and well, Destiny Reed.”

      A harsh voice said, “I thought you were leaving.” Jasper’s expression was pure fury.

      “Turns out I had a reason to stay.” He let go of Destiny’s hand with a very gentle squeeze. I’m aware of what happened to you.

      But he wasn’t, was he? Not completely.

      “How about we all go to Franchino’s and get dessert? My treat.” The senator glanced from Jasper to her.

      Destiny spotted something across the room. Her cue.

      She tuned back into what was being said on comms. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m sorry, I won’t be able to go with you for dessert.” She breezed through them, across the room. Clare had the company CEOs in conversation. She said something, and both men laughed.

      Destiny used a side door, and when it didn’t close, she glanced back.

      Jasper was right behind her. “What did he say to you? Did he scare you?”

      She shook her head and continued down the hall to the stairwell in the corner, the one that led down to the office on the floor below. “He didn’t upset me.” How was she supposed to explain it was a work thing? “You don’t have to come with me. You can go back to the party. I’m fine.”

      He only stared at her. “I’m coming with you.”

      In her ear, she heard, “The cop is coming.”

      Destiny said, “I just have to check on something for Clare.”

      Through comms, she heard, “Shoot.”

      Then, “Incoming. Everyone scram.”

      Destiny pushed through the stairwell door and found a spiral staircase lit by wall sconces. It was carpeted so that her footsteps made no sound. Not quite the plan, but it could work.

      “Care to tell me where we’re going?”

      Someone in her ear snickered. “Wouldn’t he like to know.”

      Destiny only realized afterward that it was her who snorted. She cleared her throat.

      “Something funny?”

      Over comms, one of the girls said, “Let him go first. Tell him it was probably an accident.”

      Destiny stopped at the door. She waved a hand. “After you.”

      “So I can get suspended for trespassing?”

      Destiny repeated what came over comms. “Something tells me you want to see what’s behind door number one.”

      He shot her a look and retrieved a gun from under his left arm.

      In her earpiece, she heard, “Shoulder holster. Classy.”

      Destiny wanted to tell them to shush. She should be nervous, out in the field. But having the Famous Ones in her ear and Jasper in front of her, she wasn’t.

      Jasper opened the door. He stopped short so fast that she sort of slammed into him. Then, she realized she’d grabbed his hips. Eek. She let go like she’d touched something hot. “Sorry.”

      He took her hand. “You don’t ever have to apologize to me.”

      Someone in her ear gasped. “He’s so sweet.”

      Except she had plenty of things to apologize for. Right now wasn’t the time, though.

      Destiny lifted her heels to peer over his shoulder. She got a look at the room and gasped. “What did you guys do?”
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      Jasper gaped at the room first, then at Destiny. He didn’t know what was more astounding. Destiny smiling at whatever thought was in her head, or the fact the CEO’s office was covered in spray paint. Someone had come in determined to make a statement.

      And they had.

      Papers were strewn everywhere. Spaces on the shelves indicated where smashed items now on the floor had been. The broken objects intermingled with a couple of knocked-over tall lamps, the shades crushed. A vase had been smashed, and the flowers lay in a puddle.

      Across the wall, someone had painted an accusation that led him to believe the person who worked in this office had taken advantage of a woman at some point in the past. Except it was his uncle’s office, Brent Rammington. He turned back to Destiny, holstering his weapon and pulling out his phone.

      Before he dialed, he said, “Explain.”

      “I’ve signed a nondisclosure agreement.” Destiny’s gaze flicked to the side, and she let out a quick laugh.

      He was about to ask her what was going on when she removed an earpiece. Jasper tried to snatch it from her, but she slipped it into her pocket. “Your dress has pockets?” He gave a sharp shake of his head. “This is a Vanguard operation?”

      Maybe they were here trying to find whoever had done this? Destiny somehow knew it was going to happen and led him here.

      Or he’d been hoodwinked, and this was about the fact they had orchestrated this entire situation to ensure he was the one who discovered the scene.

      Why else have him go first? Except that he’d thought it was about her letting him protect her.

      Apparently, whoever was in her ear had that job.

      Jasper tamped down his irritation. He didn’t need to take it out on her.

      “I need to call this in.” Get the scene processed, talk to witnesses. She could claim she’d been with him, so he probably wouldn’t be able to justify interviewing her even though she was definitely hiding something.

      Destiny looked into the office, then pulled out her phone. “I’ll let Clare know what happened.”

      He stared at her for a second, trying to reconcile the pizza grill server he’d kissed with this executive assistant in a gown, taking his breath away. He almost didn’t recognize her. She’d been through a terrifying situation, been hurt, and put her life back together.

      Was the woman he had known before she went to Africa still in there?

      Jasper made the call to dispatch. As soon as he was done, he said, “You look amazing. I didn’t get the chance to tell you earlier.”

      Her eyes warmed. “Thank you. Sorry this interrupted your night. You probably weren’t thinking you’d have to work the scene of a crime when you came here.”

      “Not exactly. Although, there was one particularly raucous night when the mayor’s aide’s date threw her drink at him and cut his cheek because the tumbler shattered on his glasses. There was blood everywhere and drunk people all around the room trying to help. Pulling tablecloths off tables to staunch the bleeding, and depositing dishware all over the floor.”

      He shook his head. “My mother climbed up on a chair and told everyone to sit down.” He chuckled, remembering how proud he’d been that she took control of the situation. That had been a good day.

      Destiny smiled and touched his arm. She was about to speak when her phone chimed. “Clare needs me back upstairs.”

      He wasn’t quite sure what to say except, “It was good to see you.”

      He opened his mouth again to ask what she’d talked about with his dad, but that was way too nosy. There were a million other things he wanted to say. All of it hung in the air between them, unspoken.

      Considering his life was nothing but a series of things he’d never said or things he’d never done, coupled with all the things he should have never said and should have never done…it wasn’t exactly an unfamiliar feeling.

