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      There was nothing like hunting in the middle of a crowd.

      And Alexei loved a good party.

      People were scantily dressed, well lubricated—usually with alcohol, but sometimes other things—and always so happy to welcome an unfamiliar face. The bigger the party, the more opportunities to get lost in the crowd and snuggle close to a target.

      His uncle Gabriel hated the party scene. He liked the one-on-one hit, the quick in and out. His uncle didn’t mind getting his hands dirty, but he hated mingling with strangers and putting a fake smile on his face. That was Gabriel’s idea of a nightmare.

      But for Alexei the smile usually wasn’t fake. He was a social butterfly like his other uncle, Justin. Or rather, uncle-in-law, but really, both men had raised him for more than half his life. He adored them, and they’d taught him everything they knew.

      And that included how to efficiently hunt and kill a mark.

      Tonight’s objective was an arms dealer who operated in Kiev and Budapest, but he was apparently spending the summer months in London. That was perfect since Alexei had decided to spend the summer months hiding—er, rather, hanging out in Europe.

      The posh London town house was loaded with people in sparkling outfits. Everyone had a drink or even two in their hands. Everyone was laughing or dancing. And with the sheer volume of alcohol—and possibly drugs—being consumed, Alexei was sure no one was going to notice that he wasn’t technically on the guest list and didn’t actually know anyone there.

      He’d been at the party for only twenty minutes, flirted with a few men and women, and sipped a drink. His target was constantly on the move among the guests, shaking hands, kissing cheeks, and generally acting like a magnanimous king. Alexei was careful to remain out of his line of sight. He wasn’t worried Gabor Kalman would realize he wasn’t a party guest—the man had far more money than brains in his head when it came to social situations.

      Sure, he had two bodyguards on hand, but the idiots were only watching the guests who came in through the front door. They didn’t notice Alexei coming over the back hedge, weaving through the catering staff, and instantly blending with the crowd gathered around the open bar.

      With a drink in his hand and an open smile, Alexei had waltzed right past the two gun-toting behemoths and they hadn’t even blinked at him, an assassin in their midst.

      One of Uncle Justin’s first lessons: Don’t be afraid to hide in plain sight.

      And that was Alexei’s favorite way to make a move: To be right there where he could be seen but completely overlooked. It was as if he were mocking them, daring them to underestimate the cute twink with the glitter lipstick and to-die-for cheekbones.

      Because, seriously, his cheekbones were a gift from God.

      Everyone only saw harmless when they looked at him. He was a baby bunny. A lost lamb. A cinnamon roll. The twinkiest twink who ever twinked, and he needed to be protected.

      Then he’d kill his mark in the blink of an eye, and their last expression would be one of absolute shock. Because yeah, they’d just gotten killed by a sparkly-eyed cinnamon roll.

      Of course, he’d only been doing this gig for a couple of years. He was still trying to build up his reputation, and it meant taking some nasty jobs here and there, but he drew the same line his uncles always had: No innocent people for targets. Nothing that would hurt kids.

      Gabor Kalman was no innocent man. He’d sold arms to lots of bad people, from drug manufacturers to terrorists to dealers of sex slaves. Someone had finally scratched the money together to take the asshole out. Of course, it was surprising that he didn’t have better security, considering he was in the arms market.

      But then, the bastard also had a reputation. People might have stayed away from him rather than ruin their access to weapons.

      The guy deserved to be put on his knees in the middle of this crowd and have two bullets shot into the back of his head, but it would make leaving the party quietly pretty much impossible. No, Alexei planned to do it the one way he was sure Gabor would never see it coming—with a handshake.

      Standing out on the rear patio with his drink in hand, Alexei slowly pivoted on his heels, scanning the crowd. There were a few faces among the partygoers who looked familiar. Some musicians, a couple of actors, and possibly a politician or two. Interesting. How many of them knew Gabor’s line of work? How many of them would actually care?

      Not just “social media” care, with a quick tweet or TikTok video condemning all that Gabor Kalman represented to save face or even gain credibility, but truly care down in their souls. Probably not many.

      Alexei inwardly winced. Was he becoming jaded?

      He snorted softly and took a sip of his drink. Fuck that. He was jaded before he’d managed to escape Russia with his mother. He was born jaded. But that went hand in hand with being born into the Krestyanov family.

