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      There was a dead body in his bathtub.

      Devlin Relic’s first thought was that this had to be a sick joke.

      His second one was something along the lines of Thank God I just dropped Jake off at summer camp. His eight-year-old son did not need to see this.

      Standing in the middle of the master bath, Devlin stared at the body, the initial shock giving way to confusion and no small amount of fear.

      There was a dead body in his bathtub. And it was just a body to him. He didn’t recognize the man with sandy blond hair and a ghastly pale face with an overall gray pallor. His eyebrows were bushy, like miniature haystacks above his closed eyes.

      That wasn’t right.

      A person’s eyes didn’t naturally close with death. Someone had to close them.

      Of course, there had to be an additional someone in this equation. It wasn’t like this poor, confused fellow had broken into Devlin’s house, wandered upstairs, climbed into the bathtub, and expired all on his own.

      The gunshot wound in the center of his chest was a clear sign he’d been killed. The corpse’s charcoal-gray shirt was deeply stained across the front, and a couple of black buttons were missing.

      Devlin edged a little bit closer, one cautious step at a time. The cadaver’s chest didn’t rise and fall with a single breath, though Devlin was nearly panting with his rising panic. He looked as if he might be financially well-off. His clothes appeared to be of good quality, and the watch on his right wrist was extremely expensive. A businessman, then.

      Dead.

      In his bathroom.

      At least Devlin was pretty sure he was dead. Fuck. He needed to be absolutely sure.

      Edging closer again, Devlin extended three fingers and carefully pressed them to the man’s neck. He didn’t even need to press hard enough to locate where his pulse should have been. The abnormally cool temperature of his flesh and the overall stiffness of his body were obvious signs that the man was dead and had been for at least a while.

      He jumped back and immediately rubbed his fingers on his jeans, needing to be rid of the feel of the dead man’s skin.

      This was all wrong. Why in the world was a dead man in his bathtub?

      It didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to stay there.

      Pulling his cell phone from his pocket, Devlin retreated to the first floor and the living room to call the police. Someone had broken into his house and deposited the body for reasons he couldn’t begin to understand, but there was no question that this was a problem for the police.

      Not that he had any desire to call them. After being framed for the death of his husband Adam and nearly killed by a former business associate, Devlin wanted nothing to do with the police, but it wasn’t like he had much choice in the matter. They would at least be able to take the body away, figure out who he was, and start investigating his untimely death.

      Forcing himself to take a deep breath, Devlin focused on a plan. He would call the police. They would investigate and take the body away. From there, it would stop being his problem and it would become their problem. That was easy enough.

      Except, none of it was turning out to be easy.

      It took three tries just to explain to the 9-1-1 dispatcher that a dead body he didn’t recognize had been discovered in his house. When he was about to explain it for the fourth time, he settled on just telling the dispatcher that someone had broken in.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was letting cops in and leading them upstairs to the master bathroom where…the bathtub was now empty.

      No. No. No.

      Nonononononono…this isn’t right.

      “Mr. Relic—” the cop started in a weary, annoyed voice.

      “Do not take that tone with me!” Devlin snapped. He spun around, stabbed a finger at the cop who had spoken, then directed it at the other one, who was making notes on a small notepad. “I am not crazy, and I’m not making this up. I returned home from dropping off my son and-and-and there was a body in my bathtub!”

      “And the body wasn’t there when you left to drop your son off at…”

      “Camp,” Devlin snarled between clenched teeth. “And no! Of course there wasn’t a body in my tub when I left. I’d never seen this man before in my life.” He launched into another lengthy description of the poor dead man, trying to pull more details from his frazzled brain, but it wasn’t easy when it was still screaming over the fact that the corpse was gone!

      How had the dead body disappeared?

      He had not hallucinated it. There was no way his mind would play tricks on him in this fashion. This was insane. For the body to disappear, the person who had left it there had to have still been in the house when he came home and simply waited for him to return downstairs prior to moving it.

