
	Sometimes trust is all it takes.

	 

	 

	Evan’s life is hell—he’s betrayed the trust Win and the other council assassins have in him, and he’s allowed one of his marks to manipulate and blackmail him. He’s not sure how to get out of the situation, or if it’s even possible. He doesn’t have time to deal with the fact that he lives with his mate and that he’s been ignoring Greg for a while.

	Greg has known Evan is his mate since he arrived at the warehouse. He’s stayed away because he can understand why Evan avoided him while he was still seventeen, but he’s eighteen now, and he at least wants to know if there’s the possibility of a future for them.

	Greg’s push unravels the lies Evan has been building, and his secret comes to light. Will the other assassins—his family—forgive him for what he’s done? Will Greg? Or will Evan find himself alone against the threat of his blackmailer and the people who are still trying to kill the assassins?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Evan was used to sneaking out, but it had never been this complicated. Everyone was still on high alert, as was right. They still all had a hit on their heads, even though Win had finally allowed them to leave the warehouse.

	And thank fuck for that. Evan wasn’t sure what he’d have done if he hadn’t been able to go tonight. Fowler was getting more insistent already, and the fact that Evan hadn’t been able to meet him recently had angered him. Evan was going to have to weather that now, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. He couldn’t get out of it, though. God knew he’d tried, and things had ended up being worse. At least this time, no one in the house caught him in the act like Milo and North had the last time he’d snuck out.

	He didn’t think he could get away with it again. North was already suspicious, and Evan was lucky he hadn’t tried to get more answers out of him. He’d have to somehow thank Milo for distracting North.

	Evan took one of the cars from the garage and breathed more easily once he was out of the warehouse and on the road. He wasn’t looking forward to the meeting, but he also hated the tension that was always present when he was in the house with the other council assassins. Something was going to break sooner or later, and Evan suspected it was going to be him. He’d been giving in to Fowler for too long, and it couldn’t go on forever.

	Fowler was already there when Evan got to the abandoned building where they always met. The thing looked like it might fall on their heads any time, and Evan kind of wished it would, possibly while Fowler was inside on his own. He’d had no such luck so far, but he could still hope, right? It would be one easy way to get rid of Fowler and his blackmailing ass.

	“Where the fuck have you been?” Fowler snapped as soon as he noticed Evan—which he only did because Evan had wanted him to. He could have avoided it, what with being a chameleon shifter and everything.

	“Busy.”

	Fowler snorted. “What was more important than talking to me?”

	“Not being found out?”

	Fowler smirked. “Right. You’d lose your friends if you were. What do you have for me?”

	Evan hated this. He hated that he was in Fowler’s hands and that it was because he’d saved one of his friends. He hated that he couldn’t get out of this because he’d put people in danger if he did—and he’d lose his friends, just like Fowler had said. “Nothing.”

	Fowler arched a brow. “Nothing?”

	“Nothing. We’ve been stuck at home.”

	“You haven’t been out? You just said you were busy.”

	Evan was not going to tell Fowler about the hit on everyone’s heads. The last thing he needed was for the asshole to have something else to use against him. “I didn’t say I’d been sent out on a mission. I got stuck doing some training and having to go through some medical testing. What do you want?”

	“You know the answer to that.”

	“Well, I don’t have anything new to tell you. Can I go?”

	Fowler stepped closer. Evan had to force himself to stay still and let him. He hated the touches that had become more frequent. He’d kill Fowler right here and now if Fowler hadn’t made sure Evan would pay dearly for it. Fowler had arranged that if anything happened to him, everything Evan had done would come out.

	But maybe it was time for that to happen. Evan was lucky he’d had so much time with his friends already. He’d managed to keep everything in place, to protect everyone he needed to protect—until now—but Fowler was pushing for more critical information, and Evan knew what would happen if he gave it to him. Someone would get hurt, and it would be one of his friends, a member of his family.

	Evan couldn’t allow that to happen. He still didn’t know how he’d deal with this situation, but he’d have to find a way, and soon.

