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      There was still time…

      Heavy footsteps pounded across the hardwood floor, followed by the slam of the garage door as it shut behind Kevin. He raced across the kitchen, not bothering to flick on the lights as he maneuvered around the marble-topped island toward the narrow hall. He needed to get to his private office.

      The dim work light over the stove created grim shadows, but he ignored them, focusing only on the task ahead. Sweat trickled down his brow and left his shirt sticking to his frame, seeming to grow more constricting with each movement.

      Kristen’s wide, frantic eyes flashed through his mind. She’d grabbed him, warned him they were being watched. Her slender fingers had bitten into his arm like talons, and he’d only wanted to shrug her off, walk away, and claim that it was paranoia riding her overworked and exhausted mind.

      She was dead now.

      His own access to key data files had been cut off at work. The IT department claimed it was an unknown malfunction and they were working on it, promising to have it fully restored tomorrow. But Kristen’s desperate words didn’t sound so paranoid anymore.

      Reaching his desk cluttered with dirty coffee mugs, notes scribbled on scraps of paper, and other flotsam, he jostled the mouse, waking the computer from its slumber. The dual monitors flicked on, revealing a login screen. Kevin didn’t bother to sit as he typed in the first password to decrypt the hard drive and then a second password to get into the actual operating system.

      If he could just upload all his new data to the cloud, he’d be able to access it from anywhere. He could finish his report while on the run and present his data to the world. He’d be safe. There would be no reason to come after him then.

      A soft creak echoed through the silent house, barely drifting above the clatter of keys and the frantic beating of his heart in his ear. Kevin stopped, trembling fingers hovering just above the keyboard. The house was new—barely five years old. There were no sounds of shifting and settling.

      The creak had come from a particular floorboard near the fridge. He’d hit it a hundred times on the trek between his office and the kitchen to get a bottle of water or a mug of coffee as he worked late into the night on his research.

      He wasn’t alone in the house.

      A sob tried to break past his clenched teeth, coming out as more of a muffled moan. Blinking, he looked at the monitors to find them blurred and unreadable. Unshed tears burned his eyes.

      He was out of time.
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      The man’s face was swollen, covered with ugly purple and blue bruises, so that he was unrecognizable. Not that Justin would have recognized the corpse anyway. He’d never met Dr. Kevin Weiss. The biochemist had been badly beaten before he’d finally died of a vicious blow to the back of his head.

      The next picture showed a living room that had been torn apart. Stuffing poured from shredded sofa cushions, broken bits of coffee table lay scattered around the room, and holes pockmarked pale-tan walls. And in the center, the doctor’s limp body was awkwardly sprawled in a large pool of blood.

      The local news had claimed the scientist had the poor timing of coming home during a burglary attempt.

      “So…I’m guessing the reporters got their story wrong,” Justin drawled, lifting his eyes to the woman sitting opposite him in the small booth of the crowded coffee shop.

      Marilyn lifted one sleek eyebrow at him, her plump red lips twisting slightly as if she were trying to decide whether to deliver the first cutting barb that came to mind. Dressed in a lilac blouse and white capri pants, she portrayed the perfect image of a middle-class suburban mom. But a hardness in her dark-brown eyes whispered of a past that most knew nothing of. Not even Justin, and he definitely preferred it that way.

      Justin hid his smirk behind his coffee mug as he took another sip. It was so fucking easy to irritate her. Marilyn would never have called him if the police were already on the right track with this one.

      “Do you know anything about Iaso Health?” she asked, tapping her manicured nails on the table. Her firm voice was pitched just loud enough to reach him above the steady clatter of noise filling the busy coffee shop while not drawing anyone else’s attention.

      “Big Pharma headquartered in New England with a research facility up in Blue Ash,” he quickly replied, referring to the quiet suburb located just to the north of Cincinnati, Ohio. “They have their fingers in drugs to treat a variety of diseases, but their big moneymakers over the years have been in psychopharmacological and diabetic drugs.”

      Marilyn nodded. “Dr. Weiss was one of their lead developers. Rumor has it he was part of the Siltryptrose development that is expected to receive the FDA’s stamp of approval any day now.”

      Justin put his mug down and frowned. “New anti-depressant?”

      “Cancer treatment. Pill form. It’s rumored to be more effective than chemo and without most of the side effects.”

      His breath froze in his lungs as his mind zipped through quick calculations and obvious implications for this pharmaceutical powerhouse. The smallest of tells and Marilyn still caught it, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Yes. Worth billions for Iaso if it works as they claim,” she continued.

      “Makes you wonder about poor Dr. Weiss,” Justin murmured when he could draw air into his lungs again. Millions of people suffered from cancer every year, and for too many, the drugs available simply didn’t work. Marilyn’s estimate of billions felt like an understatement.

      “Particularly since he’s not the first.” She paused when her cell phone vibrated at the far end of the table. Glaring at it, she flipped it over to look at the display. With a huff, she pushed a folded piece of paper over to Justin while she answered the phone.

      “Hi, darling,” she said, her voice lifting an octave and becoming significantly softer, kinder, while at the same time her eyes were narrowed in warning at him.

      Justin swallowed a snicker as he picked up the paper and quickly read the story of a woman who had died in a car crash just a week earlier. It had occurred late at night as she was leaving work. The accident had been ruled a hit and run, with no leads on the killer.

      “No, that’s no problem at all,” she cooed. “I’ve got to take Tyler to violin lessons in a few hours, and then Isabelle has soccer practice at seven. We’ll just catch up later tonight.”