      But it didn’t feel comfortable, either.

      At some point, he needed to quit doing the wrong thing, or nothing, and do something right.

      His phone rang.

      Destiny said, “I’ll leave you to it,” and headed back up the stairs before he could find a good reason to ask her to stay.

      Detective Jesse was calling. He blew out a breath and answered. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “I was relieved by the night shift. Heard your call come in. I’ll head over.”

      “Sounds good.” Later, they’d need to talk about why she wanted to work overtime to keep from going home. It might be fine for now, but sooner or later, Samantha Jesse was going to crash and burn out.

      Twenty minutes later, she entered the office door from the same floor, not that back stairwell. He’d circled the room twice and made some observations.

      “What have we got?” She hung back by the door, leaning against the doorjamb. The hall behind her was filled with partygoers, and the uniformed officers were doing a good job keeping them back and out of this room. Sooner or later, he was going to have to talk to his uncle about all this, but that would come after they’d gone over the scene.

      “You good?”

      Detective Jesse said, “CI of mine didn’t check in. I’m sure she’s fine, though.”

      “The damage makes it look like someone was trying to make a statement.” But it still didn’t seem right. “They weren’t looking for something. This is just chaos and randomness.”

      She glanced around. “Was it preplanned or just a crime of opportunity?”

      Destiny had practically led him to it, so he was more concerned about whose plan it had been. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “How did you stumble across it?”

      He explained how he’d followed Destiny from the ballroom, mostly trying not to sound like a stalker.

      “Detective Reed’s sister? The one that got kidnapped in Africa?”

      “Now she’s the executive assistant to the CEO of Vanguard.”

      “I guess she found out something through all that, and they gave her a sweet gig to compensate for keeping her mouth shut.”

      Considering Destiny had mentioned an NDA, Jesse might not be too far off the truth. But he still didn’t like that.

      “What we need to know,” Jasper said, “is how it relates to this incident.”

      “True.”

      “And the paper conveniently left for us to find on the desk.”

      “You’ve been holding back the punch line?”

      Jasper grinned. At the desk, he scanned the transactions on the paper. “This indicates the company paid a large sum of money, in the hundreds of thousands range, to a shell corporation we know is fake and connected to this kingpin we’re trying to ID.”

      “So, this guy that took out a hit on the whole department, who has been killing dealers and absorbing their territory, is also leaning on corporations in Benson for protection money?”

      That was certainly an option. “We should go to speak to Rammington.”

      His uncle needed to answer uncomfortable questions about what his company was into.

      Jasper walked to the door and then to the cordoned off area down the hall where the officers held people back. Everyone wanted to get a look at the scene of the crime.

      Jasper just wanted to see Destiny. Even if there was a niggle at the back of his mind as to what she had gotten involved in tonight. He spotted his father. “I need to speak to Brent. Can you find him?”

      His dad nodded.

      Jasper turned back to the office.

      Detective Jesse said, “You’re different than I expected, you know.”

      “Good or bad different?”

      “Case in point.” Samantha shrugged. “I’d have pegged you for a people pleaser.”

      “I figure they’ll make up their minds regardless. What’s the point in trying to please everyone?”

      “I don’t know if that’s sad or wise.” She continued moving around the room, looking over the scene.

      “I’ll go talk to Rammington,” Jasper said. “Find out what this is about.”

      “I’ll go with you. After all, with your personal connection to the family, internal affairs could argue you’re compromised when it comes to things like this.” She motioned at the slur that had been sprayed on the wall. “And I’d like to see how he reacts to a woman.”

      There was a lot there they could unpack. Jasper might not care about people’s opinions, but she had some loaded ideas about how he was perceived. “You think I got into this job because it makes me look good?”

      She stopped at the door. “No, I don’t suppose you did. Though, mostly I figure it was to tick off your old man.”

      Jasper said, “He wasn’t the one whose attention I wanted.”
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      “I’m sure it won’t be long, Mr. Rammington.” Destiny wasn’t going to squeeze his arm, or his hand, but she smiled politely at Brent across the tiny table in the C-suite break room—which looked like a fancy airport lounge.

      He took a sip of the coffee she’d made. People outside the room milled around, but she’d slid the glass door closed to cut down on the noise.

      Her phone buzzed on the table, and she looked at the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        That was fun.

      

      

      

      

      

      Destiny tapped a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        You guys leaving?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response was,

      
        
          
            
              
        When you do.

      

      

      

      

      

      Which meant they planned to escort her back to the Vanguard building. Her permanent detail of bodyguards evidently planned to stay and “help” until they were called out on a mission. They couldn’t take a hiatus forever, but they’d been in Benson since she got out of the hospital and recovered enough to start making trips out of the house. First, just to the grocery store. Then, to see her sisters at their aunt’s birthday party. She’d been to see Blake, who seemed to be permanently at Lettie’s Granny’s house with her when he wasn’t working.

      Seeing them together and so happy…she loved it as much as it hurt to watch. She would never have that for herself. It was time to grieve and move on.

      Focusing on work was a decent distraction, and there was plenty at Vanguard to keep her attention.

      She looked over at the window and saw the senator. He slid the door open enough that he could say, “Jasper was looking for you, Brent.” He glanced between them. “I’ll let him know where to find you.”

      When Brent said nothing, Destiny offered, “Thank you.”

      Clare had remained upstairs in the ballroom. Gage was on his way to pick her up, and she’d be going home. Vanguard was passing this case to the police. It was just that the way they’d done it didn’t sit quite right with Destiny.

      Brent set his cup down, and it clinked against the saucer. “If it had to be someone, having it be Jasper is for the best.”

      “He’ll be working the case with his partner, but Clare’s assessment was correct. He cares for your reputation. He’ll work to keep things quiet.”

      Brent cleared his throat. “Or he’ll believe the accusation and take no steps to stop it from being smeared in the public arena.”