	Because now that Evan wasn’t giving him the info he needed on the council and its assassins, Fowler seemed to have decided he wanted something else from Evan, and Evan was not going to give it to him, even if it meant he had to kill him and that Win and the others would find out everything. There didn’t seem to be another way out of it anymore. Maybe there had never been.

	“You haven’t given me anything today,” Fowler pointed out, as if Evan needed to be reminded of that.

	Evan tightened his hands into fists and prayed he wasn’t going to lose control and plant one of them in Fowler’s face. “I know. I can’t do anything about that. I told you, I haven’t gone out on a mission recently, and my handler doesn’t let me get anywhere close to his office.” That wasn’t true. Win trusted Evan as much as he trusted everyone else in their group, but Fowler would be all over that tidbit of info if he knew about it. He’d demand more info, and that wasn’t something Evan would ever be ready to do.

	“You’re going to have to do better than that, Evan.”

	The way Fowler drawled his name made Evan want to throw up. “I’ll do my best.”

	“Don’t you think I know you haven’t been doing that? That you’ve only given me stupid bits of info that I could have found out in other ways? I’m not an idiot, Evan. I know you’ve been pulling my chain, and I’ve allowed it because I think you can become useful to me. Don’t prove me wrong. You know what’s going to happen if you do.”

	“I know.”

	“And since you don’t have anything to give me right now...” Fowler reached out and ran a finger along Evan’s cheek.

	Evan couldn’t take it anymore. He slapped Fowler’s hand away and stepped back, his stomach churning, his mouth dry. Maybe Fowler would disgust him enough that he’d throw up on him. He’d aim for the face.

	Fowler was still smirking. That damn smile hadn’t left his face since Evan had arrived. He knew he had all the power there, and that he could ask pretty much anything from Evan and he’d get it.

	He was right. As much as Evan hated the idea of letting Fowler touch him, he didn’t have an alternative. He couldn’t tell Fowler to fuck off, because Fowler could turn around and hurt him. Not physically, but with the information he had on Evan.

	Evan didn’t regret what he’d done. It had saved a life, the life of someone he cared for, even though it had dumped him into Fowler’s hands. But he was tired, and he couldn’t go on like this much longer. Giving his body to Fowler might slow down the inevitable, but it wouldn’t stop it.

	“You should be nicer to me,” Fowler said.

	“We never agreed to that. You wanted info, and I’ve been telling you what I know.”

	“And it’s not enough. Besides, arrangements can be changed. They will be changed unless you can give me something more than you’ve already done. I don’t care about the stupid missions your friends are sent on. I need more on the council, and you’re going to give it to me.”

	“I can’t. I don’t have access to that stuff.”

	Fowler’s hand snapped forward. He grabbed Evan’s throat and squeezed. Evan forced himself not to fight back, but it was hard. He was trained to react when he was in danger, and it hurt. He knew Fowler wouldn’t kill him, though. As he’d said, he needed Evan, and he still hadn’t gotten what he wanted from him.

	Fowler slammed Evan’s back against the closest wall. The air whooshed out of Evan’s lungs as pieces of plaster and paint chipped off the wall and rained down on him. He glared at Fowler, but he didn’t say anything, and he didn’t try to push the asshole away. Fowler thought he was the one with all the power, and right now, he was right. He wasn’t always going to be, though.

	“You’re a chameleon shifter, Evan. Use that. Get into that fucking office and give me what I want. You won’t like the results if you don’t.”

	He let go of Evan. Evan rubbed his neck and glared at Fowler. He could only nod, because anything else would land him in even more trouble than he already was.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Greg stared at the door to the stairs and wondered where Evan had gone. He wanted to follow him, but he knew better. Evan hadn’t even talked to him since he’d arrived in the warehouse, and that had been months ago.

	That didn’t mean Greg wasn’t worried about Evan, though. He was, more than anything. He just didn’t know what to do about it.

