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      It wasn’t every day that I was shot at by a sniper. But this was now my life, being hunted by someone my (dead) ex-fiancé had crossed. They thought I had something he’d taken, and they weren’t going to stop until they had what they wanted.

      

      I went to the best security company around, but what I ended up with was a bodyguard who was as hot and tempting as he was grumpy and annoyingly bossy. Vaughn reluctantly took me on as a client, despite my inability to pay, and put me in his own personal safehouse with a set of rules to follow.

      

      But a few of those rules?  Yeah, I broke them just because I knew it would provoke him. What I didn’t anticipate was the kind of punishment he decided to dole out . . . and it wasn’t long before we went from enemies, to lovers, and an indecent proposal was struck between us.

      

      We both swore it was all temporary, but the closer Vaughn gets to finding out who is after me and why, I realize walking away from this man might be much harder than I’d ever imagined.
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        Vaughn

      

      

      

      My buddies had done this to me on purpose.  I was sure of it.

      Logically, I knew that me being left to man the office was probably just all a coincidence. My two closest friends and I had set up a security firm, Elite Protection and Consulting—EPC for short—and oftentimes, our work took us afield. We catered to the needs of our customers—going to a location to guard someone, or set up a security system, or something else of that nature wasn’t unusual.

      Both of my work partners being gone on assignments at the same time? Sure, it was bound to happen at some point. And since I currently wasn’t on a case, that left me in charge of the office—my very least favorite thing in the world to do.

      I wasn’t what anyone would consider a cordial, sociable man. Or even a patient man.  I liked losing myself in an assignment, preferably outside of the office and alone—my sole focus on getting my client a positive outcome.  I liked the mental and physical exertion of doing, not sitting idly behind a desk tapping away on a computer for hours at a time.

      Being the cheerful meet and greet at the office was scraping the bottom of the barrel of my skillsets and social abilities. Cheerful wasn’t a word in my vocabulary and my partners knew this.  I’m sure they were laughing their asses off when they realized I was going to have to be the one to deal with any issues or problems that arose where clients demanded to speak to someone in charge.

      Admittedly, I loved being in charge. What I didn’t love was coddling anyone.  Including a client.

      “It’s only a few days,” Bryce, one of the partners, said before he left to take care of an out of state case. “You can handle a few days on your own here at the office.”

      No, I really couldn’t.

      I was bored out of my mind on top of it all. I was a man of action. We all were, obviously, so it wasn’t like I was special in that regard, but without anything to do I started to climb up the damn walls. There weren’t any other really pressing matters going on at the company, so between fielding the needs of difficult clients and being stuck in the office, I thought I was going to go insane.

      Then I walked in on Monday morning.

      The weekend hadn’t really been a weekend for me, since I’d had the aforementioned demanding clients to wrangle and appease, but I hoped that with the start of a new week things would look up. That maybe, hopefully, an exciting case would come my way that would send me back into the field, where I did my best work.

      I walked into the lobby and nodded at our receptionist, Lisa. “Anything interesting going on?” I asked, even though we’d just opened.

      “There’s donuts in the break room,” Lisa suggested with a grin.

      “Are they poisoned?” I deadpanned.

      “I could poison them for you, if that would make you happy?” she suggested, unfazed by my dry, and sometimes cantankerous, humor.

      Lisa was our receptionist because she had the excellent ability to dish my sarcasm right back at me, and was eager to please. It wasn’t an easy combination to find in an employee, which made her invaluable, in my opinion.

      “I think I’ll live,” I replied.

      “Not if there’s poison in the donuts.”

      I chuckled, my mood a little lighter—and then I saw Lisa’s eyes widen as she took in something over my shoulder. I turned, wondering what her had so confused.

      A woman was entering the building… with a slight limp?

      The closer she came to the reception area, the more I could see she was a disaster. She looked like she’d sprinted here, her hair a bit frizzy and her face pink and shining with sweat. Her eyes were wide and wild, and she looked like she was in a panic as she kept glancing over her shoulder as if she’d expected someone to be chasing her.

      “Ma’am?” Lisa said, standing up, instantly in work mode. “Are you all right?”