      Destiny would wait to see what Jasper did. Vanguard had reviewed all the evidence and was confident Brent Rammington had been set up.

      “As long as my wife doesn’t discover the video. Though, she doesn’t watch the news, so I suppose she’ll be unlikely to find out before I get the chance to explain that it’s not what everyone is going to think.”

      Vanguard had worked hard to get to the truth. Brent had been set up, duped far enough that whoever was blackmailing him hadn’t had to fabricate much. Just enough to convince anyone inclined to believe it that he’d had an encounter with an escort. The fact he’d comprehended what was happening and left wasn’t going to fit the narrative.

      “It won’t take him long to find the paper.” The Famous Ones had jumped to take the case and hand the police the evidence that Brent had made a blackmail payoff to the kingpin who’d been terrorizing Benson the last few months. Things might seem as though they’ve calmed down recently, but Vanguard saw what was happening below the surface.

      The kingpin wanted all the power players in Benson under his thumb. Not just criminals, but legitimate business leaders also.

      How far would this man go? Would he come after the mayor, the police commissioner, and Jasper’s father as well? Securing that much power would make it even more difficult to take him down.

      However, that also happened to be above her pay grade and, generally, not her job. They’d all told her that recovering was her job. And taking care of Clare.

      “Jasper is a good man.”

      Destiny leaned forward a little. “This might be only a sentiment, but don’t be concerned. Give yourself a moment to let go of the worry and take a breath. Taking a second will help.”

      “I should have more confidence in my decisions.”

      She smiled slightly. “Is that what I should’ve told you?”

      He smiled in return. “What you said was lovely. Thank you.”

      The door slid open again. Jasper and his partner came in, followed by Clare and Gage.

      Clare said, “Gage is going to take me home, Destiny. Are you good to make your own way back?”

      Destiny had the Famous Ones on hand to ensure she returned safely to the office building. “I’m good. Thank you.”

      She wanted to be here when the police questioned Brent. She was supposed to report back to Vanguard on how the conversation went and what they covered.

      The female cop slid the door shut and came over with her hand out. “Detective Samantha Jesse.”

      “Destiny Reed. Nice to meet you.” She didn’t get up.

      Jasper said, “Uncle Brent?”

      “She stays.” He motioned to Destiny.

      She smiled sweetly at Jasper, whose eye twitched.

      “Okay, then.” He pulled over a chair, turned it backward, and sat astride it.

      When guys did that it was hot, but sometimes, it was overused. Right now wasn’t the time to be attracted to him. Though, convincing herself he was a cliché didn’t work either.

      He asked, “Can you explain the nature of the slur spray-painted across the wall in your office?”

      “She told me her name was Honey.” Brent cleared his throat. “I’m not proud of it. My wife was out of town, visiting a girlfriend in San Diego. The…incident…was captured on video and used to coerce me into keeping it quiet. Even if nothing actually happened they’ve managed to make it look like it did.”

      “You were blackmailed?” Detective Jesse asked.

      “By a man I’ve never met, whose name I don’t know.”

      Jasper’s face twisted. “What did he want? Apart from your cooperation and your money?”

      “An ongoing relationship wherein I provide favors in exchange for his continued silence.” Brent held himself together. She had to give him credit for that.

      “And this incident tonight? Do you think he’s trying to communicate with you?”

      “Who knows what he is doing?”

      They’d gone over his desire to be truthful with Jasper and how he could word answers in order to not implicate Vanguard or get himself in more trouble. No one wanted to get in the way of the police department. They’d lost officers and needed to close this case themselves—legally. Vanguard had ways of doing that under the table. Or on the side. Evidently, the Famous Ones had destabilized a country once, toppling a dictator from power so the opposition could put their man in his place.

      Benson wasn’t exactly an empire that needed to be disrupted, but Destiny had a newfound respect for the fight. Evil couldn’t win.

      It had already taken enough from her.

      “I’d like a copy of the tape.”

      Brent hesitated.

      Jasper said, “You knew I would ask.”

      “Doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Jasper touched the older man’s shoulder. “I want you to come by the station tomorrow and make a full statement.”

      Brent nodded. “I would like to get away from this circus and go home.”

      Detective Jesse stepped back. “I’ll escort you to your vehicle.”

      Did Detective Jesse know Jasper might want a moment alone with her? Was he going to interrogate her? She pushed her chair back to avoid being cornered. “I should go catch my rideshare and head home.”

      Brent held out his hand, and she took it. “Thank you.”

      Destiny decided he was thanking Vanguard more than her, but the sentiment was the same.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Jasper said to her, like it was no big deal. Could she say the same? He hit the button for the elevator. The doors closed with only them inside. “Long day?”

      He was giving her an out.

      “Yes, but not a bad one.” She spotted something in his eyes that she wanted to ask about, but the doors slid open on the ground floor. “Do you want to go with me, get that dessert your dad mentioned? Or do you have to work?”

      He’d given her a little space. But maybe it wouldn’t hurt to talk with him on her terms.

      He walked beside her through the expansive lobby. “There is more to do here. Rain check?”

      She stopped by the door so he wouldn’t think he needed to go outside with her. “That sounds good.”

      He reached over her shoulder and pushed the door open. “Come on. Let’s go see if your rideshare is here.”

      A black Suburban waited at the curb.

      Before she stepped outside, two women climbed out. The front passenger scanned around them. The other held the back door open. Black pants, boots, and jackets. Hair tied back and braided. Vanguard didn’t hide the fact they looked like mercenaries.

      Jasper asked, “This is your rideshare?”

      Destiny would have to explain at some point. But did it have to be right now? “It’s complicated.”

      He touched her hand, and she stopped, turning to him where they’d be out of earshot.

      “They’re taking you back to…where you live?” he asked.

      She might as well tell him. “The top floor apartment in the Vanguard building.”

      “I’ve heard that place is like a fortress. I’ve never been inside.”