	Greg sighed. He didn’t know where Evan had gone or when he’d be back, and he had no way to find out. He had so many questions, about everything—why hadn’t Evan said anything about their bond? Where was he going every time he snuck out? Why was he leaving so often? Greg didn’t know what he worried about the most, and he wasn’t sure where to start finding answers.

	He wasn’t going to get them standing there in the dark living room, though. It was the middle of the night, just like every time Evan had snuck out. Greg wasn’t going to wait up for him, because he didn’t know how Evan would react to that. The last thing he wanted was for Evan to hate him even more. Not that Greg knew for sure that Evan hated him, or felt anything else for him. Evan had barely looked at him twice since Greg had moved in, even though he had to know they were mates. That told Greg a lot, even though he couldn’t be sure of anything unless he actually talked to Evan. He’d tried to do that a few times, but Evan’s behavior had told Greg he didn’t want to talk, so he’d backed off. He didn’t want to stay away, though. Evan was his mate, and that meant the world to him.

	He just wasn’t sure what to do about it.

	He needed to talk to someone, and Payne was the only person Greg would be comfortable talking to. He’d probably laugh his ass off, but in the end, he’d listen, and he’d give Greg advice, to the best of his ability. That probably didn’t mean much, but they were as close as brothers, and there was no one Greg trusted more than Payne.

	Greg went up to his room. He knocked on Payne’s door, but he didn’t wait to see whether Payne opened it. If Payne was awake, he’d come to Greg’s room and they’d talk. If he was asleep, they’d see each other tomorrow, if Greg could manage to keep his eyes open. It was going to be a long day, like every time Evan left the warehouse. Greg never got any sleep when he did, because he stayed awake until he was sure Evan was home. That meant he had to keep his bedroom door open and his ears open so he’d hear the doors. Sometimes, Evan wasn’t back until early in the morning.

	Greg flopped onto his bed and waited for Payne or Evan to come back, whichever happened first.

	“What’s going on?”

	Greg smiled into his pillow and rolled to his back so he could see Payne. Payne was at the door, but he hadn’t come in yet. He was leaning against the frame with his arms crossed over his chest. He was wearing some cartoon pajama pants and a t-shirt that had seen better days, and his hair was all over the place. Greg suspected he’d been asleep when he’d knocked on his door, and his chest tightened. Payne had gotten up in the middle of the night because Greg needed him. “Sit down?”

	Payne did more than that. He closed the door and came to the bed, pushing Greg away so he could raise the blankets and slip underneath then. They’d shared a bed for the past few years—if the dirty mattress they’d used to sleep on could even be called that—so Greg didn’t think anything of getting into bed with Payne. They might not be related, but they were closer than brothers, and Greg needed Payne right now.

	Payne snuggled against Greg’s side. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you sleeping?”

	Greg sighed and settled in the familiar presence of Payne against him. “Evan went out again.”

	“Oh, Greg. When are you going to talk to him?”

	“When he stops running every time we’re in the same room?”

	“I could take him and hold him down if you need me to.”

	Greg smiled. Payne always managed to make him feel better. “I don’t want to go that far just yet.”

	“Well, you are going to have to talk to him sooner or later. There’s no way he doesn’t know you’re his mate, so he’s avoiding you on purpose. There’s something there, Greg. There’s no way there isn’t. You’re going to have to talk to him if you want to find out what it is.”

	“I know.”

	“Then why are you hesitating this much? It’s not like you, Greg.”

	Greg kissed the top of Payne’s head. He inhaled the scent he loved so much, the scent that was enough to calm him down. He and Payne had been everything to each other for the past few years, and Greg wasn’t sure how to talk to him about this. “What if he has a problem with this?” he asked.

	“You mean with you and me?”

	“Yeah. We’re close, Payne. Much closer than is normal.”

	“I know, but there’s a reason for that.”

	“It doesn’t mean Evan won’t have a problem with it. I don’t want to give this up. You’re my best friend. My brother. My other half.”

	“And so is he. Look, Greg, you won’t know what Evan thinks about this until you talk to him.”