      Gabor stepped outside, talking loudly to a thin waif of a woman on his left arm while he waved his right arm wildly. He was wearing a shiny orange shirt that made him appear to be a polished tangerine. His brown hair was thinning, leaving his nearly bald cap shining with sweat. Large, coke-bottle glasses were perched on his enormous nose. It was as if he were some throwback from the seventies porn era, but that felt like an insult to porn producers from that time period.

      Alexei smoothly turned and started toward the open doors that would lead into the large living space inside. The crowds had made the interior of the house unbearable. There wasn’t much of a breeze stirring, and the air conditioning simply couldn’t keep up with the people.

      He hadn’t taken more than a few steps when his watch vibrated. A knot twisted in his stomach, and he stopped to look at who might be calling him. Few people had his number, and not one of those calls would be good at the moment.

      Gabriel

      Shit. He’d been dodging his uncle’s calls for two days. He couldn’t continue. If he didn’t talk to him soon, Gabriel and Justin were going to appear on his doorstep, and that would be a hundred times worse.

      It didn’t matter that he was twenty-three and could manage his own life just fine. Gabriel was his only blood family left. They needed each other. And as much as he hated to admit it, he sort of liked that his uncles checked up on him. It showed that they cared.

      The only problem was that the calls were all about coming home. About going through a longer apprenticeship. He was ready now. Not only to work on his own, but to live on his own. To live his own life and to make a name for himself. He didn’t want to continue living in the shadow of the Reaper and Chameleon. He needed to establish himself, and that was only going to happen by getting away from Gabriel and Justin.

      Most people wouldn’t understand, but there were definite drawbacks to being related to two of the deadliest assassins in the world.

      Shoving away a heavy sigh, Alexei wandered over to a shadowy part of the garden and tapped the Bluetooth earpiece he was wearing.

      “Hey, Uncle! How’s it going?”

      “You’re not fooling anyone,” Gabriel replied in a low, hard voice. Alexei cringed despite the thousands of miles separating them. He could hear Gabriel’s glare, and his uncle could glare better than any angry Russian grandmother.

      “How’s Uncle J? Is he around?”

      “Justin is fine. He’s just left to run an errand.”

      Alexei clenched his eyes shut and silently swore to himself. If anyone could talk Gabriel down from his black moods, it was his husband. The man was so damn happy and goofy all the time. It was nearly impossible to stay angry around him, though Gabriel gave it a good try. Justin always won.

      But Justin wasn’t going to save his ass this time.

      “Where are you?” Gabriel inquired.

      “Amsterdam,” Alexei immediately answered, earning a weary sigh from Gabriel.

      “London,” Gabriel corrected just as quickly.

      Alexei rolled his eyes and started pacing again. “Why did you ask if you already knew?”

      “A test to see whether I should trust your answers.”

      “Ouch!”

      “You lied first.”

      Alexei flinched, hating that he couldn’t argue with his uncle’s logic, because he was right. He was almost always right, and it was so damn annoying. Why did he always have to be right?

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “Don’t apologize if you don’t mean it.”

      “I do. I don’t know why I lied. Reflex, I guess,” he continued. It was amazing. Just a few minutes earlier, he’d been feeling on top of the world. A bloodthirsty wolf hidden among the sheep. After a couple of minutes of talking to his uncle, he felt like a little kid again.

      “That’s not reassuring,” Gabriel grumbled.

      Alexei replayed in his head what he’d said and nearly groaned. “I didn’t mean that it was a reflex to lie to you. Simply a reflex while on a job.”

      “So, you are on a job.”

      “Fuck.” Alexei stopped pacing and barely stopped himself from stomping his foot. “Can you stop using your KGB, mind-fucking skills on me for five minutes?”

      There was a long silence, and Alexei cursed himself again. He’d hurt Gabriel’s feelings, which was surprisingly easy to do but incredibly hard to read on him. His uncle kept everything bottled up, but he had two serious sore spots: his past as a Krestyanov and his time working for the KGB. Alexei knew better than to throw those back in his uncle’s face, but the man had him so flustered, and he didn’t want to be flustered while on a job.