      A couple of minutes later she ended the call, turning her full attention to Justin, who was smiling at her. “Fucking his secretary?” he mocked.

      Marilyn rolled her eyes, putting her phone aside. “So clichéd. It’s his marketing director.” The gentle, saccharine tone was completely gone, as if it had never existed, and the cold woman Justin was accustomed to dealing with settled into place once again.

      “Does it bother you?”

      “That he’s cheating on me?” She sat back in the booth and pushed her empty teacup and saucer aside. “God, no. I’m more pissed at the notion that he honestly thinks I don’t know about it.”

      “Does he know you’ve cheated on him?”

      “First, I’ve never cheated on him.” Justin grinned at her, and Marilyn glared. “What you’re assuming from my past was only business. It doesn’t count. And second, the man knows what I want him to know about who I am and what I do.”

      He chuckled before picking up his coffee and draining the last of it. “Sounds like the foundation for a successful marriage.”

      “No, it’s not,” she countered lightly, giving a shrug. “But it is a marriage where I am in control. It works for what we both need.”

      Justin stared at the prim woman sitting across from him. There was nothing he could read from her eyes or expression. Few people he’d met in his life could create such an emotional blank, and Marilyn was one of the best. A person knew only what she wanted them to know, and in most circumstances, it was a lie.

      He knew she was married with two kids and lived in Lakeside Park, Kentucky, in a very nice home.

      But that was all window dressing. While she’d never admitted to it, Justin was positive she was ex-CIA, like himself, or maybe MI6.

      “Would you like me to wipe out her 401(k)? Destroy her credit rating? Get her car repossessed?” he offered for the hell of it.

      A soft laugh bubbled from her lips, and she smiled genuinely at him. “No, I have other plans for her. The time isn’t right yet. And I will be handling it personally.”

      Justin shrugged. “Well, if you don’t need my skills for that…”

      “There is this little thing that needs attention.” As she spoke, she slid another piece of paper across the table. This time, all the text was written in Russian. Justin’s spoken Russian was passingly fair, but he could fluently read the language. His eyes darted over the job description, his mind soaking in the details, analyzing and breaking down what would be needed. The contract was for proof that something was wrong with the drug as well as to uncover who was hiding it. The client also wanted to know who’d ordered the hits on the two dead scientists.

      But this wouldn’t work for him.

      “No,” he said, the single word sharp and irritated. “It’s a two-man job.”

      This was just his kind of operation. It looked as if the two scientists had been killed as part of a cover-up, and if this pharmaceutical company was up to some dirty things, then he’d love nothing more than to bring them down.

      But he didn’t work with a partner.

      Never worked with a partner.

      He was a solo. Had been since leaving the CIA to strike out on his own as an assassin/mercenary/hacker. He really was a jack-of-all-trades and he liked it that way, liked handling it all on his own.

      When another person was thrown into the mix, things went horribly wrong. It was better when he had to rely on only himself.

      But this…it was highly unlikely the hack could be completed from the outside. He’d have to get inside the building, and he would definitely need a partner when it came to getting through all that security in a timely fashion.

      “That’s why it pays so well.”

      Justin’s eyes jumped to where she had turned over her smartphone while he had been reading. On the screen, he saw she had typed “twenty-two” into the calculator.

      Twenty-two million dollars?

      His heart lurched in his chest as he looked up at Marilyn. She nodded, her smile becoming slightly more devilish. The bitch knew he was interested now, even if it was a two-man job. Most of the paid work he got from her rarely tipped the scale above two million.

      And the truth was, he didn’t need high-paying jobs. His instructions with Marilyn were to find him jobs that would allow him to net at least six million per year, while the rest of his time was devoted to what she liked to call his “Robin Hood causes”—missions that didn’t pay but made sure the little guy came out ahead.

      She flipped the screen over, laying the phone on the table. “The difficulty of the job and the…recent developments,” she paused, waving her hand toward the pictures of the very dead Dr. Weiss, “have forced the contractor to pay well. And while you might not like it, this one is right up your alley. You know it is.”

      Shifting in his seat, Justin tamped down the need to fidget. This job was a tantalizing mix of Robin Hood and Red Hood for him. Do a good deed and get paid fucking handsomely. The stars couldn’t align better, except for the fact that there was no way in hell he could do the job alone. Oh, he could easily handle the computer-hacking end of things, but there was going to be a part that demanded feet on the ground, someone to potentially protect his back if and when he had to go inside as well.

      “You know who the contractor is? This is legitimate?”

      “Nothing definite, but I have a solid lead.” Marilyn shook her head, sending a lock of brown hair cascading over her right shoulder. “The contractor has been very discreet, but then I’m very good.”

      “Rival company?”

      “No. I wouldn’t have brought it to you if I couldn’t at least confirm this wasn’t a case of corporate espionage.” A hint of disgust colored her voice. She knew better than that. Justin would not get involved in two companies behaving badly. “If you accept, I’ll send you the details I’ve gathered, and you can confirm for your conscience.”

      “I can’t,” he groaned, throwing up his arms. “It’s a two⁠—”

      “I have someone,” she interrupted. Her expression became smug as she met Justin’s gaze. “He’s good. Experienced. Usually a solo, but like you, this is a perfect fit for him. A perfect combination of lethal and sneaky. You accept and pay him a percentage when it’s over.”

      “You’ve worked with him?”

      “Not like you’re thinking, but I know his work.”

      “Trustworthy?”

      “No,” she said with an almost girlish giggle. “But are any of us?”

      “Mar—”

      “He’s a professional.”