      I noted that the woman wore expensive, well-made clothes. Nothing that obviously screamed designer label, and nothing that most people would notice at first glance—but having worked with a lot of rich people, I’d learned how to recognize higher end clothing.

      Aside from the clothes she wore, which were slightly wrinkled and askew, I noticed some pale patches on her skin, specifically her wrist and the ring finger on her left hand—spots where jewelry had been. There was also odd amounts of dirt on her shoes, and heavy dark bags under her eyes as though she hadn’t slept peacefully in days.

      Usually, this was a woman I would call beautiful. She had the facial features and curves for it, and wavy strawberry blonde hair with warm brown eyes. Full breasts, killer legs, and a lush mouth that had my brain conjuring all sorts of filthy fantasies.

      But right now, she was frazzled. No . . . she actually looked—hunted. That was the word I would use to describe her. As if she were a gazelle being chased down by a predator and she had nowhere left to go to escape the threat.

      “Hi.” The woman straightened herself up and smoothed her hand over her blouse in a vain attempt to act like everything was normal. “I’m Claire Turner. I was hoping I could hire this firm’s services?”

      Her voice was rich, low, and velvety, and I felt my cock twitch in my pants. It was the kind of voice I’d normally fall head over heels for. If we were at a party, or a club, I’d be figuring out how to hear that voice scream my name as I fucked her through the damn mattress later that evening.

      This wasn’t a party or a club, though. This was the lobby of my office building, and she was talking like we had a standing appointment. Which we didn’t.

      She held out her hand. I stared at her. I was pretty sure Lisa was staring at her, too. Was she really going to act like she hadn’t just rushed in here like a masked killer with a machete was on her tail?

      Be professional you dickhead, a voice in the back of my head chided me. It sounded annoyingly like Bryce.

      I slid my hand into hers. “I’m Vaughn Hughes, one of the three men who run this place. Nice to meet you, Miss Turner.”

      As I shook her slender hand, I noticed the expensive clothes would normally suggest she could afford our services, but not in their current state.

      Maybe you should get her out of those clothes…

      I mentally swatted the dirty, inappropriate thought away. My brothers-in-arms would never let me hear the end of it if I fucked a client. We had a strict policy about not mixing business and pleasure. All three of us were men who heartily enjoyed women and all the things we could do with them, so when we’d formed EPC, we’d promised to keep it in our pants when it came to clients so that we wouldn’t cause any problems like conflicts of interest.

      “Miss Turner, what exactly is your problem?” I asked.

      Claire’s eyebrows rose, along with the tone of her voice, as if I’d just insulted her. “What exactly is my problem?”

      Yeah, this was why I let the other guys deal with people.

      I tried to be a bit more diplomatic. “You’re in one of the best and most expensive security firms in the area. I assume there’s a problem you need us to handle?”

      I realized I was still holding her hand and forced myself to let go. Claire’s cheeks flushed a little pink. Mmm. That knowledge brought a pleased little purr to my chest. Good to know she was equally attracted and that I could probably still make her my plaything if I wanted to, even though she was technically off-limits.

      “There is a problem,” Claire acknowledged, shifting on her heels. “But the problem with the… problem… is that I don’t know what’s going on.”

      I folded my arms across my broad chest and noted that she tracked the movement, her eyes going a little wide as the burgundy dress shirt I wore stretched tight across various muscles. I smirked. Yeah, I was built. You had to be strong in the military, and prepared to go hand-to-hand to protect your clients every day. Since leaving the service, I’d kept in shape, and it showed.

      “That’s not really very helpful,” I pointed out.

      Claire glared at me. “It’s not like I’m trying to be unhelpful.”

      “Look, no offense, but…” I exhaled an irritable sigh and gestured toward her. “We get a fair number of people like you.”

      “People like me?” she repeated incredulously.

      “Let me guess,” I drawled, doing my best to summarize the situation. “You don’t know who’s after you, but you think someone has been following you. You’ve tried going to the police but they don’t believe you because you have no proof or evidence. And so now you’re here to hire us.”

      Her lips pursued in annoyance. “…yes?”