      A chill skittered along his spine. The killer had been so close. Could still lurking nearby. He didn’t know. It wasn’t like he’d checked any of the rooms. He’d found the body and retreated to the first floor because he didn’t think there was any need to babysit a corpse while he was waiting for the police.

      But why leave it for discovery and then move it again?

      “Tony, look here. Blood.”

      Devlin’s head popped up at one of the cops’ words. He turned from where he’d been talking to one officer and looked where the other cop was pointing while leaning over the tub. There was a long smear of blood.

      “That from you?” the cop with the rich black hair asked as he made another note on his pad of paper.

      “No, definitely not. It has to be from the body.”

      The two cops exchanged a look. Yeah, Devlin knew it wasn’t a lot to go on, and his entire story was incredibly weird, but they had to investigate now. A series of calls were made, and even more police officers, detectives, and investigators filed inside.

      Devlin stepped out onto the front porch and made a call to the security company that monitored his house while every inch of his home was searched.

      After nearly four hours of searching, note-taking, picture-snapping, and endless questions, the police filed back out again. The body was never found. There was no evidence of another person being there other than the security system being disabled while he was gone, which Devlin could luckily prove with a few phone calls.

      The only useful thing the police found was that the screen had been removed from the window in his bathroom, and several branches of a bush beneath it were crushed and smeared with blood. It looked like the culprit had briefly dumped the body in the bushes as it was moved in and out of the house.

      And, of course, since it was a lovely Saturday in June, none of his neighbors had been home to see this interesting event. But they were lucky enough to return in time to see the police parade in and out of Devlin’s place.

      It was after nine in the evening when he finally sat alone, the security system engaged with a new password. He splashed a little more whiskey into his glass, but he didn’t really want it. Didn’t want anything that would mess with his brain’s ability to figure out this tangled puzzle.

      Why would someone leave a dead man in his bathtub? Particularly someone he’d never met. If it were meant as a threat to him, wouldn’t the killer have murdered someone he knew?

      And then, why remove the body before the cops could see it? Was someone trying to make him look insane?

      But the cops believed him. At least, they believed there had been a body. He wasn’t so sure they didn’t think he was crazy.

      Sitting on the couch with his elbows resting on his legs, Devlin’s eyes shifted to the cell phone beside his drink. He knew of only three people who dealt in dead bodies like the murder victim that had been in his tub, and he still had the phone numbers for two of them. Luckily, he was on good terms with them. He didn’t think they were behind the dead body.

      The third person…he wasn’t so sure of.

      Grabbing the whiskey, he threw back the shot he’d poured, wincing at the burn down his throat and across his chest. He picked up his cell phone and selected a name from the contact information he hadn’t thought he’d need to call for something like this. It was only after it was ringing that he considered the time. It was after ten in Colorado, and that was assuming they were home.

      “Dev! It’s great to hear from you!” Justin Mallory’s happy voice burst across the speaker, and Devlin found himself reluctantly smiling. How this happy, funny guy could be a deadly assassin was beyond him.

      Except, he’d gotten a glimpse of Justin in action and it was damn scary. The man was a very effective killer when he needed to be.

      And a perfect match for his even scarier husband, Gabriel Prescott.

      About a year and a half ago, Devlin had managed to get a contract placed on his head to stop him from creating a new battery of all things. For reasons he still didn’t fully understand, Justin and Gabriel had swooped in and protected him and his son. What’s more, they’d remained friends even after the danger had passed.

      “Hey, Justin. Sorry to call so late.”

      “No worries! It’s no problem at all. How have you been? How’s Jake?”

      Devlin’s smile faded, and he shoved his free hand through his hair. “I’m good. We’re both good. Jake just left for summer camp.” He started to drop into dad mode—talking about his son, camp, and the trials of not having him around for two whole weeks—but managed to catch himself at the last minute. He needed to stay focused. “Look, Justin, I’ve got a strange problem that I could use your advice on.”

      “Of course. What can I do for you?”

      “I found a dead body in my bathtub today.”

      The silence stretched long enough for Devlin to check his phone to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. Nope. Justin was still there.