      Justin frowned. Professional meant little more than the man would honor their agreement, which was about all he could ask for. He glanced at the job description in neat Cyrillic script again. Even without the killer payday, this was a good job for him. It would save lives. Passing it up was painful. It wouldn’t be a long job. He could do a large chunk of the prep work and research without the other guy. Just call him in at the end when it was time to go in. Maybe two, three days of actually working together…

      “I…”

      “Just say yes,” she sighed.

      “Yes,” he growled.

      Marilyn snatched up the bits of paper, shoving them into the file containing the pictures of Dr. Weiss. She tucked it, along with her phone, into her large purse before turning her attention to Justin. “I’ll contact the client and arrange twenty percent up-front payment for signing to be used for expenses. I’ll take my usual finder’s fee from that and send the remainder to your account as usual. The files have already been sent over to you.”

      “Bitch,” Justin grumbled but still smiled at her. She’d known he’d take the job. God, he’d been working with her for far too long. “The guy. You’ll arrange an introduction?”

      “Tomorrow night. Eight o’clock at The Club.”

      Her words smacked him in the face. “He’s a local?”

      Marilyn slid out of the booth, smiling at him as she shouldered her purse. “No, his plane arrives tonight.”

      Justin’s laughter followed her out of the coffee shop. He’d never stood a fucking chance.
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      Justin fought the urge to adjust his tie as he stepped inside The Club. The eclectic restaurant stood near the center of downtown Cincinnati, near Fountain Square. And while it had been open for less than a year, it was already one of the most popular restaurants within the city. Justin itched to know how the hell Marilyn had managed to get reservations on a Friday night without calling four months in advance. There was no way the woman had hacked into their scheduling system. He didn’t get the impression that it was her forte.

      As he waited for his turn at the maître d’s podium, he glanced around the elegant restaurant. The walls were a buttery cream with unique pieces of modern art that were supposedly created by local artists. Each painting had a warm yet haunting quality to them; certainly eye-catching, even in the subdued lighting. Soft conversation and the clink of silverware on china just barely rose above the classical music that filled the air.

      “Good evening, sir. Can I help you?” the young woman behind the stand greeted, bringing his attention to her.

      He dropped Marilyn’s name and was instantly whisked away to a half-hidden table. He wasn’t surprised to find Marilyn and the other man already there. He was only five minutes late. Justin had briefly contemplated trying to arrive ahead of them but let it go. If Marilyn wanted to meet secretly with her little friend, then she had ample opportunity to do it whether he was early or late. No, Justin was content to let them wait on him.

      Before Marilyn noticed him, Justin let his eyes skim over her companion, barely holding back his groan. This man was not what he’d been expecting when Marilyn described him as sneaky and lethal. Those people had an air about them that he understood, could use on a job like this one.

      This man sitting at the small round table looked like…a lawyer…or maybe an accountant. Everything about the stiff way he held himself screamed anal-retentive, plodding, and pedantic. He would demand to be involved in every inch of the planning when Justin needed him out of his way. Or better yet, in the field, acquiring information that couldn’t be revealed through hacking.

      Swallowing his irritation, Justin tried to consider what was in front of him. The stranger had a long, lean build, accentuated by his dark suit and almost midnight-black hair cut short on the sides, but the top appeared to be long and slicked back. Everything about his face was sharp angles. Hell, his cheekbones alone could be used as a weapon to cut someone open.

      This was supposed to be his man on the ground? The so-called assassin looked as if he preferred to spend his life behind a desk or in a courtroom.

      Marilyn looked up as he drew closer, ending his inspection. Justin smiled easily, lifting one hand in greeting, noting out of the corner of his eye that the man was now giving him a quick look-over. Justin loosened his gait and relaxed his shoulders, keeping his expression wide and open. He lightly gripped her extended hand, leaning forward to brush his cheek against hers as if they had done it a thousand times when in truth Justin had never greeted her like this. No, this was for show for anyone who happened to glance over at their table.

      “There you are,” she purred as he stepped back. “Justin, this is Gabriel Prescott. Gabriel, this is Justin Mallory.”

      The other man stood, his movement smooth, as if he kept all his joints well oiled, and extended his hand to Justin. His face was absolutely expressionless, determined to give nothing away, which made Justin smile even wider. Nearly black eyes held his gaze for a moment, threatening to pull Justin into deep, bottomless pools of night. They lacked the cold control that wrapped around every other inch of Gabriel Prescott. A stunning hint of something else that Justin couldn’t quite put his finger on but sent a chill down his spine. If Justin was sure of nothing else, it was that Gabriel Prescott had killed before and he’d enjoyed it.

      “A pleasure, Mr. Mallory,” Gabriel greeted stiffly, giving away only a hint of a foreign accent, enough to prove that he wasn’t an American.

      “Of course, Gabriel.” Justin slid into the one remaining seat, inwardly cursing Marilyn and Gabriel for leaving him with the chair that put his back to the rest of the room. Evil fuckers.

      “Well, let me tell you how it’s going to go,” Marilyn immediately began, slipping into her usual no-nonsense voice. “I’m going to sit here and finish my drink while we pretend to make chitchat. Then I’m going to leave, and you boys are going to play nicely. You already have all the information that I can share.” She lifted her glass of wine to her lips and took a delicate sip, her eyes darting from Justin to Gabriel as if daring them to argue with her.

      Justin picked up the menu lying on the white tablecloth in front of him. “How long have you known our dear Marilyn?”