      “Here’s the thing, Miss Turner, we only deal with the most serious cases. We’re not a cheap company. We can’t help people who just think they might be in trouble because they’re paranoid. Have you spoken to a doctor?” Okay, yeah, maybe I shouldn’t have said that last part out loud, judging by Claire’s reaction.

      “Have I spoken to a—” Claire bristled even more, and she was pretty damn sexy when she was incensed, her eyes blazing with fury. “I’m not crazy or imagining this, you asshole. And I think you’ve got a hell of a nerve to tell me—”

      Her words were cut off by the sound of shattering glass.

      A fun fact about bullets: they moved so fast through the air, that they changed the air itself around them. Like ripples in water. Most people couldn’t sense it, but when you were around flying bullets long enough the way I was in the military, your body picked up the ability to sense that change in air pressure, to know instinctively when one was headed your way.

      It was like many other areas of expertise: the more time you put into something, the more subtle cues your brain and body picked up on, until you could do things like tell the differences in medication just based on the slight difference in viscosity between them.

      So, as soon as the bullet pierced the front window, I was already in action.

      I didn’t know who was being aimed at, but Claire was in front of me. My battle instincts took over and I tackled Claire to the ground as a second later a bullet whizzed over our heads and hit the marble wall behind us, sending chunks of it flying. Lisa screamed and ducked down behind her desk. I was glad she wasn’t the target—she’d moved three seconds too late and would’ve been hit if the sniper had aimed for her.

      And it was a sniper. I knew that, too, just from seeing where the glass had shattered and where the bullet had hit the wall. Nobody could have gotten that close to our building and not been spotted, anyway. We had security cameras and sensors. But a skilled sniper could make the shot through the large glass front entrance from a distance, if they wanted to.

      Claire clutched at me, trembling alarmingly with fear. I hauled her to her feet and quickly booked it for the elevator with her in front of me so my back was a shield. Whoever this person was, I doubted they had the all-clear to kill anyone beside their target. Especially if whoever ordered the kill on Claire had any idea who me and my buddies were. Most people in the business of killing or protecting did.

      “Lisa, stay down,” I yelled the order. “Security team’s already on their way.”

      We never planned for our office to be attacked, after all, but when you worked in the business that we did, you just folded these kinds of contingencies into your team training. Now it looked like our preparative measures were going to pay off.

      The elevator opened and I pushed Claire inside with one hand and pulled out my keycard with the other. That keycard combined with the typed-in code would override the elevator shut-down if the security team went into lockdown. With a sniper outside I didn’t think they would—that kind of situation was for an intruder—but you never knew what they might deem appropriate. I’d trained these guys after all and I hadn’t trained ‘em to slack on the job.

      The elevator took us right up to the top floor and to the offices I shared with my three partners. Our building was taller than the others in the area, built specifically so that unless someone was hovering around on a helicopter, they couldn’t snipe us.

      Claire trembled next to me. I had the instinct to put my arm around her and comfort her, with how hard she was shaking, but I didn’t think she’d like that seeing as we literally just met and she clearly didn’t like me.

      And really, when did I ever have the urge to console anyone?

      “This is how it’s been,” she whispered, hugging her arms around her mid-section. Her face had gone pale, and her eyes were wide and glassy, like she was watching a horror film unfold for the tenth time—it still scared her, but she knew how everything was going to go.

      Clearly, her mind was warring between adrenaline and exhaustion. Whatever had been going on with this woman, this wasn’t the first instance. How long had she been stalked?

      And yeah, maybe I was an asshole for doubting her.

      Grabbing her arm, I hauled her out of the elevator as the door opened, leading her into my private office and paging security to let them know where I was, and that I had the target safe with me.

      Then I turned to face the beautiful, and troublemaking, Claire Turner.  A woman I had the distinct impression was about to turn my own life upside down and inside out by the sheer virtue of the way she’d just proven me, of all people, wrong.

      “All right,” I ordered, using that firm, adamant tone of voice that let someone know I wasn’t messing around. “You want to tell me exactly what’s going on?”

      To her credit, she did, in fact, tell me everything.

      Unfortunately, everything wasn’t much.
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        Claire

      

      

      

      In two weeks, my life had become a virtual nightmare.

      Well, it had taken longer than two weeks, really, but two weeks was when it went from frustrating and disappointing—the kind of quarter-life-crisis champagne problems shit that we all went through—to dangerous and insane.