      “Let me get Gabriel,” Justin finally said in a low, even voice. He sounded calm until he moved the phone away from his face and started calling for “G Love,” his swift footsteps echoing across hardwood accompanied by the click of nails. Justin and Gabriel had two very sweet German shepherds named Pete and Repeat who followed Justin around like he was the center of their universe.

      During the short time Devlin and Jake had stayed with the two assassins, Devlin had fallen in love with their enormous cats. Petting Francis and Lucian in the evenings had been a great way to clear his mind and relax.

      There was a low murmur of quick conversation, and then Gabriel’s smooth, deep voice filled the line. His accent came across as faintly British, but Devlin knew that the man was born in Russia.

      “Devlin, I’m sorry to hear you’ve had a rough day. Tell us everything,” Gabriel instructed. There was something about Gabriel’s gentle, but firm, no-nonsense tone that was soothing. Definitely more soothing than the police. He finally felt like he could get answers to his problem.

      Unfortunately, there wasn’t a lot to tell. Devlin closed his eyes and gave them every detail of his day, from loading Jake into the car, to dropping him off, to his discovery at home and all his interactions with the police. The two men didn’t ask him many questions, only prodded him for more details on the dead man.

      “Well, I will say that you win the prize for craziest encounter with a cadaver.” Justin sighed when Devlin was finished.

      “You’re not helping, darling,” Gabriel drawled.

      “I don’t know a lot of people who deal with corpses, and I know that you wouldn’t use my place as storage. At least, not without telling me.”

      “Absolutely not!” Gabriel said sharply, sounding appropriately offended.

      “Yeah, we would have at least given you some warning. It wouldn’t help us to give you the chance to call the cops,” Justin admitted, earning a groan from Gabriel.

      “I’m just wondering…what about Kai?” Devlin’s voice dropped to almost a whisper at the mention of the dangerous but sexy assassin he’d seen only short glimpses of. It was really ridiculous the way his heart sped up just from speaking his name. He’d seen the man only twice in his life, but both times their eyes locked, it had felt like he’d shoved his finger into an electrical socket.

      “Kai?” Justin repeated in disbelief.

      Devlin cleared his throat and forced himself to push forward, grateful they couldn’t see his red cheeks. “Yeah, um…I know he’s occasionally in the area.”

      “You’ve seen Kai?” This time it was Gabriel who sounded stunned. “You’ve seen him recently?”

      “No! No, not recently.” Devlin groaned a little and scrubbed a hand through his short brown hair. He’d not laid eyes on Kai in well over a year. That time he’d been sitting in a hospital waiting room with Justin and Jake, anxious to hear that Gabriel was going to recover from being shot in the gut. “Jake saw him a couple of times. He gave him a Christmas present and a birthday present. Left him a few other gifts as well, though Jake won’t admit to it.”

      Devlin bit his tongue to hold back from telling them he thought he’d felt eyes watching him a few times. He had a feeling it was just wishful thinking on his part. He didn’t want to admit that he still hoped to see Kai again, or that he was a little jealous of Jake for getting to see him when Devlin hadn’t.

      “That’s interesting,” Justin drawled.

      “It’s very interesting,” Gabriel agreed in the same playful and wicked tone. “We’ll have to ask him about it.”

      “But aside from that fun,” Justin turned serious again, “Kai wouldn’t use your house as body storage for any reason. And even if he did, he wouldn’t do it without your knowledge.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I figured. I just couldn’t come up with another reason for someone to use my house like that or even target me.”

      “Have you noticed anyone following you or watching you recently?” Gabriel inquired.

      “No.”

      “Are you working on anything particularly interesting right now? Anything world-changing?”

      Devlin chuckled. “No, not really. I’ve been mostly lecturing and consulting over the past year. I’m doing some early research, but not anything that I’ve shared with anyone. Do you think I’m in danger? Or Jake? He’s at camp right now.”

      “Honestly,” Justin started and sighed, “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but this whole situation is incredibly strange.”

      “We need to make some phone calls, Dev,” Gabriel added. “But your safety and Jake’s safety are our main priority. Do you feel safe tonight?”