      “I don’t think of these as my KGB, mind-fucking skills, but my concerned uncle skills,” Gabriel replied in a low, tight voice.

      “I’m pretty sure there are no other uncles out there with the kind of scary skills you have,” Alexei said, “though Uncle J is a close second.”

      The soft huff of laughter helped to ease some of the tightness that had squeezed Alexei’s lungs and heart. There was no question of the love Justin and Gabriel had for each other, but after ten years of marriage, the two men were still incredibly competitive when it came to who was the most skilled assassin.

      “Now that you’re digging yourself out of your hole, do you want to tell me what you’re doing in London?” Gabriel’s voice was calmer now, almost friendly.

      “A job.”

      “Yeah, I figured that much out on my own.”

      Alexei smiled at the dry humor in Gabriel’s voice. It was strange that a small pang of homesickness was cutting its way through his heart. When he’d left Colorado nearly two years ago, he’d been excited to escape and break out on his own. But recently, he’d been plagued with thoughts of how much he missed his uncles. He missed the place that had become his home, with the sun-dappled trees, massive lake, and abundance of wildlife.

      It was peaceful but a bit lonely. He was a social creature. He liked being in the middle of the action and insanity. He liked being around people. Colorado had been about learning and healing. Leaving had been about standing on his own two feet and building his own life.

      But some part of him wanted to go home.

      Shaking off the unexpected flash of melancholy, Alexei smirked and started pacing again while his eyes swept over the crowd still on the patio. Gabor was seated on a large outdoor sofa with a couple of women on either side of him, while a few more people were standing in front of him. He had a big enough audience that striking now was not Alexei’s first choice.

      “Ukrainian arms dealer,” Alexei whispered.

      “Kalman?” Gabriel murmured.

      Alexei blinked and took an extra second to find his voice. “Really? You know about him?”

      “Justin mentioned the contract coming up. Kalman has been on his list for a while now, but he doesn’t leave Eastern Europe.”

      And because of Justin and Gabriel’s mutual past—aka a bloody path of death, destruction, and chaos—neither man worked in Eastern Europe.

      “He’s in London on holiday,” Alexei said. He paused and licked his lips. “Would you like me to walk away?”

      Gabriel’s soft chuckle surprised him. “How did you end up being such a good kid?”

      “Uncle—” Alexei started, growling in warning.

      “I know. I know. You’re not a kid, but you’re also too good for this business. You took the contract. Justin had a shot at it and turned it down. I think he might have even mentioned this would be a good one for you. He’ll be glad that it went to you.”

      Alexei might have done a little happy dance, but only on the inside. It was nice to believe that at least Uncle Justin was thinking of him as a capable assassin. Maybe even passing the torch on to him. Not that Gabriel or Justin were talking about retirement yet. Even though they probably should. Both of his uncles were in their forties. That was ancient enough to consider hanging up their holsters, right?

      Not that he was stupid enough to say those words out loud.

      “Why, Alexei?” Gabriel whispered.

      He didn’t need to ask what his uncle was asking about. He knew. It had been in his uncle’s eyes right before he left Colorado, but he’d never given voice to it. There was a good chance Gabriel had always believed that Alexei wouldn’t go through with it despite years of training. Gabriel probably thought it was only a phase. But this was never a phase. This was what he was born to do. Right?

      “How could I not?” Alexei said with a chuckle. “You and J always made it so much fun.”

      “That was Justin’s fault,” Gabriel grumbled.

      “Plus, you showed me that some good could come out of it. You were the one who saved me from Uncle Sacha and Grandfather.”

      Gabriel sighed heavily and Alexei smirked. Yeah, Gabriel couldn’t argue with that. Gabriel started to say something, but a woman walking past Alexei laughed loudly and Alexei cringed. There was no question Gabriel had heard that.

      “Are…are you on the job right now?” Gabriel stammered.

      “Maybe,” Alexei murmured, wincing once again.

      Gabriel shouted, swearing loudly in Russian. Something that only happened when he lost his strong hold on his temper. Yeah, Alexei was breaking all kinds of rules by talking to Gabriel while he was in the middle of a job, but he figured it would have been worse if he’d avoided Gabriel’s call yet again.