      It started with my fiancé.

      Well. My ex-fiancé.

      Richard was the kind of guy that I’d told myself I could really fall in love with if I just worked hard enough. Everyone thought he was amazing. We’d attended the same university and started dating, and of course I couldn’t say no to him about anything. His family was prominent in the financial sector and on Wall Street, he was handsome, he was rich… when my mom found out we were dating I thought she might actually faint from joy.

      For various reasons, I’d told that little nagging voice in the back of my head to shut up. I wasn’t going to listen to the jitters and doubts about our relationship that tried to seep in. Richard was a great guy. I was lucky to be with him. Who wouldn’t be happy to date a handsome, charming, and successful man?

      And everything had been fine, really, it had been, until Richard had proposed and we’d started planning the wedding.

      The more we planned, the heavier the ring on my finger became. I found myself struggling to eat at times, my stomach tight and knotted. I lost hours of sleep, tossing and turning at night in our bed. I had panic attacks out of nowhere.

      None of it made sense.  He was a good, decent man, but as time went on, I realized that he wasn’t who and what I envisioned as my husband. It was cliché to say, but I was pretty sure the issue was me, not him, and what the hell was I supposed to do with that? Disappoint my family and break Richard’s heart simply because I just wasn’t ‘feeling it’?  Surely I needed a better reason than that.

      The universe presented me with a reason to take a step back, even if it was a flimsy one. About six months into the engagement, Richard began acting… odd. Nothing crazy, but he spent more time at work and telling me less about it. Normally that would make a woman suspect an affair, but I was pretty sure having an affair was supposed to make you feel happy and giddy, high on the adrenaline of sneaking around and the joys of a new relationship.

      Richard just looked exhausted and frazzled. He seemed withdrawn and weirdly lost in thought at times, too.

      I tried asking him about his odd moods and changing behavior, prying gently. I was his fiancée, after all. I might have been having second thoughts about marrying him, but he hadn’t known that, and I did care about him. I wanted him to be able to confide in me if something was eating at him, but he always just brushed me off.

      Clearly he was going through something, and I took the opportunity to ask for a separation. Some time apart for both of us to reflect on our relationship and each other. I didn’t call everything off entirely—I just told him that I was getting cold feet over his secretiveness and the way that he’d become agitated at times without any explanation, and I needed space to clear my head. I leased a small apartment and that was where I’d been for the past couple of months.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I did feel so much better once I was away from him.  Like I could breathe again. I felt unrestrained. And the more time that passed, I knew that I needed to end things permanently. Being with Richard made me feel stifled, because in his wealthy social circle, I was expected to act and behave a certain way, and my real personality and desires were repressed. His life didn’t truly mesh with mine and I couldn’t force myself to be something I wasn’t.

      Finding a way to tell him all that was more difficult than I thought it would be, and I was still trying to figure things out when two weeks ago hit and my life took another wild turn.

      I received a disturbing phone call in the middle of the night from Richard. I answered, assuming that something was wrong if he was calling me so late—and I was right.

      “Claire?” he sounded panicked and out of breath. “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked, instantly on alert. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m at the office and I don’t have time to explain. Just go to the apartment and to my desk. If you—”

      Then I heard something I’d never heard from Richard before—a scream of fear, and it sent shivers up my spine.

      Then, the line had gone dead.

      I had no idea what he was talking about, but I knew he was in danger. I called the cops immediately, sending him to his office where I’d heard the scuffle, but when they finally arrived, they found him hanging from the ceiling.

      “Suicide,” they told me.

      Judging by the scene they’d found, I understood why the police bought that idea, but I also knew that despite his odd behavior of late, Richard hadn’t been suicidal . . . and considering his last words to me, my gut told me that something else was up.

      A few days later, needing some kind of answers, I did go to his apartment and spent hours rummaging through all of his desk drawers based on his last words to me, but I couldn’t find anything that stood out or grabbed my attention. Just normal banking information, records on his car ownership, his diploma… various personal files and business contracts. I pored over all of it, over and over, but there was nothing there that I considered suspicious in any way.

      But then—someone began following me.