      “Yes, I do. The security system has been checked over and updated. And Jake…”

      “I think Jake is fine for at least tonight,” Justin said firmly. “If we get any indication that the situation could change, we will be right there to get him and you.”

      “Thanks.” Devlin released a long, relieved sigh as he dropped his head into his hand. Just hearing those words pulled some of the weight from his shoulders. “I don’t mean to drag you into this, but I wasn’t sure where to turn. I think the cops believe me about the disappearing body, but I think they probably believe I’m the killer, which doesn’t help me.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Seriously. We’re happy to help you.”

      Gabriel quickly added, “Try to get some sleep. We’re going to make a few phone calls, and hopefully we’ll have some new answers for you or at least a plan in place when you wake up in the morning.”

      “Thanks so much. I really appreciate this.”

      “No problem.”

      They talked for a couple of minutes more about some mundane things, and then Devlin hung up. He sat back on the sofa and stared at his dark phone for a moment. There was no doubt in his mind that Gabriel and Justin were going to call Kai first. Oh yeah, the two married assassins were going to take a special pleasure in calling the reclusive assassin who was also known as Ghost.

      His heart did a little skip at the idea of Kai being pulled into his life, even if it was only briefly. The guy would probably laugh at Gabriel and Justin before he hung up. Why in the world would the sexy assassin have any interest in a gay widower scientist with a kid? Devlin’s life was normal and boring…well, other than that time his husband was murdered and he’d had a contract put out on his life to stop his work on a new battery that would destroy the oil industry.

      That was how they’d met. Two assassins had protected him and Jake. Even stopped Kai from killing him, explaining that he was innocent and didn’t deserve to die.

      But all that was in the past. Now his life was school functions, doctor appointments, cleaning the house, and lectures.

      What did he have to offer someone like Kai?
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      Kai sipped his glass of club soda with a lime wedge, his eyes never wavering from the target seated in the round booth with red leather seats. There was a woman on either side of him, dressed in the tiniest outfits Kai had ever seen and pressing close to his target as if he were the most interesting creature they’d ever met. Doubtful. What Kai had seen of Richard Carter so far had left him hopeful to have the job over soon. The man wasn’t the most despicable creature he’d ever met. In fact, he was rather boring.

      His features were bland and relatively forgettable. He had a small nose, a small mouth, and plain brown eyes. His hair was also unremarkable in its brownness and boring white-collar, middle-management dad cut.

      And that was the important thing. He was a dad. A father of three. He’d apparently lucked into marrying incredibly well. Richard had been handed a very comfortable job by his father-in-law. He and his wife had been gifted an extravagant home, which they’d proceeded to fill with children.

      Unfortunately, it seemed Richard had forgotten who was paying the bills for him when he’d started cheating on his wife almost as soon as they returned from the honeymoon. His wife tried to look the other way and maintain a happy façade for the kids, but Daddy was tired of putting up with his son-in-law’s behavior as well as his embezzlement from the company.

      That was why Kai had been brought in.

      Daddy-in-law wanted there to be an accident. Maybe a car accident. Or a deadly slip and fall. He was also open to a mugging that went just a little too far. The key in Daddy’s mind was that his poor, long-suffering daughter not realize her husband had been taken out via assassin contract so she could finally move on with her life while Daddy protected his company.

      It was a shame about the kids losing a father, but Kai mentally shrugged. If the guy was selfish enough to treat his wife like shit, it wasn’t too hard to imagine that he wasn’t “father of the year” material. The kids would probably be better off without him.

      Kai took another sip of his drink. He never drank alcohol while he was on a job. But then, he almost never drank alcohol, because he never knew when he might need to take care of a job or even fight off a fellow assassin looking to even an old score.

      Staying alive as long as he had meant developing some unbreakable rules. And the first one was to always maintain a clear mind. Alcohol and drugs affected that clarity, and he couldn’t allow it.