      “It’s fine,” Alexei reassured him the moment Gabriel stopped swearing. “It’s a crowded party. No one is paying attention to me.” He took a sip of his drink and turned slowly on his heels, scanning the patio crowd yet again.

      Gabriel was talking again, but Alexei could not get his brain to tune into his voice. It was entirely focused on the hottie that had just strolled out of the house. He was tall; and his dark, thick hair had the tiniest sprinkling of gray at the temples. Laugh lines surrounded his mouth as it twisted into a grin. And then, he of course had the sweetest ass in tight pants. Well, the sweetest ass besides his own.

      The stranger looked over the patio, checking out the crowd, but his eyes snagged on Alexei and kind of stuck. Alexei couldn’t help it—immediately, a smirk formed on his lips and his eyes went to half-mast. A little cock to the hip, chest out, and chin up. Yes, he was a flirt.

      No, he hadn’t learned everything from his uncles.

      This seemed to come from being naturally outgoing, and maybe a bit of a slut.

      But just a tiny bit.

      He couldn’t help it. He had a type.

      And his favorite type was older men on their knees sucking his cock, followed closely by older men bent over and begging to be fucked.

      “Whoa,” Alexei breathed.

      “What’s wrong?” Gabriel snapped, breaking through the fog that had briefly claimed his brain.

      “I think I just spotted me a daddy I’d like to bend over,” Alexei murmured, licking his lips as the man in question tore his eyes away.

      “Alexei, I don’t want to hear this,” Gabriel groaned.

      “I bet he’d be so sexy begging on his knees.”

      “The job. You need to concentrate,” his uncle pressed.

      Alexei sighed loudly. “I am. I was thinking that I might make him a treat for after work.”

      “Worry about work first. If you survive the job, then you can play.”

      “Then I guess I better get to work.”

      Gabriel made a noise in the back of his throat, and Alexei had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from smirking even if his uncle couldn’t see it.

      “Be careful, moya solnishka. Text me when you’re safe.”

      His little sun. Something in Alexei melted. It had been a while since Gabriel had called him that, and it was usually only when he was worried.

      “Always,” he promised and pushed the button on his earpiece to end the call. His uncle was right. He needed to concentrate. This wasn’t his first contract. He had a couple of dozen under his belt already, but he needed to treat each one like it was his first. He still didn’t have the years of experience that made his uncles the deadly men they were, but he was determined to live long enough to rival them one day. That was only going to happen if he was cautious with each contract.

      Turning fully toward the crowd, Alexei carefully moved his gaze toward Gabor. The man was still seated on the sofa, but he was teetering on the edge, leaning forward as he spoke animatedly to his audience, the women on either side of him momentarily forgotten. With his target still untouchable, Alexei allowed himself to look for the sexy fox who’d entered the patio area a moment ago…but he was missing.

      How was that even possible?

      He’d shifted his gaze away from him for only a second. The man had been halfway across the patio toward Gabor, and there was no place for him to disappear. The arms dealer’s sofa was near one wall of tall hedges. The man would have had to go over the hedges to escape the outdoor seating area, and there was no way Alexei would have missed that.

      Alexei slowly turned, smiling at a few of the other guests as he met their gaze, but he didn’t spot the other man. He hadn’t moved to another area of the patio. He had to have gone into the house, but how had Alexei missed him?

      Gabriel and Justin would be so disappointed. Gabriel was adamant about keeping track of everyone who might have noticed him while on a job. And his uncle didn’t earn the nickname of Reaper by being careless.

      He’d worry about sexy later. His main concern was Gabor.

      The man seemed content to hold court outside where the temperature was more tolerable. Alexei finished his vodka soda and switched to water with lime. If Gabor was going to stay surrounded by people for an extended period of time, he needed to stop drinking and keep his thoughts clear.

      He had a sharp mental list of ways to kill the man, from clean to extremely messy. He was hoping to keep this somewhat clean. Most of his early jobs had been so fucking messy—not only had he ruined clothes, but escapes had been an utter pain in the ass. All the blood and screaming.

      To his surprise, Gabor suddenly jumped to his feet and declared in a loud and slurred voice that everyone needed to join him inside for champagne. No clue what the man was talking about when the catering staff had been wandering through the crowds of people all night with flutes of bubbling champagne.