      Well, she wasn’t about to invite him up. Not now, and probably not ever, because why wish for something that seemed so impossible?

      She said, “Have a good night.”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I already did.”
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      “Like actual bodyguards?”

      Jasper sucked down the last of his coffee, which they’d grabbed from a drive-through between the precinct and this new scene. “Blake has no idea who they are, but Lettie is the Vanguard EMT now, so she’s gonna ask around.”

      “Huh.” Detective Jesse shoved her door open and climbed out.

      He did the same, pocketing the keys. He’d tossed and turned all night wondering who Destiny’s bodyguards were, and then wondering why he couldn’t stop thinking about it. He ended up putting on a TV show and getting through several episodes. When his alarm went off this morning, his TV had been asking if he was still watching.

      “I shouldn’t care so much.”

      Detective Jesse shot him a look as they waited at the crosswalk for the green light. “Then tell me what this place is, instead. But first, I have to ask. If it turns out Brent isn’t telling the truth and he got into something illegal, are you going to squash it or let justice happen?”

      Jasper blinked. “No lead in? Just straight up, you ask like that?”

      Samantha grinned. “It’s my specialty.”

      “How refreshing. Usually, cops think I’m only here so wealthy people or politicians can get a favor and have me smooth out a problem for them. Like all I’m good for is doing favors for friends.”

      “And you think I believe that?”

      So this was all to get him to trust her? She had an interesting way of going about things.

      Jasper asked, “Do you?”

      “If I did, I’d be reporting to internal affairs daily about you, not asking straight out what your plan is.”

      “Fair enough.”

      But her concern only highlighted his questions. Would Destiny and the people at Vanguard believe he might cover up the truth, or were they counting on justice? He didn’t like being manipulated, and that’s what it had felt like. The police department didn’t need Vanguard’s help to catch a cop killer, and depending on how Vanguard went about it, he might get mad or be grateful.

      At least they weren’t talking about Destiny. He was a big fan of focusing on work. After all, there was a clarity to policing that meant he could push out the personal stuff. Like everything with Brent—who was due at the PD in a couple of hours for Jasper to take his statement.

      He pushed off the fatigue as they crossed the street. Parking a little bit down from the building meant they weren’t blocking anyone, and they could get a look at the wider scene. Something his first training detective had taught him.

      Unfortunately, a few weeks ago, his car had blown up. He and Violet had been at an apartment complex, occupied with a man in need of medical attention when a cop had offered to move the car for him. These days, Jasper regularly checked it for bombs so none of that happened again.

      He had no plans to be murdered.

      Then again, whoever had been killed in this building probably would’ve said the same just hours ago.

      Now there was an officer on the front door and the ME was on their way. Homicide would be working it, but he wanted to get a look at the scene.

      “Earth to Hollingsworth.”

      He glanced at her. “I’m here. I’m good.” He rolled his shoulders.

      “Then keep a lid on it while you look at the blue car across the street. About thirty feet down.” She pointed at the building where they were headed, not giving anyone a clue that wasn’t what they were talking about.

      Jasper said, “This place is connected to the same shell corporation Brent Rammington paid off.” He glanced at the car and saw someone in the driver’s seat. “You think they’re watching the place?”

      Before he looked away, the car engine fired up, and the driver pulled out.

      Detective Jesse said, “Now they know we took the building.”

      “Initial report was that it’s a manufacturing spot.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think you mean making furniture or something like that?”

      He said, “Because I mean pressing pills.”

      “Okay, pretend I don’t know anything about that and run it down for me.”

      That was an interesting way of gathering information. Rather than quizzing him about the holes in her knowledge, she’d find out what he knew about it and fill in her gaps in the process. “Gone are the days when every drug dealer has a cartel contact shipping them product from south of the border. These days, you can buy the equipment online, plus the filler to make pills. Get your base product and press your own pills. He could be cranking out thousands per hour.”

      “With what he confiscated from the dealers he killed, probably. He might not need to buy the raw components for a while.” Jesse shook her head. “Though, how he’s had no issues pulling together territory in a big sweep like this makes me wonder.”

      “Far as I can see, the more issues he has, the better for us. Which might account for why there’s a dead guy in here.”

      “And who is that?”

      They walked up to the officer at the door. “Who that is has yet to be determined.” He lifted his chin. “Jesse. Hollingsworth.”

      She made the same head tilt motion. “Alvarez.” Then, she looked at Jasper. “You know Romeo?”

      He frowned. “Your mother named you Romeo?”

      “’Cause she’s got class.” Alvarez grinned. “Besides, the ladies love it.”

      Samantha laughed. “Sure, bro.”

      Jasper said, “Whatever you say.”

      “Anyway, the interim ME is in there. Doctor Carlton is still on maternity leave.”

      “Got it.” They stepped into the building, a warehouse with rows of dusty floors. Old metal desks, and a set of double doors, which opened up from the office to a room with a thirty-foot-high ceiling. Birds in the rafters.

      He slowed a fraction, spotting two homicide detectives. As they approached the two men and the doc by the body, Jasper asked, “Didn’t an EMT get stabbed in here like a year ago?”

      Eric Hummet pointed at him. “Good memory. It is the same building, and we’ve been watching activity here since. A confidential informant of mine said something was going down a couple of nights ago. Then last night, the neighbor called in odd noises and suspicious activity.”

      Lucas Westbrook straightened out of his crouch. “Which is usually someone double-crossing someone else, just to get back at their rival.”

      “And in this case?” Samantha asked.

      Jasper followed that up with his own question. “Who would cross this guy? Not a rival. Maybe someone who found themselves working for him and doesn’t like it?”

      “Risky proposition.” Eric winced. “This guy was tortured.” He waved at a chair with cut rope on the concrete beside it.

      “ID?”

      Lucas shook his head. “We’re waiting for prints to come back.”

      “Do you mind?” Eric and Lucas both shrugged, so Jasper walked around the body and took a look. “Cause of death?” He expected the ME to reference some kind of massive trauma since the body was intact.