      He didn’t have many rules, which was probably for the best. There was no room in his life to be constantly worrying about whether he was breaking one of them. He stayed away from contracts that put kids in danger, and he never, ever got involved with someone.

      Remaining alone meant he had the freedom to move quickly from one job to the next. It meant he didn’t have a weakness that someone else could exploit. It meant he was safe, and that poor other person was safe from him and his ugly life.

      Richard Carter, on the other hand, did very little to cover his tracks. He obviously didn’t care who he hurt so long as he was able to have fun.

      As eager as Kai was to have this job done, he wasn’t going to rush it. He hadn’t attained his reputation by being sloppy and careless. He was at the top of his field, commanding significant money when he agreed to a contract. And he always got his target.

      Well, except once.

      But he should never have taken that contract in the first place. Dev…

      Kai slammed the door shut on that line of thought. He needed to forget about Devlin Relic and his son, Jake, completely. Devlin represented a string of broken rules and pain. Possibly even death.

      No, Devlin wasn’t an option. It was safer for himself and the Relics if he stayed as far from Washington as possible.

      He needed to concentrate on the job right in front of him.

      Kai’s watch vibrated twice, indicating he’d received a text. Not the most common occurrence since only his handler and a select group of people had his private cell phone number. Worried that there had been a change in the contract, Kai placed his glass on the bar where he was standing and brushed back the sleeve of his suit jacket to check the face of his watch.

      Justin: IMAGE

      He held in a groan and lowered his arm again, turning his attention to his target. Justin Mallory was an annoying idiot. The “reformed” assassin had clearly sent him yet another goofy meme, but Kai wasn’t going to look at it yet. He could wait until he finished with this fact-gathering trip and was in his own hotel room.

      Okay, maybe Justin wasn’t a complete idiot. Kai was pretty sure most of it was an act. He was a damn good assassin with a solid reputation in their small and secretive community. The man was a known do-gooder, which was a rare thing, and had certainly pissed off a few people.

      But then, Justin had also managed to land the Reaper as a husband. Gabriel Prescott was lethal, ruthless, and absolutely in love with Justin. God help the stupid soul who ever decided to target Justin, because all the demons of hell would soon be on their heels.

      As annoying as Justin could be, Kai had to reluctantly admit that he enjoyed some of Justin’s stupid memes. They helped him forget about the blood and the screams for a short period of time. He forgot about life around him, and everything felt very normal for a while. They were an escape…like Devlin.

      His watch vibrated again, and Kai looked down.

      Justin: Come on! That was funny!

      Justin: Where u at?

      Justin: Washington? Maybe Seattle? Or the Redmond area?

      This time a growl might have slipped out. Why would Justin wonder if he was in Washington? The only person they both had in common in the Redmond area was Devlin Relic. Did Justin think that Kai was stalking Devlin? He had been…a little.

      But he’d finally broken himself of it. He hadn’t been anywhere near Jake and Devlin in over four months. He’d been focused heavily on work, trying to forget the man with the sweet, tentative smile and wounded eyes.

      His watch vibrated, and Kai clenched his teeth. If this was Justin, he would have to text that he was in the middle of a job. He couldn’t afford these distractions right now. He glanced at his watch and his heart skipped a beat.

      Gabriel: Need to talk. It’s about Devlin Relic.

      Kai didn’t even spare a glance back at Richard Carter. His target could wait. He was booked in his hotel for another two nights. Plenty of opportunities to take care of the job.

      Marching out of the bar, Kai pulled his phone from his pocket and quickly thumbed through the texts Justin had sent. Just another silly meme and the questions about where he was. Nothing tied to Devlin.

      He waited until he was outside the building and on a quiet spot on the sidewalk to call Gabriel. Unfortunately, Justin’s voice was the first he heard when the call connected.

      “You ignore me but call the second G Love mentions Devlin?” Justin demanded in a voice filled with hurt and indignation.

      “Your husband is less of a jackass,” Kai grumbled.

      “Thank you,” Gabriel replied, proving that the happy couple had placed him on speaker.

      “What’s going on?” Kai asked, trying to put them on to the topic he’d called about rather than letting Justin distract them all.