	“There’s so much that can go wrong, though.”

	“I know.”

	“And the thought of that is scary. Like you said, he has to know we’re mates. Why has he stayed away, then? Why hasn’t he at least talked to me? He has to think there’s something wrong with me. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

	Payne poked at Greg’s ribs with his finger. “Stop that. There’s nothing wrong with you.”

	“What if he thinks I’m too young?”

	Payne snorted loudly. “Too young? Come on, Greg. You’re eighteen. You’re legal, even though it’s only been a couple of months. If that’s why he hasn’t talked to you yet, then he needs to stop.”

	“I know I’m eighteen, but—”

	“He’s twenty-two. You know that, right? That’s only four years older than you, so the age thing is bullshit, especially since you could be older than we think. What else do you have?”

	“I don’t know, Payne. There has to be something, though. Why else would he behave this way?”

	“There’s a thousand reasons he could have. We don’t know anything about him, Greg. We don’t know what happened to him. I mean, he’s an assassin. I don’t care about that, and neither do you, but that does mean he’s seen and been through a lot of stuff. We don’t know what, and I don’t know about you, but I can too easily imagine it. We’ve both been through enough bad stuff. So whatever happened to him, it might be the reason he’s keeping you at arm’s length, and I can’t blame him. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to be with me after what happened to me.”

	“Payne—”

	“I know. None of it was my fault. I know that. It doesn’t change the way I feel, though, and I’ll admit I’d be wary if I found my mate. I’d have all kinds of doubts, and even though you’ve tried talking to Evan, you have to admit you haven’t tried very hard. I know it’s because you want to give him his space, and I get it, but he might not. You have to talk to him, Greg.”

	Greg knew that. He was terrified, though. What if Evan rejected him? What if he told Greg he wasn’t good enough? Greg had been told that more than once, and he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe it was true. He didn’t have much to offer Evan. He’d been little more than a slave for most of his life. He’d been free for a few months, but even now, he was living decently only thanks to the council, and specifically, the council assassins. He didn’t have anything to his name. He didn’t have a job or a house. He was studying so he could graduate from high school, but it was so fucking hard, and he knew it was going to take him a while.

	Why would Evan want him, considering all of that?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Evan turned the engine off and rubbed his face with his hands. God, he needed his bed and a good night’s sleep, and he needed that now. He wasn’t even sure he’d be able to climb all those stairs, but he had to. The last thing he wanted was for someone to find him sleeping in the car tomorrow morning, or rather, in a few hours, since it was going on four AM. He hoped this wasn’t the day he was needed for a mission. Win still hadn’t sent anyone out again, but it was going to happen sooner rather than later. They were the council’s assassins, and there was a reason the council needed them.

	There was a reason Evan was there with them, and he prayed he wasn’t going to lose everything and everyone he’d worked for because of what he’d done.

	He hadn’t had an alternative, and he knew that if he’d told Win right away, he’d probably have helped right from the start. But Evan hadn’t, and he’d carried his secret for several months now, putting everyone in danger.

	God, he’d been an idiot. Not for choosing to save Ulric’s life by letting one of the people he’d been supposed to kill go, but for not telling anyone what was happening. The council would probably have fired him if they’d found out. Win would have been forced to let him go, but at least he wouldn’t feel that he’d betrayed the people he loved, his family. Now he’d be fired if he said anything anyway, and he doubted any of the others would want to talk to him again. Maybe Ulric, if he found out Evan had done it to save his life, but Evan wasn’t even sure of him at this point.

	Evan shook his head. Thinking about this now wasn’t going to help. The only thing it would do was to keep him awake, and he needed sleep more than almost anything right now.

	He got out of the car, leaving the keys in the ignition for the next person who’d use it. His feet felt like they weighed a ton as he climbed up the stairs, and he was relieved to see that the first floor and the second one were still dark. He walked into the kitchen and sighed, closing the door behind himself.

	Something moved on Evan’s
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