      It wasn’t a total surprise when he said, “Heart attack would be my guess. There are some signs of a cardiac event.”

      Jasper got all the way around to see the victim’s face. “I know who this is.” He straightened. “We were looking for him a few months ago. He was an accountant for the Russians.”

      Eric said, “Before the limo bombing, after which the family just imploded.”

      “It makes you wonder”—Lucas glanced between each of them—“if this kingpin was pulling strings behind the scenes this whole time. Taking out the competition that was a bigger threat, the Russians, before he went after the dealers and the bangers.”

      “Elyan…something. I’ll dig up the file and send you the case number.”

      “’Preciate it.” Lucas held out his hand, and they shook.

      Eric did the same. They chatted with Samantha for a few minutes, talking about changes in the department over the past few months. Their captain, Dennis McCauley, had been shot in the line of duty in the hospital, ironically, a few months ago and had recovered enough to come back on light duty.

      Liam was liking his new job with the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Taskforce, working under Homeland Security and taking down dangerous criminals.

      Blake worked with Intelligence.

      SWAT had some new team members. Their sporadic callouts were the highlight of Jasper’s month.

      Jasper got a lot of white-collar cases. Robberies. And assignments where he had to work with the FBI, which included Eric’s wife, Stella. He tried not to show his dissatisfaction, that low-grade hum that seemed to live inside him. It might not be all about work. Part of it could be about Destiny and how powerless he’d been to help her. It could also be that he’d been offered a job by Vanguard and had turned it down out of a sense of loyalty to the police department. But if he’d taken it, he would be working with Destiny every day now.

      Samantha’s phone rang. “Jesse.” She frowned. “Slow down. Tell me where you are. I’ll come to you.”

      She motioned for him to go with her and headed for the door.

      “Guess we’re done here.” He gave Eric and Lucas a two-fingered salute and followed her. Samantha had hung up before she reached the door where Alvarez watched the street.

      “My CI,” she said. “She needs help.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      He didn’t miss the surprise on her face that he didn’t argue.

      They had some time before Brent would be at the PD.
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      Destiny took the long way through the cemetery, walking the single-lane asphalt road that wound in an arc back to the exit gate. She’d asked Simon to find out where Jamal Reed was buried. She took her time. Maybe she didn’t want to see it. The whole thing would seem more final.

      His name chiseled into concrete.

      Wind whispered through the trees, sounding almost like a running river. Few others were here at this time on a Saturday morning. Her day off. The chance to do whatever she wanted, and it was this. She wasn’t under any illusions. Someone at Vanguard likely knew where she was. Probably, there was a GPS tracker on the company car she drove now.

      Someone would have come with her if she asked, but she couldn’t rely on bodyguards for the rest of her life.

      One black town car had been parked nearby, and a woman in black pants and a long blue coat leaned against it. Light brown hair danced in the wind, but she made no attempt to subdue it.

      Destiny tucked the collar of her coat closer around her neck. Close to Jamal’s grave, she saw a man. Someone she knew.

      Jasper’s father stood in front of a grave that didn’t belong to her father. He had come to visit someone? The deceased person had been honored with a marker that stood five feet tall. Senator Hollingsworth traced the marble on the front, then turned and spotted her.

      She didn’t move while he closed the distance between them. “Senator.”

      “Given that we keep meeting, you should call me Richard.” He squeezed her hand.

      She didn’t know what to say or how to explain why she was here. She glanced over at the grave and spotted the letters of his name.

      JAMAL REED.

      “Ah.”

      The drawn-out word had a wealth of understanding contained in it. Such a small thing, and he communicated so much.

      Tears burned in her eyes.

      “The first time you’ve visited him?”

      She managed to nod.

      “And you’re not here to spit on his grave, or scream something you don’t want me to hear?”

      She glanced over.

      He shrugged. “We all grieve in our own way.”

      “No.” She cleared her throat. “I won’t be doing either of those things.”

      “Good.” He held his elbow out. “Allow me to escort you.”

      As she slid her arm through his and they walked to Jamal’s grave, the last thing she wanted was to assume the worst about this gentleman. It was easier to dislike someone and close herself off, to protect herself from any harm that might come. Sounded proactive—or like she had healthy boundaries.

      Instead, she would only be acting unfairly.

      They stood side by side in front of Jamal’s grave.

      “He died while you were in Africa. Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes.” She had to clear her throat again. “He was my father.”

      Richard tensed. She let go of his elbow, feeling the need to stand on her own two feet, and stared at the headstone. The dates.

      “No one knows but me.” The wind ruffled her collar against her cheek. “My mother was drunk one night, jealous of my relationship with my little sisters, I guess. I’d put them all to bed. Blake was working at the gas station. He was in college, too, so he’d take his homework with him for when it was quiet overnight. She took great pleasure in telling me I was the result of a conjugal visit not long after he was convicted.”

      It hadn’t made her feel any differently about her sisters. Much to her mother’s dismay, the attempt to drive a wedge between Destiny and Grace, Mercy, and Hope hadn’t worked. They were still blood, even if only her half-sisters. The news made Blake her full brother. Something he probably didn’t know even now.

      And would he care?

      Blake had adopted all of them, and they’d changed their last names to his despite auntie and uncle nay-sayers. He just wanted them to be a family.

      “None of us is entirely the sum of where we came from. We’re more than that. Or less, in some cases.” Richard fell silent for a second. “You are who you want to be, Destiny. Who the Good Lord made you to be.”

      “I didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      The massacre had occurred while she was en route home from Africa.

      “I also cost myself the chance to say goodbye.” He cleared his throat.

      She could see the name on the marker across the way. So close to her father’s final resting place.

      Richard said, “My son died, and I was not there. It is my greatest regret.”

      “I’m sorry.” It sounded so lame. “I didn’t know you had lost a child.”