      “Five years. We met on a flight from Amsterdam,” Gabriel said easily, both hands resting on the table. Marilyn gave a little snort and took a larger drink of wine. Oh yeah, that was a big lie, but that was what made it fun. “What about you?”

      “High school sweethearts.” Justin flashed the other man a cheeky grin. “I was her first,” he added, dropping his voice to a stage whisper. Gabriel’s eyes narrowed on Justin and the muscles in his jaw jumped, but Justin wasn’t entirely sure whether the man was pissed or if he was trying to hold back a laugh. God, let it be a laugh. Even if they were only working together for a few days, he couldn’t stand the idea of dealing with a humorless prig for more than an hour.

      “That explains much,” Gabriel countered.

      Justin lifted one eyebrow. “About?”

      “When you induct someone into the mile-high club, you have certain expectations.”

      Justin threw his head back and laughed, unable to control himself. Sure, the dig was at him and Marilyn, but Gabriel had delivered it with such a dry tone that dust motes danced in the air after his words. He looked over at the deep flush and rage glittering in Marilyn’s eyes and started laughing all over again. Even if they were just making up shit to pass the time, she didn’t find it amusing.

      Their server suddenly appeared at Justin’s elbow, filling his water goblet as Justin cleared his throat of the last of his chuckles. He looked drunk or possibly insane as he sat with two stiff-as-a-board companions, but he didn’t care. Pissing off Marilyn was just too much damn fun.

      They’d worked together for several years now, and he hated to admit that she’d managed to get the better of him time and again. He didn’t know where the hell she got her information, but she was very good at staying one step ahead of him. And that tended to make the woman very smug.

      “I’m sorry to say that I can’t stay,” Marilyn announced as the server started to rattle off the evening’s specials. “Have a wonderful dinner, and we’ll catch up very soon.”

      Both men rose and shook her hand when she stood. When Justin leaned in to brush another kiss across her cheek, she shot him a warning look. He was skating on thin ice with her, but he was sure she would forgive him. This deal was too good to pass up. Besides, he had to be one of her easier clients.

      Not willing to miss the opportunity, Justin dropped into Marilyn’s seat so that his back was now against the wall. He set her glass of wine aside and pulled over his goblet of water. Both men placed their orders, barely glancing up at the server.

      A new tension crackled in the air between them with Marilyn no longer there to act as a buffer. Justin had no illusions about the man seated across from him. He might look like a paper-pushing, number-crunching accountant, but he was at the very least a killer and a thief. Those black eyes knew death intimately, and Justin had survived this long by being cautious. He wasn’t blind to the fact that he’d had a contract on his own head a time or two. He’d pissed off plenty of people in his line of work. Gabriel could take this job now and put a bullet in his head when it was done.

      Or Gabriel could put a bullet in his head before the job even started.

      But it was that kind of cold ruthlessness and cunning he needed on this job.

      Justin questioned his own sanity when he reluctantly admitted that he was a little intrigued by the man sitting opposite him. His earlier quip about Marilyn hinted at a sense of humor at least and a quick mind. And it wasn’t like he often got the chance to sit down with someone in his field and talk.

      “You got the specs?” Justin asked, finally breaking the silence after several seconds.

      “Yes. It doesn’t seem too difficult.”

      Justin bit back a mocking laugh. Difficult was an understatement. Deciding to let it go, he said, “I’m thinking two months.”

      “For what?”

      “I’ll be ready for you in two months. Give me a way to contact you, and I’ll send for you when I’ve got everything ready.”

      “No.”

      Justin’s head jerked as if the other man had hit him. He narrowed his gaze on Gabriel and ground his molars together for a moment. Was the asshole just being difficult for the sake of being difficult? He couldn’t possibly misunderstand that Justin was the lead on this contract and he was the help. Gabriel didn’t get to call the shots on how this operation was going to be run. “What? I thought you wanted in.”

      “Oh, I’m in,” Gabriel said, his low voice rolling over Justin like a cold wind. “But I’m not going to just stand aside while you fuck around. There’s a lot of money on the line. I’m in from day one to completion.” The accent peeked back again. Something that opened up in the vowels that Justin couldn’t quite catch.

      “The job pays two million.”

      Gabriel laughed, a sharp, joyless sound. “The job pays twenty-two million.”

      “But your cut⁠—”

      “Fifty-fifty split.”

      “No fucking way.”

      Gabriel lifted one hand up. “You need me. You can’t do this without me. And I’m very good at what I do, which makes me expensive.”

      Justin gripped the edge of the table, leaning closer to Gabriel. His heartbeat quickened, and he found himself fighting the first pulls of a grin. Inwardly, he revised his estimation of the man. Definitely a lawyer. Those nearly black eyes narrowed, and his lips pressed into a hard, thin line, making Gabriel look more sharklike than he’d first noticed.

      “You need me and all the contacts I’ve cultivated in this city. I’m also picking up expenses on this job. I’ll consider eighty-twenty.”

      “Sixty-forty, or I walk now. Leave Marilyn to find someone else to handle this contract.”

      Which was the last thing Justin wanted. More than the money, he was growing concerned about this new cancer drug. If it wasn’t ready for release, Iaso would have ripped it away from the FDA for more trials, more tinkering. But if the scientists working on the drug were killed by someone within the company, then Iaso was desperate to cover something up. How many people were facing an unknown danger that could be worse than cancer tarted up to look like a cure?

      Gabriel Prescott was right. Justin needed him.

      “Can you even use a computer?” Justin mocked.