      “Are you in Washington?” There was no teasing in Gabriel’s voice.

      “No. Vegas. On a job. What’s wrong? Did something happen to Devlin or Jake?”

      There was a moment of silence, and Kai could easily imagine the two men sharing a look, communicating so comfortably without words despite the fact that they’d been together only a few years.

      About six months ago, Kai had teamed up with Justin and Gabriel on a job to take down a drug boss. Kai always worked alone, but for them, he’d made an exception, mostly out of curiosity. He didn’t trust anyone within their field, but there was something about Justin and Gabriel that just seemed honorable and trustworthy. And he had to admit—he’d wanted to see them work.

      He hadn’t been disappointed. It was as if the two assassins shared a single brain. They moved with an ease and fluidity he’d never seen before. Despite his years of experience and skill, he’d struggled a bit to keep up with them.

      And through it all, he was always sure they had his back. It had been a very nice feeling, if a little creepy.

      “Jake is fine,” Justin finally said, his tone deadly serious.

      “Devlin?”

      “Dev discovered a dead body in his bathtub.”

      Kai had been pacing the small area from the moment he called Gabriel, but all his muscles froze with that statement. His brain simply locked up. A corpse in Devlin Relic’s bathtub? Who? How? Why?

      At least, those were the most pressing questions once the gears started turning again.

      “A corpse?” Kai choked out.

      “In his tub,” Gabriel confirmed.

      “It also disappeared between Devlin’s discovery and the arrival of the police,” Justin added.

      “A disappearing corpse?” Kai repeated. “Devlin was one hundred percent sure the person was dead?”

      “Yes, he checked. The man had a single gunshot to the chest. Skin was cold to the touch and no pulse.” Gabriel’s calm, measured tone was soothing despite the topic of their conversation.

      A new thought popped into Kai’s brain, and he started pacing again. “Do you think I did this? Is that why you asked if I was in Washington?” he snarled in a low voice.

      The silence was telling. Someone cleared their throat, and Justin chuckled softly.

      “Well, the thought did cross our minds since Devlin doesn’t know a lot of assassins other than the three of us.”

      In Kai’s mind that was three too many for a sweet, caring guy like Devlin, but he couldn’t argue that they’d kept him safe when he’d needed the protection the most.

      “But we couldn’t come up with any logical reason for you to do such a thing and not contact Devlin about it,” Gabriel said firmly. And then his voice dipped a little lower. “It’s not like you’d watch him or speak to his son without telling him.”

      Kai winced. It didn’t matter that they couldn’t see him. He was blushing, and his head was ducked down toward his shoulders. They knew. He’d known that Devlin would find out about his brief conversations with Jake. And maybe there had been the birthday present and the Christmas present…and that tablet for the first day of school.

      To Kai’s utter confusion, he found that he genuinely liked Jake. He’d spent no time around kids once he’d become an adult. Generally, he didn’t know what to say to them or how to act around them, but Jake made it easy. The kid was great at talking, and he loved to talk about his dad. Kai had enjoyed the few times they’d spoken, and he’d loved hearing about Devlin.

      “No, I didn’t do it. I’ve been in Vegas the past two days. Prior to that, I was in Barcelona.” He wracked his brain for a moment, backtracking through his recent jobs. “It’s been at least three months since I was even in the state. No, four,” he corrected before finally getting a handle on his mouth. There was no point to this outpouring of information. He didn’t need to explain himself to Justin and Gabriel. “What did the body look like? Did Devlin recognize him?”

      “No, Dev said he’s never seen the guy,” Justin replied.

      Gabriel ran through a quick description of the man and a lead weight settled into the pit Kai’s stomach, growing heavier with each word Gabriel spoke.

      Truman Argent.

      He wasn’t completely sure, but it definitely sounded like the financial advisor he’d gotten information from on one of his last jobs. But that had been in Los Angeles, not Seattle.

      “I might have a lead on who the corpse is, but I need to make some calls, do some digging. Where are Devlin and Jake?”