      “Jasper’s brother, Caleb.” Richard’s tone thickened. “He had leukemia.”

      A tear rolled down her face.

      “I know where he is.” Richard looked at the sky. “He’s not here. And the same can be said of your father, can’t it?”

      “He believed.” Her father’s faith had been strong. “But he also did a lot of bad things.”

      “Forgiveness is the only hope I have. The thing I cling to when I have nothing.” Richard sniffed, and it had nothing to do with the chill in the air. “I pretended to forget. It’s helped, but I realized I’ve lost so much.”

      She’d tried to forget what happened to her in Africa. Maybe that was okay for a while, but she shouldn’t push it away forever. Everyone said she had to “work through it,” and this man proved that forgoing that step might not be a good long-term solution.

      Richard turned to the headstone. “I heard he turned his life around in prison.”

      Hearing that brought a smile to her face.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m the one who shared with him. I told him what God had done for me.” It seemed so long ago now. So much had changed—she almost felt like a completely different person these days. Jasper practically didn’t recognize her; he’d kept looking at her like she was a stranger.

      What should she make of it?

      Should she reinvent herself or get back to who she had been? She hadn’t even gone to her townhouse, but instead, she had Vanguard clear out her things and put them in storage so the landlord could rent it out to someone else.

      She didn’t fit in her old life. That girl seemed far too naïve now, and if she lived that life, she would be vulnerable, in danger. When those men had driven into the compound and grabbed her…

      Destiny hadn’t known what to do. She hadn’t been able to save Isadora.

      She wanted to be able to fight back, but was she strong enough to get there? It would be easier to hide in the penthouse, do her job, and never need to be that person. Keep the danger out of her life. But she couldn’t closet herself away forever.

      “Maybe one day, you could tell me the story. I’d like to hear it.” Richard glanced toward the car.

      “Another time, absolutely.” She didn’t want to keep him from the woman waiting for him. His wife? She had never met Jasper’s mother and didn’t know much about her. No one really did.

      “Thank you, Ms. Reed.”

      She didn’t ask him to call her Destiny. The respect of him saying her name that way was something she appreciated. “You’re welcome.”

      He started to turn away. “I’ll leave you to your⁠—”

      His body jerked, and he grunted. Started to go down. Destiny grabbed his arm, and he cried out.

      She let go, and he fell to his knees on the grass. Blood on his sleeve. “What happened?”

      He gasped. “I think I’ve been shot.”

      She looked around, trying to find some kind of cover in case whoever fired that bullet tried again. Over by the car, the woman now lay on the ground.

      “Look!” She pointed.

      “Elaine!” He started to get up.

      “We need to stay low.” She pulled out her phone, her hand shaking. The rumble of Jeep tires on dirt swelled in her mind. She could feel the heat of the African sun and smell the tang of gunfire. “Stay low.”

      Destiny turned the phone in her hand and swiped her hand up the screen, then dialed one.

      “Vanguard.”

      “Four seven two.” Her designation plus the “shots fired” code they’d made her memorize even though she’d argued she wasn’t going to be in danger.

      “Copy that.” Whoever was on call said, “Do you have cover?”

      “No, and there are multiple victims.” Destiny gasped. Why was her skin flushed? “I need an ambulance and help.”

      “Sniper?”

      “I don’t know!” Destiny raced low behind the senator over to his car. Another bullet pinged off a headstone beside her. She stumbled, twisting her ankle in the grass. Her phone went flying. “We’re being shot at!”

      Richard turned, crouched by the woman. “My wife has been shot!”

      Destiny needed to curl into a ball. Wrap her arms around her middle and squeeze her eyes shut. Pretend this wasn’t happening.

      But it hadn’t worked last time. It hadn’t changed a thing.

      Nothing had.

      Instead, she pulled off her coat and crawled to the senator, pressing the fabric against the wound. The woman on the ground stared up at her with hatred in her gray eyes. “I won’t let you kill me.”

      She scratched her nails down Destiny’s face.
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      “April, we need you to tell us what happened.” Detective Jesse leaned her hip against the side of the hospital bed.

      The girl had been admitted and treated for injuries consistent with being beaten. She brushed hair off her cheek with a shaky hand. Two of her fingers had been taped together. She had a bandage on the side of her head, and her ribs had been wrapped.

      Jasper hung back by the doorway of the emergency bay so he didn’t intimidate her, just in case this was about an attack by a stranger, and his proximity affected her willingness to talk.

      Samantha’s CI was maybe nineteen. Slender, but not like she didn’t eat, with long dark hair that had some streaks of different colors in it. He’d listened to his mom talk about bad hair dye jobs often enough that he knew more than he wanted to.

      April sniffed. “I can’t stay here. He’ll find me, and it’ll start all over again.”

      “Who did this to you? Neal?” Samantha shifted, her body language irritated.

      She’d told him on their way to get April that Neal was April’s ex-boyfriend. She also had a father who’d raised her, but by all accounts, he was pretty much absent.

      “He didn’t mean it. He’s under a lot of pressure.”

      “But you think it’ll happen again?” Samantha asked softly.

      Jasper had zero tolerance for a guy who beat on his girlfriend. He’d seen the worst outcomes of a relationship like that—if you could even call it a relationship—too many times to not want to step in when the early warning signs were there. Or in a situation like this, where April believed the outcome would be inevitable.

      His phone started to ring in his pocket, thankfully on silent. “There are places you can go where you can be safe.”

      She shook her head. “He’ll find me.” Her voice dropped. “He said he’ll kill me if he sees me again.”

      “We can keep you safe.”

      “His friends are after me, too. They think I know where he hid the stash, and they’re going to come looking.” April’s eyes filled with tears. “They’re going to kill me because I don’t know where he hid it.”

      “What does he have?”

      “Two hundred thousand dollars.” April whimpered. “I told him we should go somewhere, disappear. Like a beach. We don’t have to stay here.”