      Gabriel only glared back at him, earning a snicker from Justin. He hadn’t considered having the other man around while he worked, but there was going to be some grunt, on-the-ground research that needed to be completed as well as some other tasks. He’d thought to hire some of it out, but if Gabriel was determined to be underfoot, he had no problem giving the man some of the more menial jobs.

      “Fine,” Justin relented with a roll of his eyes. “Sixty-forty, after Marilyn’s cut.”

      Gabriel gave the briefest of nods as he reached for his glass of wine and took a sip, his eyes scanning over the crowd as if weighing potential victims like a cheetah watching a herd of gazelles as they crossed the Serengeti.

      “I’ve been thinking it would be useful to acquire a list of all the researchers who worked on the project,” Gabriel announced as he lowered his glass.

      Justin arched one eyebrow at the man in surprise. He really did mean to be fully involved in this endeavor. From the first moment that Marilyn had mentioned a partner, he had thought of the man as nothing more than a blunt tool to be used when force and a bit of stealth were finally required toward the end.

      No, this wasn’t the assassin’s first rodeo, and Justin would do well to fucking remember it if he didn’t want to end up with a knife in the back when it was all over.

      “It would be nice, but it’s not the easiest of tasks. I’ve started scoping out Iaso’s security, and as expected, it is very tight. It’s going to take a while.”

      “The FDA’s records?”

      Justin shook his head and made a show of relaxing in his chair. “Because of all the proprietary data, it’s harder to hack than the Department of Defense. Unless you’ve got someone on the inside…”

      Gabriel stared at his wineglass, his long, narrow fingers turning the stem around and around as he frowned. “Not lined up. Sadly, this is my first foray into the medical industry.”

      “Usually running side jobs various governments don’t want to waste their own men on?” Justin inquired in a mocking tone. “Upsetting peaceful protests and stealing from charities?”

      Gabriel smiled slowly at him, a cold, dangerous twist of his lips. His dark eyes glittered in the dim light. “Yes. When I’m not murdering widows and orphans in their beds or beating useless hackers with their keyboards.”

      Justin laughed, throwing his head back. My God, this man was easy to rile! And it was just so damn fun. He could see the muscles tightening in Gabriel’s jaw as if he were grinding his teeth, but his expression was empty, almost bored.

      Reaching for his glass of water, Justin saw someone approaching their table and his own expression froze. Justin had not counted on knowing someone at The Club. Hell, this wasn’t the type of place that he’d encounter most of his contacts and associates within the city. This especially was not the type of place he’d ever expected to run into Carson.

      “I knew it was you!” the newcomer said as he reached their table. “I’d recognize your laugh anywhere! It’s good to see you, Mark.”

      Justin stood and shook Carson’s hand, smiling broadly at the man while inwardly wincing at the use of his other name. Well, one of his other names. He glanced over at Gabriel to find nothing but a benign smile on his lips, but there was something almost evil dancing in his dark eyes. The fucker was enjoying this.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Justin asked, flopping back down into his seat. As he spoke, he changed his entire demeanor, becoming a little less loose and a little bigger, as if he’d somehow picked up more girth by just willing it to be so.

      Carson jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward a table where a group of men sat talking. “Here with some friends.”

      “What? Are you running with doctors now?”

      “Screw you!” Carson laughed, a blush dusting his narrow cheeks. “I don’t discriminate just because someone feels the need to dig their hands into another’s guts.”

      Justin held up both his hands as if to ward off his words. “Save it, ambulance jockey. I’ve still got to eat.”

      Smiling, Carson looked over at Gabriel, and Justin knew the man was expecting an introduction. He’d known Carson for almost two years, and he’d had drinks with him on more than one occasion. He was genuinely a nice guy, and it didn’t hurt that he’d unwittingly given Justin a working knowledge of some of the local hospitals when he’d needed it. Nothing illegal, of course. Just enough that Justin could fake his way in a time or two.

      “Carson, this is an associate of mine, Gabriel Prescott. Gabriel, this is an old friend, Carson Warner. He’s an EMT for UC Hospital and a pretty good guy when he’s not telling disgusting stories over dinner.”

      Gabriel stood and stiffly shook the man’s hand, his smile polite but not particularly welcoming. “A pleasure, Mr. Warner.”

      Carson seemed a little uneasy and was more than happy to release the man’s hand before taking a step back. “Yeah, sorry to have disturbed you. I just wanted to pop by and see if you were going to be at B-Dub’s this weekend for the fight. A friend is claiming Dos Santos is going down in the second round.”

      Justin grinned wide at the man, trying to put him at ease again. “I’ll see if I can clear my schedule. There’s no way in hell Dos Santos is falling.”

      The other man gave him a quick wave and walked away, crossing to the table with his companions. He watched as Carson slid into his seat while another man placed his arm around his chair and leaned close, nearly brushing his lips against Carson’s ear as he spoke.

      Anxiety coiled in his stomach as he turned his attention to Gabriel, who was reclining in his chair, staring into the wineglass he held in his hand. Here it comes…

      “B-Dub’s? What’s that?”

      That was not what he was expecting. Carson had caught him flatfooted. All of his attention had been on getting through the meeting with Gabriel. He hadn’t thought to look for potential problems that might arise at the restaurant. The key to managing multiple identities was making sure they never crossed over each other. It was careless, sloppy, and unprofessional. If he’d been working a target, Carson’s greeting could have potentially blown all his hard work out of the water.

      But Gabriel wasn’t calling him out on his obvious mistake.

      “Local sports bar chain. Wings and beer. They show the MMA fights when they’re on Pay-Per-View.”