      “Dev is at home alone. Jake is away at camp for the next two weeks,” Gabriel stated.

      “Should he not be? Is he in danger?” Justin demanded.

      “I…I don’t know. I don’t think he’s in immediate danger, at least.” Kai shoved a hand through his black hair and pulled it a little in frustration. “I think this was done to get my attention.”

      “Looks like it worked,” Justin muttered.

      He was right. It had gotten his attention, and Kai was ready to rain death and destruction on the head of the asshole who’d tied Devlin to him.

      But this was also his fault. He should have walked away completely from Devlin and Jake the moment the contract on Devlin’s head had been canceled. Someone had noticed Kai’s interest in the Relic family. He didn’t know how, but he’d brought this to Devlin’s front door, and now he had to fix it.

      “What’s the next step, Kai?” Gabriel said evenly. “We were planning to head to Jake’s camp and quietly keep an eye on him, but we can split up. One with Jake and one with Devlin.”

      “No, both of you go to Jake. I’ve got to finish a job here, but I’ll be in Seattle in the morning. I’ll talk to Devlin over his morning coffee.” It was not a conversation he was looking forward to. He’d wanted to speak to Devlin, have a conversation like normal people did every day. This was definitely not what he’d dreamed of.

      “Do you know who’s doing this? Or even why?” Justin chimed in.

      “No. Not a clue, but I hope to have some leads by the end of the day tomorrow. I’ll keep you updated.”

      They ended the call after trading plans and flight schedules. Kai felt a little more confident knowing that Jake was at least going to be safe and sound at his camp. The boy would never know the duo was watching his back, so he could focus on simply being a kid.

      Kai wanted to think that whoever was trying to get his attention wouldn’t dare go after the kid, but he wasn’t going to count on it. He’d crossed some truly horrible people in his life. He was even related to a few nightmares, not that he’d seen any of them since he’d been a teenager.

      He couldn’t even begin to guess what this was about, and there was no use in trying to figure it out until he could talk to Devlin and start his research. For now, he had to focus on taking care of Richard Carter as quickly as possible.

      Another of his rules was to never leave a job unfinished.

      He’d broken that rule only once, and that had been for Devlin Relic.

      Kai was beginning to fear that he was going to break many more of his rules for Devlin before this killer was caught.
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      Devlin was still blowing on his first cup of coffee when the doorbell rang. He squinted in the general direction of the front door, debating whether he could justifiably ignore it. The neighbors didn’t pop by at such an early hour.

      The cops? Ugh. It was probably the cops returning with more questions. And if he didn’t answer the door, they were going to keep returning to harass him, which was only going to make him more anxious.

      Since he was convinced it was the police there to annoy him before he could have his first cup of coffee, Devlin decided that he wasn’t going to feel bad about answering the door in his rattiest T-shirt and basketball shorts. Or the fact that he had horrible bedhead and at least two days’ growth on his cheeks, making him vaguely resemble a vagabond or an escapee from the mental ward.

      It was only natural then that Devlin opened the door to find the all-too-sexy-for-his-sanity Kai standing on the other side. Even looking exhausted and slightly rumpled, Kai was too delicious for words. The tall Asian man looked at him with his longish black hair hanging in front of his eyes that seemed to be questioning whether he was welcome.

      “Kai,” Devlin croaked out. “You’re here.” This only showed how little coffee Devlin had consumed, because he’d known Kai was coming to his house. Gabriel had texted him last night to warn him that Kai was on his way.

      “I’m sorry to show up so early. I was worried.” The last two words came out in a whisper. He cleared his throat and started again in a strong tone, “I can return later.”

      “No! No, please come in.” Devlin nearly jumped as if waking from a trance. He backpedaled, waving the assassin into his house. Because why not welcome an assassin into his house?

      No, Kai wasn’t just an assassin. He was a good man. There had been ample opportunity for Kai to kill him when the twenty-seven-million-dollar contract had been on Devlin’s head, and he hadn’t. Kai had taken one look at him and Jake and walked away.