      And then he’d beaten her because her idea didn’t fit his plan—or simply because she thought of it first. If she dinged his pride, a guy like that would lash out.

      “He said he’d be back. I think he was going to use me to get the jump on them when they came looking for him. He’d have let them kill me.”

      Samantha laid her hand on April’s arm. “We’re not going to let that happen. There are safe houses. You don’t have to go to a shelter. We can keep you protected.”

      “I can’t go to a motel. Someone will see me.”

      Jasper’s phone rang again. He pulled it out and saw Gage’s number, along with two missed calls from the lieutenant. “I need to take this.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Since Samantha was good, he stepped out of the bay. Just then, the doors to the emergency entrance swung open, and EMTs pushed a woman on a gurney with two people running behind them.

      Jasper’s mind blanked. His entire body stilled.

      Mom?

      His dad ran behind the bed, holding something on his arm. Destiny had blood running down her cheek.

      “Watch out.” The EMTs passed him. His mom was pale. Eyes glassy. She had bandages on her shoulder, all piled up, the other EMT holding pressure on it as they moved.

      Recognition registered on his mom’s face. “Jasper! She tried to kill me, Jasper!”

      He didn’t move. His dad stopped beside him, and Jasper felt his father’s grip on the side of his neck. “I’ve got this. You help Destiny.”

      Two nurses and a doctor had followed Jasper’s mom. He could hear the commotion; his mom still yelling about someone trying to murder her.

      “Take care of her.” Jasper’s dad gave his neck a squeeze and let go.

      A nurse said, “Senator. Let’s get that arm looked at.”

      Jasper turned to Destiny. “What happened?” She was hurt. “Let’s get someone to look at your cheek.” He took her hand and tugged her to the desk. “This woman needs to see someone.”

      “She can sit down. We need some information first.” The nurse handed a clipboard over. “We just had a couple of emergencies come in, so we’re busy right now. Take a seat, and we’ll get to you.”

      Jasper’s stomach clenched. “She’s bleeding.”

      The nurse went to a cabinet and handed over a bandage. “Hold this on it. We’ll get to you.” She sat back down and looked at her computer screen.

      Jasper started to argue. Destiny tugged him to the waiting area where she sank into a seat. He crouched in front of her, ignoring the people around them. Injuries and sickness. He didn’t want Destiny near any of this. He took the bandage and held it against her cheek. “What happened?”

      She sucked in a breath. Closed her eyes for a second. “Your father was grazed. The bullet hit your mother.”

      “And the shooter?”

      “The police that showed up started to search for whoever it was. I never saw them.” She bit her lip. “They think I did it and tossed the gun in a bush. Your dad told them that’s not what happened, so they didn’t just arrest me. But they had the cuffs out and everything. They think I tried to kill your parents.”

      He shook his head. “That’s ridiculous. Nothing is going to happen, and no one is going to arrest you.”

      “You should go see your mother. You should be with your dad.” She shifted in the seat, squaring her shoulders like she needed to be strong on her own. “They need you.”

      “My dad told me to stay with you.”

      She frowned. “Why would he say that?”

      “Because he’s a good guy. He has a lot on his shoulders, but he has his priorities straight.”

      “But Tessa…”

      Why was this coming up now, of all times? “There was a lot Tessa didn’t understand. She wasn’t privy to all of it.”

      “You were engaged.”

      Jasper wasn’t afraid of the truth. “Yes, we were.” And after they broke up, Destiny showed up at his house drunk and kissed him. He’d never understand women, but one day, he’d ask her why she did that. “We don’t need to talk about this now. You aren’t being arrested because no one thinks you tried to shoot my parents.”

      “I don’t even have a gun.”

      “There you go.” He shifted the bandage off her cheek. “The bleeding has slowed. Were you grazed by the bullet?” That wasn’t what this looked like.

      “Your mom scratched me.”

      Jasper’s stomach clenched. “Sorry.”

      What was he supposed to say? He and Dad had been covering for her for years. He just hadn’t thought he’d have to do it with Destiny. He’d hoped to introduce them on a good day. A pipe dream at best, considering the alternative was to keep them apart. If the relationship with Destiny amounted to something long term—which he could admit was what he wanted—would he really separate himself from his family just so she didn’t have to deal with it?

      And now that she had a glimpse, it was going to be even harder to keep everything straight.

      He had to lock this thing down.

      If that meant nothing ever happened between him and Destiny, then so be it. That might be the best outcome for everyone.

      She stared at him with her lips parted. Of course there were things she wanted to say, but a nurse showed up and took her to a bay. Jasper checked back with Samantha and April. Then, he found his father in a bay of his own, getting his arm stitched up by one doctor while another stood on the other side of the bed.

      “She’s sedated now,” the other doctor said, “and we will take care of the gunshot wound. The police will want a full statement.”

      His father looked older than Jasper had ever seen him look, his face pale.

      “Senator, has your wife…” He cleared his throat. “Has she ever received psychiatric care?”

      Jasper turned and walked down the hall, not wanting to stick around and hear what his dad said. It would be harder for both of them that way.

      He spotted Destiny. A nurse wiped something gel-like on her cheek. Probably to keep her from getting an infection. Your mom scratched me. He ran a hand over the front of his shirt, the left side of his abdomen.

      Why do you have to be like this?

      His question had been ignored, his mom too far gone to even comprehend what was happening—or what she had done.

      Jasper had to choose between his parents, his job, and Destiny.

      One choice might lead to happiness. The other was his duty.

      How on earth was he going to choose?
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      The screen of Destiny’s phone flashed with two letters: FO.

      Finally. She swiped and put the phone to her cheek. “Where were you guys?” Her thumb bumped the scratch on her cheek. Ouch.

      “We lost him.” To her credit, she sounded mad. The Famous Ones weren’t happy.

      “Who?”

      “The shooter.”

      Destiny scooted to the edge of the bed and slid her feet into her shoes. She’d had the scratch cleaned and bandaged. Time to see how Richard and his wife were doing. Especially if she wasn’t going to be arrested.