      Gabriel nodded and drank his wine. “Knowing an EMT must come in handy.”

      “At times,” Justin hedged.

      In all the years he’d lived in Cincinnati, he’d never been caught quite like that. He was always careful to keep his various contacts spread around the city, so it was unlikely that two separate identities would ever cross paths. Of course, he hadn’t been the one to pick The Club. No, that had been Marilyn. But he also hadn’t argued about her choice, because he honestly hadn’t fucking thought about it.

      As Justin waited in tense silence for the other shoe to drop, the server deftly delivered their food and refilled their glasses of water. They were halfway through the meal before Justin finally cracked. He couldn’t understand this guy. They had taken their digs at each other, and this was an easy opening. Why was Gabriel letting it go?

      “You’re seriously not going to say anything?” Justin bit out.

      One corner of Gabriel’s mouth jerked as if he were trying to fight a smile. He stared at his plate another second, then lifted his eyes to Justin. “About what?”

      Justin glared at him, his fingers tightening around his fork until his knuckles turned white. Gabriel’s face morphed into a slow, wicked grin. “You mean about being Mark and Justin?”

      “Yes,” he hissed, his voice barely over a whisper.

      “You act like you’re the only one who uses multiple names.” Gabriel gave an elegant shrug and returned to his meal. “Besides, seeing you flustered and twitchy is enough to amuse me. It’s an interesting insight into your character. You don’t let go of things that you see as a mistake easily. You stew on them, and you obviously expect others to call you out on them.”

      Ouch.

      And yeah, Gabriel was right. One hundred percent right. As much as he hated to admit it.

      Justin was a fucking perfectionist, which tended to drive him a little crazy. But that need for protection was what kept him alive. It kept other people alive as well and killed very bad people. If he wasn’t a perfectionist, good people would die and bad people would live.

      It just sucked that his preoccupation with Gabriel would result in a mistake in front of this pretentious prig.

      “Bastard,” he muttered.

      “Amateur,” Gabriel immediately fired back. He set his utensils down and looked over at Justin as if daring him.

      Justin smiled. “Well, at least it’s going to be an interesting two months.”

      “Hopefully shorter.”

      He waited for the server to sweep away their empty plates before he spoke again. “Afraid of getting bored?”

      “Two months of waiting for you to break through various security systems isn’t my preferred way of keeping entertained,” Gabriel said in a low voice.

      “How about an outing then? I had planned to go alone, but it might be nice to have company. Plus, it’s a good chance to see if we can work together without trying to kill each other.”

      “What type of outing did you have in mind?” His voice had been bland, but there was no missing the interest in his eyes. Justin was beginning to believe it was the man’s one tell. Gabriel could wipe the emotion from his face and clear it perfectly from his voice, but his eyes gave him away almost every time. That was going to be useful, assuming Gabriel wasn’t already playing him.

      “A visit to Dr. Weiss’s home.”

      “His computer?”

      Justin paused, pulling out his wallet when the server brought the check. He barely even glanced at it, just dropped a few bills in the leather folder and pulled out the receipt. This dinner was getting expensed.

      “The cops grabbed that along with his briefcase and laptop. I saw it on the list in the case file,” he explained when they were alone again. “I want to see if the good doctor had any notes left behind to indicate if he backed up his work to a cloud or maybe a portable hard drive.”

      “You think we’re going to be lucky enough to have the dead doctor hand us the files we need to finish this job?”

      Justin snickered. “Hell no, but there’s a first time for everything, and I have no desire to keep you around for two months if I can end this partnership tonight.”

      “At least we found one thing we can agree upon.”
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      Justin Mallory was an idiot.

      That or he played a very convincing idiot.

      Gabriel couldn’t decide which was the case, but he was sure he’d find out soon enough. In the meantime, he cursed himself for taking the job and Marilyn for contacting him in the first place. He even cursed the city itself. The sun had set more than an hour ago and yet the air remained disgustingly humid and thick, like walking through hot, damp cotton.

      They separated long enough for Gabriel to change clothes in his hotel room—sneaking through a dead man’s house was not a place for an Armani suit—before meeting Justin at Fountain Square. With his hands shoved in his pockets, Gabriel stared up at the bronze-cast woman with water pouring down from her outstretched hands. Golden light gilded her and her companions as they watched over the city.

      People strolled through the open square with children weaving and darting among them. The entire city had a relaxed, friendly feel to it, so unlike the great capitals of the world he’d briefly resided in over the years. Distant and cold, too self-aware of their place in history and the global economy, the cities were never truly home. Just a place to sleep, to hide, and to plan his next job.

      No, Cincinnati still believed in being a home, a haven to her citizens.

      Turning, Gabriel spotted Justin as he crossed the square, cutting through the crowds of people as they sought out entertainment to start their weekend. Gabriel couldn’t tear his eyes away. Justin was a couple of inches taller with wider shoulders. His broad chest, now accentuated by a black T-shirt, tapered into a flat stomach and narrow hips. His every movement was powerful, like a lion prowling his domain. He did not look like a man who spent his life behind a computer screen.

      Justin Mallory was ex-special forces. Gabriel would bet a former SEAL or maybe Marine reconnaissance, but he couldn’t begin to guess what would send such a well-trained killing machine hiding behind a keyboard. It didn’t make sense. Justin belonged in the field, all those barely concealed muscles flexing and straining as he hunted his prey.

      For a second, the image of Justin pinning him to the bed, his larger body covering his, hips thrusting, flashed through his mind. Justin leaning down, that mocking smile on his lips, his light-brown hair threatening to fall into his brown eyes.