      Gabor was drunk, and that totally worked for Alexei.

      He paused long enough to surreptitiously wipe his fingerprints from the glass he was holding; then he set it down on a table as he followed the crowd of people into the house. Carefully, he cut through the crowd without bumping or jostling anyone, closing the distance between himself and Gabor. His heart pounded harder as the feet between them turned to inches.

      As they stepped inside, the only person between him and his target was a leggy blonde with large, fake tits. They had to be fake, because those fuckers didn’t move as she wobbled on her too-tall heels. Poor thing. She was going to break her ankle before the night was out.

      With the fingers of his left hand, he reached into the sleeve of his black button-down shirt and pulled forward his weapon of choice. He opened his mouth to catch Gabor’s attention as they reached the main hall. The words temporarily got caught in his throat when he saw his mystery fox slipping out the front door. The man paused and looked over his shoulder, his eye catching on Alexei once again. But this time, he didn’t seem surprised. He winked and then disappeared outside.

      Cheeky bastard. Alexei wanted to be the one doing all the winking.

      No matter. It was better that the poor guy was escaping now. This party was about to go to hell fast.

      “Mr. Kalman!” Alexei called out, allowing his natural Russian accent to bleed through. As he’d expected, Gabor stopped and jerked around to see who’d called for him.

      Not giving him a chance to react, Alexei stepped forward and grabbed the man’s right hand in his right hand. With the first pump, Alexei loudly clapped the fingers of his left hand over the top of Gabor’s hand, forcing the super-thin needle into his flesh without him noticing.

      “I want to say it is such an honor to finally meet you. When Yelena asked me to join her for your party, I had no idea it would be so fabulous. You’ll have to join us next week in our loft in Shoreditch. It’ll be fabulous.”

      Gabor sort of blinked at him like a deer in the headlights while Alexei deftly pushed the plunger on the syringe with the heel of his palm, pumping the poison directly into his body without him knowing it. No, Gabor was too busy trying to figure out who this kid was, which of the six Yelenas at the party had brought him, and if a Shoreditch loft party was worth his time.

      As quickly as he moved in, Alexei released his hand and continued through the crowd, vaguely aware of Gabor’s confused laugh and comments about a party being a great idea. Alexei smoothly moved to the next room, made a few playful comments to some other guests, then slipped right out the front door less than a minute after the poison had been delivered.

      Yes, most assassins turned their nose up at poison. It was dirty and sneaky, but Alexei contended that it was a lost art. When he used poison—which wasn’t that often—he always got up close and personal with his target. He always made sure that he looked the person in the eye as he delivered the lethal dose. They might not know it, but he always saw their last healthy moments in their face as the death sentence was carried out.

      He was soundlessly descending the front stairs when the sound of breaking glass from inside the town house reached his ears along with some muffled shouts of surprise. Yep, the poison had just reached his heart, stopping it permanently. The window for counteracting that poison was microscopic. It was already too late for Gabor Kalman. The arms dealer wasn’t going to supply anyone guns and missiles now.

      Strolling down the street, he pulled the syringe from where it was tucked in his left sleeve and wiped any fingerprints from it before tossing it into a wastebin. A couple of blocks more and he hailed a taxi to take him to St. Pancras station. If traffic remained on his side, he’d be able to catch a late train to Paris tonight.

      In the darkness of the cab as it wove its way through the winding London streets, he sent a text off to Marilyn, his handler, informing her the job was complete. She’d have the full payment—minus her fees—in his bank account in less than twenty-four hours. A second text was sent off to his uncles.

      I’m safe.

      Gabriel replied immediately that he should have a wonderful night. Five minutes later, Justin texted a picture of Gabriel stretched out on the floor with his two massive Norwegian Forest cats, Lucian and Francis, as they received belly rubs.

      Okay, maybe he missed those cats as much as he missed his uncles.

      Justin always had been one to play dirty.

      But the one thing that had him wondering if he should linger in London another night or two was the sexy man who’d winked at him. Could he find him again?

      No, that was ridiculous.

      It was a shame. He could have been a hell of a lot of fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing.

      How could he have heard nothing from his buyer in two days?