      Could she go home, crawl into bed, and forget this day ever happened?

      That sounded good.

      But first… “You went after the shooter?”

      “Of course, we did. He shot at you!” They had her on speaker. And as per usual, their voices blended together until she couldn’t tell which one was speaking. Or her head was swimming, and she needed to lie down. Probably both.

      One of the others said, “He could’ve killed you. He nearly killed that woman.”

      “She’s Jasper’s mother,” Destiny said.

      Someone gasped.

      “And I’m about to go see how she is.”

      “Call us back. We wanna know.”

      Destiny said, “I need to get back to Vanguard. But if you guys are busy⁠—”

      “We’ll split up.” There was a pause. “Ten minutes.”

      “Copy that.” Destiny hung up, too exhausted to figure out how better to sign off the call. They had been there, saw what happened, and then jumped on a pursuit. Leaving her to think she was alone with Jasper’s parents. Facing the police who had taken his mother’s word that she had been the shooter.

      She couldn’t even process how nuts that was.

      Why would Mrs. Hollingsworth say that? Jasper hadn’t seemed surprised when she’d told him. Another confusing part of this. She needed a nap to be able to start to process it.

      Destiny filled out the paperwork to get checked out.

      Her phone rang. Her brother was calling her. She silenced it and headed for the Hollingsworths’ rooms. Maybe Jasper’s mom was in surgery or something. She spotted Detective Jesse in a bay talking with a young woman and Jasper. It looked serious. Two officers stood in the hall.

      She approached them. “Is Senator Hollingsworth around here? Or his wife?”

      One lifted his chin. “Who are you?”

      His suspicious look rubbed her the wrong way. She didn’t know these guys, and they didn’t know her. “Destiny Reed. I work for Vanguard.”

      “And you fit the description the victim gave us of her shooter.”

      Destiny took a step back.

      “Hey, guys. What’s going on?”

      She whirled to find her brother and Violet walking down the hall. Blake had his badge on his belt and an unhappy look on his face.

      “Wait,” the officer said. “Is this one of your sisters?”

      Violet pulled Destiny into a hug. “We should get you out of here.”

      She glanced at Blake, who was speaking with the two officers, and then she went with Violet down the hall. Back to where she could see Jasper. “I need to go home.”

      “Yes, you do.” Violet wrapped her fingers around Destiny’s wrist.

      She looked at the tight placement of her fingers. Her brother’s girlfriend—fiancée, whatever they were—was feeling for her pulse. Her heart rate. “Did Clare send you?”

      “She called. We were already on our way.”

      Blake turned away from the officers and came over. “You didn’t answer your phone.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes.

      His expression softened, and he pulled her into a hug. She ended up sandwiched between the two of them, fighting back tears. Until she realized she was safe enough here. She didn’t need to fight. They let her cry for a few minutes.

      When Blake eased back, Violet didn’t let go of her.

      He said, “Let’s take you home.”

      Violet’s phone beeped. She glanced at the screen. “We’re swiping in the two detectives and their witness. She needs protection, and Vanguard is going to provide it.”

      Jasper stepped out of their bay. “You heard?”

      He barely looked at Destiny, more like just glanced through her.

      It was Violet who said, “Yes. You’ll follow us?”

      “Will do.” He held the door for Detective Jesse and the witness.

      Detective Jesse frowned and asked, “You really aren’t going to stay with your parents?”

      Jasper closed the sliding door behind the scared-looking girl. She had a jacket on over the hospital gown, and her clothes were in a bag tucked close to her front.

      He said, “I’ll drop you guys and come back. They aren’t going anywhere.”

      Blake glanced at Destiny, his expression inscrutable.

      “Let’s go.” Violet put her arm around Destiny.

      She needed to be alone, somewhere quiet where she felt safe. Somewhere she didn’t have to put on a brave face and try to explain that she hadn’t been in possession of a weapon, hadn’t been the one who shot the senator and his wife, and didn’t know why that woman had accused her of it.

      Was Jasper going to settle the issue for her?

      Along with not seeming all that surprised, he also hadn’t offered her a reason why his mom might do that. Maybe he had no idea. Or maybe it was exactly the kind of thing she did.

      He walked ahead of her, with the witness Vanguard would be protecting and his colleague. Since he’d come out of the room, he’d barely looked at her. So much for spending time with him, hearing stories about his brother who’d died. Getting to know the sibling Jasper had loved and lost.

      Violet tucked her into the front seat of Blake’s truck. Destiny leaned her head on her hand and closed her eyes, trying not to think about how much her cheek stung. Whoever that girl was, her deal was more important. Police business was more important. Saving lives took priority over answering her questions.

      Kind of like how taking a nap should take priority rather than overthinking this thing to death. She’d yelled at Jasper, he hadn’t come around again…and now this. The last couple of days were more confusing than she could worry about.

      Blake pulled up out front, and she jerked her eyes open.

      Destiny stared up at the Vanguard building. “What am I even doing here?”

      “You said this is where you wanted to be.”

      Violet said, “I don’t think that’s what she means.”

      Blake shifted in his seat. “Well, then, what does she mean?”

      “I have no qualifications. I’m a waitress.” She twisted in her seat so she could see both of them. “I’m a victim. I’m not qualified to be an executive assistant!”

      Blake glanced out the back window. Jasper’s vehicle must have pulled up behind them.

      Violet said, “Clare wouldn’t have hired you if she didn’t think you could do it. And it’s natural to have self-doubts.”

      Destiny pushed out a long sigh. Neither of them understood, and she couldn’t explain it.

      Blake winced. “I’ll send the girls over. You’ll feel better when you’ve hung out with them.”

      She shook her head, which made her cheek sting again. “Maybe another day.”

      “It’s not good to hide away and wallow.”

      “I like the quiet.”

      “You need people around you who support you and love you.”
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