      Gabriel nearly shivered as he forced the image aside. Such a stupid thought. There was no way Justin was gay and even if he was, nothing in this world could tempt Gabriel into pursuing a sexual encounter with the man, no matter how fucking good-looking he was.

      He wasn’t the only one to notice. Women turned and stopped as he walked by, making no attempt to hide their ogling as he passed. And Justin certainly wasn’t blind to it. He smirked and winked at the gawkers as he sauntered closer to Gabriel.

      “I thought you were going to change,” Justin said the second he was standing in front of Gabriel.

      He glanced at his black button-down shirt and black slacks. The hard-soled dress shoes had been traded out for a pair of rubber-soled shoes. While not exactly fashionable, they were good for sneaking, climbing, and running. He hoped they would need to do only one of those things. Gabriel preferred not to have to start running until he at least got the lay of the land.

      “Who said this outing was going to be my only entertainment for the evening?” Gabriel shot back. He pulled at his left shirt cuff and then his right, settling his shirt about him while trying to ignore the sheen of sweat he could already feel forming. When the hell did this city cool off? He would have preferred a T-shirt like Justin, but he didn’t wear such things in public if he could help it.

      “Really, Mr. Prescott? Bar-hopping on the schedule tonight after a little B and E?”

      “I don’t expect this escapade to take long, and I’m sure you’ll be eager to get to bed, seeing as it will be past your bedtime.”

      Justin flashed him a lopsided grin. “Only if I’ve got someone joining me. Interested?” He spun on his heel and started to walk back the way he came.

      Gabriel’s heart stuttered for a second before speeding up. Had Justin just flirted with him? He couldn’t possibly have been serious. Clenching his teeth, Gabriel squashed the unexpected rush as he followed the infuriating man.

      Mallory wasn’t flirting with him. He was taunting. He was feeling him out to see if Gabriel was gay, and he would betray him. Or maybe use the information for some kind of leverage later. God knew attempts had been made on his life simply for his sexual orientation. Why should this assassin be any different?

      No, Justin wasn’t serious in the least. He was only trying to keep Gabriel off-balance so he could keep the upper hand in this partnership. Mind games weren’t going to work. Gabriel had survived far worse and more devious than the bastard strolling along the sidewalk beside him.

      And if the man continued to push, Gabriel would be more than happy to kill him when the job was over.

      Two blocks over from Fountain Square, Justin stopped by an unmarked black sedan parked toward the rear of a parking lot. He tapped the key fob in his hand and the lights flashed once.

      “Don’t touch anything but the door handle,” Justin said, his voice unexpectedly serious. It was one of the few times Gabriel had heard him use the tone, and it was very arresting. His voice dipped, becoming little more than a growl.

      Gabriel stood by the passenger door and looked at the roof. “Just washed?”

      “Not quite.” When Gabriel lifted his gaze to his companion, he found the smirk had returned. “I’m testing out a new color coating tonight. It’s not supposed to rain, and I want to see how well it’ll hold up.”

      Gabriel leaned closer, trying to inspect the quality of the temporary paint, but there wasn’t much he could see in the low light. “Water-based?”

      “Nope. More of a powder. Goes on pretty damn even.”

      Gabriel nodded and pulled the handle, opening his door. “But you doubt the durability. Understandable.” He caught the somewhat surprised expression that crossed Justin’s face before he slid into the passenger seat and closed the door. While he hated to admit it, Gabriel knew the feeling. When was the last time he’d been able to talk a little shop with someone else in the same line of work?

      Five years.

      Something cold and hard sank into his stomach with the answer.

      Five years, three months. He hadn’t been there when Ivan was executed, but he’d watched the video that had been secretly recorded from a camera hidden in a vent. The two agents had hammered him with questions about his associates and sexuality between rounds with their fists and metal batons that too easily broke bones.

      And when Ivan could suck in a breath to answer, his choked and pained voice always told the truth.

      He didn’t lie and didn’t fight.

      At the time, Ivan had been twenty years older than him. An accomplished expert in their field. He’d also been tired of hiding the truth. Tired of layer after layer of lies until sometimes Gabriel had wondered if Ivan even trusted him. Gabriel now understood how exhausting that life, those lies, would become.

      But that night…some part of Gabriel still hated him for not lying one more time. Broken and blood-covered, Ivan had chosen to die in that room rather than…

      Closing his eyes for a second, Gabriel focused on pulling on his seat belt. The old ball of pain settled into place just behind his heart. He needed to stay here in the moment, focus on the job at hand. Ivan was dead. That life was gone. And he was better off now.

      On the drive out of the city, Justin tried a couple of times to start a conversation, but Gabriel kept his replies to terse one-word responses, killing any further discussion before it could take off. He didn’t want to get to know this man. He didn’t want to be comfortable or friendly. His life was better, easier, when others weren’t a part of it. Friends and lovers only became potential targets.

      They’d work together on this job, then go their separate ways, never to see each other again. And that was assuming they didn’t kill each other first.

      “Where are we?” Gabriel demanded as they snaked down another dark road. Trees thick with leaves stretched above them, blotting out the sky, creating the feeling of going through a tunnel that steadily closed in on them. Justin had turned off the interstate more than twenty minutes ago.

      “Loveland. Why?”

      “Just good to know in case you decide to try to leave me for dead on the side of the road.”

      A low rumble rose from Justin before he jerked the car to the side of the road and threw it into park. As he turned in his seat toward the passenger side, Gabriel couldn’t stop himself from reaching for the knife on his hip.

      Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, Justin braced the other on the side of the passenger seat. The low interior lights did little to illuminate his face, but Gabriel could make out heavy lines cutting across his brow.

      “Can we just get a few things clear here?” Justin started. “I hate the idea of working with someone. I don’t trust people, and considering your special skills, I really don’t trust you.”

      Gabriel nodded when he paused. “That’s fair.”

      “And I know you don’t want to work with me, and you definitely don’t fucking trust me.”

      “Also fair.”

      “But it’s a lot of fucking money for not a lot of work.”

      Some of the tension eased from Gabriel’s shoulders and he unclenched his jaw. “And we need each other.”

      “A truce. We work together. We don’t try to kill each other or betray each other.”

      “You want me to have your back,” Gabriel said softly, tearing his eyes from Justin’s intense stare to gaze out at the darkness that surrounded them. He didn’t want to examine too closely the twist in his stomach or the jump in his heart. To be part of a team, to be trusted, even in some small way and to trust another—Gabriel never thought he’d have that again, and he was shocked at how badly part of him longed for it.

      It wasn’t safe, though. Not for him and not for Justin.

      But this was only temporary. Less than two months and then he’d never see Justin again.

      “Look, G. I’m not asking you to be my wingman next time I go trolling for a piece of ass,” Justin continued when the silence had stretched for too long. “I just want you to keep me from getting shot in the back.”

      “Or the ass,” Gabriel muttered.

      “Well, it is one of my best features.” Justin grinned wide, his white teeth catching some of the low, ambient light.

      “I’m sure plenty of men have told you so.” Gabriel smirked, hiding his own surprise that he’d even said the words. Something about Justin seemed to drag the mocking, teasing comments out of him. Hell, he’d already spoken more on this job than any other in the past three years.

      “Awww…G, are you jealous? If I’d known you would come into my life one day, I would have saved myself for you.”

      Gabriel turned his head, feeling both flustered and amused. The man was ridiculous—serious one second and utterly irreverent the next.

      “We’re good. I’ll watch your back and I won’t stick a knife in it,” Gabriel said, pulling them to the issue at hand.

      “And I’ve got you, G. Ain’t nobody gonna get near your ass but me.”

      As Justin laughed, he threw the car into drive and continued down the road. Gabriel closed his eyes, counting to ten. His body clenched at the image of being pinned and pounded into by Justin. Blood rushed to his groin, and he fought the urge to shift in his seat. He would not let Justin know how his words affected him. As far as he knew, Justin was straight and baiting him. Gabriel was not ashamed of being gay or his attraction to Justin. He’d just learned the hard way that letting anyone know the truth about his sexual orientation was a death sentence.

      “Don’t call me that,” Gabriel said when he could speak evenly.

      “What? G?”

      “Yes.”

      “How about G Love, and I can be Special Sauce?” he countered with a cheeky smile.

      Horror filled Gabriel’s face and Justin cackled, causing the car to swerve slightly. He tapped a button on the steering wheel and issued a couple of commands. The car accessed the music from Justin’s phone and soon a warm, bluesy song filled the car.

      Justin pointed to the radio. “G Love and Special Sauce.”

      “You’re a disturbing man.”

      “It’s all part of my Special Sauce.”

      Gabriel looked away, staring out the window, but there wasn’t much to see besides darkness, trees, and the occasional house set back at the end of a long driveway. It was becoming harder to fight a smile.

      “Don’t hurt yourself over there, G. I don’t think they’ll revoke your bad-ass assassin card if you happen to laugh.”

      “Don’t call me G.”

      “How about Gabe?”

      “It’s Gabriel or Prescott.”

      “Well, that’s not going to work for me. Why don’t you just tell me your real name, and we’ll go from there?”

      Gabriel groaned and sank into his seat. There was no point in denying his accusation. Gabriel wasn’t his real name, but there was nothing in the world that was going to convince him to tell Justin his birth name. No, that man was dead, and that name would not be uttered again.

      Luckily, he was saved from having to answer as Justin slowed the car and pulled into a long driveway that curved in front of a single-story modern house full of large windows and sharp angles. The front porch light and some landscape lights glowed as if someone were home, but Gabriel suspected a timer was holding the illusion in place.

      Justin led the way to the front door, pulling on a pair of nitrile gloves. He handed a spare pair to Gabriel over his shoulder before withdrawing a lock pick from his other pocket. Gabriel watched the man as he pulled on the gloves, not bothering to hide his surprise. Gone was the teasing, mocking person who seemed completely incapable of taking anything seriously. Here was the trained specialist he believed him to be.

      Gabriel palmed the gun hidden in the holster at the small of his back. With the weapon in his right hand, he carefully scanned the area, but his night vision had largely been destroyed by the front-porch light. Trees blocked the view of the house from the road, but he’d feel better when they were inside.

      Sweat trickled down from his temple to slide along his jaw. The heat was fading, and a breeze stirred, bringing some relief. Crickets and toads serenaded them. Darting between the trees, yellow lights flickered on and off in an almost hypnotic dance. He hadn’t seen fireflies for the first time until he was well into his teens. He’d always summered with his family in cooler, drier climes that weren’t the preference of the little beetles. But even now, years later, he still found something magical about the lights.

      “We good?” Justin demanded, breaking into his thoughts.

      “Good.”

      The second Justin opened the door, a security alarm sounded. He rushed in and quickly tapped in a code, silencing the alarm. Gabriel followed him inside, closing the door
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