      It started when I went back to my apartment from Richard’s place that day. When I arrived, I smelled gas in the hallway and immediately called my landlord. When a representative from the gas company arrived they said if I’d been in the apartment only ten minutes earlier, I would’ve passed out from the excess fumes and died—that there was some kind of leak.

      I didn’t know how, but I trusted my gut and knew that “leak” wasn’t just an accident.  Someone had set it up with the intent of harming me.

      That’s when I checked into a hotel under a fake name.

      Even then, I had the uncomfortable feeling that I was being followed everywhere I went, even though I couldn’t pinpoint who it might be. That intuition came in the form of a visceral prickling at the back of my neck, and it made me want to throw up.

      The random accidents came next. Someone bumping into me so that I fell off the curb and was nearly run over by a taxi. Someone trying to jostle me so that I’d fall onto the subway tracks, but thank God two women grabbed me and kept me upright in time.

      I was increasingly terrified to be alone or go out at night because I swore I could pick up the sound of footsteps behind me. I heard someone trying to hack through the electronic lock of my hotel room door, only to realize I had one of those inside security bolts they couldn’t get past. Any time I ordered takeout, the seals on the food had been tampered with, indicating someone had opened them and then tried to replace them again. My car was run off the road, almost off a bridge, and instead I crashed into a ditch and narrowly avoided hitting a tree.

      Someone was after me.

      I tried calling the police to report the incidents, but there was no evidence of any actual crime being committed against me, and it was all circumstantial. My mom told me that I was being hysterical after Richard’s suicide. My friends said I needed a break and that it might be guilt since I’d asked for a separation only a few months before he killed himself.

      But I knew the truth. Richard had been murdered, and whoever had gotten to him thought I had what they wanted, so now they were after me.

      There were definitely moments I wanted to give up and just flee the country. But Richard had called me in his last moments. He’d tried to tell me something before someone had ended his life. I wasn’t in love with him, but I cared about him and he’d trusted me. I owed it to him to find out what was going on, and to find what information he’d tried to give me.

      It was clear that it was no longer safe for me to stay at the hotel, either. I was in danger, and until I found out who was after me and why, I had to find a way to disappear for a while.

      Since I needed to be untraceable, I pulled everything out of my bank account. It wasn’t a lot. Richard had been the one with the purse strings, and I had to admit that I’d let him pay for too much for me, to the point that I’d grown dependent on him. So, I pawned my jewelry, including my engagement ring, and then I tried to lay low in a new cheap motel on the outskirts of the city.

      Through it all, I tried to find answers. I tried to call people Richard knew or worked with, but I was stonewalled. People truly didn’t know anything, or they were lying to me, and it was impossible for me to tell which was which.

      I decided it was time I went to a professional company to end this fear and uncertainty hanging over my life, and to hopefully discover who was terrorizing me, and why.

      I was sitting on a bus, halfway back to the city, when that prickling feeling on the back of my neck happened again. My stomach churned, and I instinctively knew that I was being followed. I scrambled for a way anyone could’ve found me, but it wasn’t until my phone chimed with a text from my mother that I realized what an idiot I’d been.

      I hadn’t ditched my phone.

      I had my location services off, I had deleted a few apps, and I hadn’t told anyone where I was staying. But somehow they must have used my number to track me.

      In a panic, I got off the bus earlier than my original stop. I threw my phone into the first trash can I came across and began my race to my planned destination: Elite Protection and Consulting. They came highly recommended by various people Richard had worked with, who were the kind of high-profile people who needed to worry about things like their lives and their money.

      By the time I arrived, after running most of the way in sheer terror, I was a hot mess.  I knew I had blisters on my feet from my heels, I was breathing heavily and sweating in the most unladylike manner, and my skin felt hot and sticky.

      And apparently, despite EPC’s first class security services, they hadn’t had the foresight to invest in bulletproof windows in their lobby.

      I could admit, I screamed when that glass shattered.

      The whole incident had been terrifying. I barely remembered going up the elevator. It felt like my brain was shutting down while my body was out of control. I couldn’t seem to calm my breathing. I couldn’t see for the spots in front of my eyes. I heard things through what felt like several inches of water. Through it all was this sickening nausea in my stomach, rising in my throat.