      Or maybe Devlin wanted to believe Kai was a good man because he was so incredibly attracted to him. Devlin didn’t want to fathom the notion that he might be attracted to a bad person.

      Besides, Gabriel and Justin were good people, and they vouched for Kai.

      “Sorry if I woke you,” Kai murmured when he was standing in the hallway.

      Devlin closed the door and stepped in front of him again. “Oh, no. I was just settling into my first cup of coffee.” He tapped his temple with a finger. “Still trying to get all the brain cells online.”

      Kai didn’t say anything to that. He stood there staring at Devlin, but his expression was so impossible to read. The silence stretched as Devlin mutely soaked in everything he could about the man. He had seen Kai all of twice in his life, and this was the first time they’d even spoken directly to each other. But all of it was now branded onto his brain.

      The assassin stood at least four inches taller than himself with a long, lanky build and surprisingly wide shoulders. His features were sharp and angular with dark eyes that seemed to take in everything. Emotions were hard to read on his face, but there was something wounded about his eyes that called out to Devlin. The first time they’d met, Kai had been there to kill him, and yet Devlin had found himself wanting to wrap his arms around Kai, pull him in tight for a comforting embrace.

      Yep, he’d completely lost his rational mind when it came to Kai.

      Standing there awkwardly in the hallway, he finally noticed that the man had a bag slung over his shoulder. From travel. He’d probably been traveling all night to get to him.

      “God! I’m sorry! You look exhausted. Come in!” Devlin ushered him toward the living room. “Can I get you something to eat? Or maybe some coffee?”

      “If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind if I borrow your shower? I need to freshen up and change clothes.”

      “Of course not!” Devlin led Kai up the stairs, cursing himself every step of the way. He sounded like an idiot. Maybe a shower would help him clear his head as well. He paused before reaching the master bedroom and waved to his left. “This is the guest bathroom. Jake usually uses this one, but I don’t think there are too many toys in here.” He then waved to his right. “You can also use this guest bedroom if you’d like. Get some rest. We can talk after you’ve had some sleep.”

      Kai shook his head. “A shower and some coffee should be enough to wake me up.”

      “Yeah, I think I’ll shower too. I can meet you downstairs when you’re done. We’ll grab coffee, and I can see what I have to eat.”

      The assassin leaned across the bathroom threshold and frowned. “Was this the tub in which you found the body?”

      “Oh! No! That was the master bathroom.” Devlin jerked his thumb over his shoulder and took a step toward the bedroom. “Would you like to see it? The bedroom—bathroom! The bathroom, I mean.” God help him.

      At least if Kai thought he was a complete idiot, he was showing no sign of it on his face.

      “After the shower and coffee, please.”

      Devlin nodded and walked backward to the master bedroom. He shut the door and leaned against it, sucking in a deep breath. In his head, he could hear Adam laughing at him. His husband had never accused him of being suave or debonair. Clueless had tended to be Adam’s favorite description of Devlin. But he’d meant it in an endearing kind of way.

      When they’d first met, Devlin had been clueless about Adam’s attraction toward him. He’d been clueless about all the hints Adam had attempted to drop about grabbing coffee or dinner. When they’d started dating, he’d been clueless about the depth of Adam’s feelings toward him. Hell, Devlin had been clueless every step of their relationship. Adam had been the one to take him by the hand and lead him along.

      But now his husband and best friend was gone. Who was going to lead him by the hand now? Who was going to show him what to do or tell him the right things to say?

      Snorting at his train of thought, Devlin shoved away from the door he’d been leaning against and stumbled into the bathroom. Right things to say? How ridiculous! Kai was a suave, sophisticated assassin who traveled the world and eliminated bad guys—at least that was what Devlin told himself. What interest would he have in a nerdy scientist with a son? His idea of exciting was going commando to the grocery because he couldn’t be bothered to keep up with laundry during the week.

      And he’d definitely lost his mind if he was wishing his husband was there to give him advice on what to say to Kai. The thing was that Adam had been his best friend well before he’d become his husband. They’d talked
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