      None of this had been a coincidence. None of this was my imagination.

      Someone had killed Richard, and now they wanted to kill me, too.

      And I didn’t even know anything!

      The man helping me—Vaughn—at least seemed to know what he was doing. Even if the insolent way he’d looked at me before the shot rang out had me simultaneously flushing hot and getting irritated. It had been a long time since I’d felt such a curl of want inside of me.

      The guy was handsome as sin, even if he was a bit of an asshole when I’d hurried into the building and tried to explain my situation. Light brown hair that flopped into his face a little, neatly trimmed scruff, with bright blue, assessing eyes—and he was built like a goddamn brick house. What did the man do, bench press freight trains every morning?

      His grip on my arm was tight without hurting as he led me out of the elevator and into a room, locking the door behind us before demanding to know what was going on.

      I attempted to explain everything, of course. Why I looked like a disheveled, chaotic mess. How I was being targeted, or at least the generals of it, and my last cryptic conversation with Richard. The things that had happened after Richard’s death and my attempts to find answers without any success. The fact that he’d been my fiancé, though we’d been on a hiatus at the time of his death, that I had only a little money left and I was desperately running out of options.

      And today, knowing without a doubt that whoever wanted me dead had found me once again, despite my efforts to fly under the radar.

      To his credit, Vaughn listened quietly while I talked, which helped me to calm down after that scare in the lobby. But a part of me wished he’d offer me a damn apology for his superior attitude when I’d arrived—and suggesting that I was just being paranoid. And, okay, maybe I could admit that my story sounded fantastical, maybe even a little crazy, especially since I had no proof of any of it before that bullet came whizzing by.

      But when I finished summarizing everything, he only said, “So you have no clue who these people are or why they’re after you?”

      “None.” I felt myself deflate a little—but then I bristled. “I told you that Richard didn’t have the chance to finish whatever he meant to tell me during that last phone call.”

      He leaned back against the desk in the office and crossed his arms over his broad chest, looking completely in control.  Dominant, even—and despite his overall gruff demeanor, something inside of me responded to that assertive trait.

      “And you thought that you could just evade these people on your own?”

      I glared at him, his patronizing tone infuriating me—like he was the person who had all the answers and he was just waiting for me to catch up.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I said, lifting my chin in an equally imperious way. “The police didn’t take me seriously because I had no concrete evidence of being stalked and harassed.”

      Vaughn eyed me up and down. The man wasn’t checking me out. He was assessing me, and I hated the fissure of heat and awareness that appraising look sent through my body—warming my cheeks, making my nipples pucker, and awakening things between my legs.

      Jesus, what was wrong with me?

      “The question I’m asking myself right now,” Vaughn said in a low drawl that sounded almost . . . seductive, “is how you think you’re going to pay myself and my colleagues for our services when you’ve just admitted to me that you’re out of money?”

      Yeah, my finances were a bit of a problem. “I was hoping that I could… maybe compensate you after everything was settled?” I suggested. “I’m not rich like Richard was but I do—did—have a job and if you help prove he was murdered I’m sure I could persuade his family to help pay your fee. They like me.”

      I almost winced at that last part. Well, they liked me before the separation, anyway. I wasn’t so sure now.

      The arrogant jerk arched a dark brow. “Even after you left their son and he—as far as they know—killed himself shortly afterwards?” Vaughn pointed out.

      “You can drop the know-it-all tone,” I snapped—having been the target of a sniper making me more on edge and short. “It wasn’t cute from the boys in my philosophy classes and it’s not cute now.”

      “Oh my God, were you a philosophy major?” Vaughn looked annoyingly delighted by this information. “I bet that’s coming in real handy in your day-to-day life.”

      “It’s coming in real handy right now as I remind myself of all the reasons why I shouldn’t walk out of this office right now.”  Because she needed him and his expertise, as much as that knowledge galled her.

      He smirked—and how did that make him look even more sexy?

      “You don’t need a philosophy degree for that, you just need to remember there’s a sniper out there on your ass.”

      I grit my teeth. “I’ll find a way to pay you. Once my life isn’t in danger.  I just need someone to believe me, and help me out before I end up as dead as Richard is.”

      Vaughn looked at me for a long moment, then turned his head with a frown and looked out through the window. I had to admit that I was nervous about the floor-to-ceiling windows in this office, but I was consoled by the fact that this was one of the tallest buildings in the area. I was also pretty sure that Vaughn wouldn’t have brought me in here if I would actually be in any kind of danger.

      He finally glanced back at me, sighing heavily, as though I was a burden he really didn’t want to take on. “Look, I get that you can’t pay right now. Normally we require some kind of upfront deposit for our services. But I’m not going to let you go back out there and get hurt. So here’s what we’re going to do. I have a safehouse, which I own, and you’ll be one hundred percent protected there. It’s not a place that we take clients since it’s through me personally and not through the company, but I think that’s a good thing in this case. It keeps you off the books. And it means we won’t be using company expenses for you.”

      I stared at him in shock. The man’s whole attitude had given me the impression that he wouldn’t be interested in helping me. I figured he would give me the contact for some other person who charged less or would do things for free, or maybe even take me to the police and tell them to handle me.

      But instead, he was offering up his personal place to keep me safe?

      Vaughn folded his arms and arched his eyebrow, like he was expecting a response—understandably. I realized my mouth had fallen open a little and I quickly closed it.

      “Thank you,” I said gratefully. “That’s very generous of you.”

      “If the other option is letting you die? It’s not going to happen on my watch,” he replied grimly, at least letting me know he had a conscience beneath his surly attitude. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      I nodded, and bit my bottom lip. “I don’t suppose… I could speak to any of your colleagues as well, about this?”

      Not that I thought the man couldn’t do his job, but we’d clearly hit it off on the wrong foot. He seemed to think I was the equivalent of gum stuck to the bottom of his shoe, and frankly, I didn’t have that much higher of an opinion of him. His whole personality rubbed me the wrong way.

      Vaughn shook his head. “They’re all busy on other assignments and are out of town for a few days. Time is clearly of the essence with this kind of thing. I’ll get you to the safehouse immediately, and we can go from there. With a sniper somewhere out there, your safety is the priority.”

      What he said made perfect sense, unfortunately. I couldn’t insist on someone else now, that would be rude, and there wasn’t any reason to do that anyway. If I tried waiting for one of his colleagues, I might be dead by then. Shit.

      I forced a smile onto my face. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Vaughn said, smirking a little. “You haven’t seen your bill for when this whole thing is taken care of.”

      “You seem rather sure of yourself that it will be taken care of.”

      “We’re the best.” Vaughn’s smug smile only grew. “Or would you prefer that I tell you we’re not the best and we might, maybe, get the people who are out to kill you? Would my humility fill you with confidence over your safety?”

      I grit my teeth. “No, I appreciate the confidence.”

      He could’ve said it in a more gracious tone, though. What was it about this man that was driving me so crazy? He was the complete opposite of Richard in that way—Richard, bless him, had always flown under my radar. Sometimes I had forgotten he was there.

      I was pretty sure it would be impossible to forget that Vaughn was anywhere near my orbit. He was so unapologetically bold and brash and in your face.

      “All right.” Vaughn pulled out his phone and began tapping away. “I’ll get you relocated, and then we’ll figure out a game plan.”

      Then he lifted his gaze to mine, and something serious dropped into his eyes, like everything else had been swept away. “Whatever else, Miss Turner, we’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

      My stomach twisted. “I really, really hope you’re right,” I admitted, my voice wobbling in spite of myself. “I’m tired of being scared and in the dark.”

      Vaughn nodded. “I promise you, we’ve never lost a client, and I don’t intend for you to be my first. All right?”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, for the umpteenth time.

      The man might be annoying in general, but the tone he adopted now soothed me. He really was in control, and this company was supposed to be the best. He was helping me, even though I couldn’t pay him right now (or at least not pay him what he was worth). This wasn’t going to be anything personal. I was a client, and he was performing a service. I could put up with someone I didn’t like if it meant getting justice for Richard and safety for myself.

      Profound relief surged through me. This was going to be all right.  I would finally be safe and protected.

      Or at least, that’s how Vaughn made me feel for the first time in weeks.
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