      Soren placed his phone on the bar surface and picked up his drink. He tipped it back, swallowing the final shot of gin and tonic. Sadly, there wasn’t enough gin in all the world to wash away the bad taste left in his mouth from this job.

      The heat had been on almost from the moment he’d gotten the hard drive into his hands.

      How was he supposed to know that a hit had been placed on that Ukrainian fuck’s head?

      Of course, he hadn’t heard about Gabor Kalman’s death until the next day. That unexpected news had sent him running out of London. The city was too hot. It was one thing to get caught for a bit of larceny; he was not going to get pinned with murder.

      Paris was an obvious first choice. Close for him to easily dip into London to make the final drop and get paid. Not to mention, it was crowded enough for him to get utterly lost in. Throw in the wine, good food, the occasional pleasant companion, and this was nearly a vacation.

      Except vacations cost money, and Paris wasn’t a cheap city. This side trip was already eating into his profits.

      He didn’t know whether he wanted to strangle the asshole who’d put the hit on Gabor or the assassin who’d finished the fat bastard off. Maybe both.

      But murder wasn’t to Soren’s tastes. He didn’t kill people. Most cat burglars didn’t. It was a dying art favored by adrenaline junkies and people who might have been dragons in past lives. It was all about stealing the impossible shiny object right out from under the person’s nose. The more impossible the job, the higher the adrenaline rush, and usually the better the payday.

      Raiding Gabor Kalman’s town house had not been a particularly hard job. Not when the idiot had thrown a massive house party and hadn’t bothered to keep an eye on his guest list. Not only had the moron allowed in a thief, but apparently he’d let in his own murderer.

      While the assassin had likely been haunting Gabor, Soren had ghosted to the third-floor office and deftly cracked the floor safe that held close to a million dollars and a tiny portable hard drive. He’d grabbed the hard drive and left the money—money was ordinary and everywhere. If he wanted money, he’d knock over banks. No, it was about the shiny, rare, and hard to obtain.

      Considering he was getting paid ten million to steal and deliver this hard drive, he could only assume there was something rare on it. He hadn’t bothered to plug it into his laptop. He wasn’t paid to dig into things that weren’t any of his business, and it was usually better if he didn’t know what he was handling.

      Of course, he didn’t go into jobs completely blind. He didn’t steal or handle live people. Just pretty, shiny objects. Jewels. Gold. Rare art and artifacts.

      The hard drive felt boring and mundane. The only thing saving it was the fact that it had been owned by an arms dealer. The dead man probably had all kinds of interesting information on it.

      But that knowledge did nothing to help his restless boredom now. Boredom was bad. It also didn’t help that he was in Paris, a city with a ridiculously high concentration of museums and galleries. If he didn’t find something to occupy himself soon, he was going to do something desperate like break into the Louvre after hours simply to see if he could do it.

      Not that he’d take anything.

      Well, probably not.

      Er…there was a small exhibit of French crown jewels. Maybe one of those pretty little baubles wouldn’t be so bad. It was more the excitement of breaking into the world-renowned Louvre.

      When the bartender wandered to his end of the bar and smiled at him, Soren pointed at his empty glass. Another drink was much smarter than planning to break into the Louvre.

      Why the hell had the buyer not come through yet? Gabor’s murder had to be fucking up this deal.

      The bartender returned with his drink as Soren promised himself to wait another couple of days. If the contract went cold, he’d dig into the hard drive and see what he had on his hands. There had to be a possible buyer out there.

      As he lifted the drink to his lips, he froze when his eyes locked on the same hot guy he’d spied at Gabor’s party. The man was pure sin and sex with pouty lips, large dark eyes, and a wicked smile that went straight to his dick.

      Mr. Sin smirked at him as he sipped his drink from where he was leaning against the bar. His white shirt was skintight, accentuating a hard chest and muscular arms. The only unexpected difference was that the brown hair he’d sported at the party was now a blond so pale that it was nearly white. It looked good with his tanned skin, as if he spent all his days sunbathing nude.

      This could be an interesting distraction to combat boredom. The young man was a very pretty thing that could be scooped up for a time. At the very least, it would keep Soren out of the Louvre.

      Just as he was deciding to slide off the barstool that had held his sorry butt for the past two hours, the guy moved, carrying his drink over to where Soren was seated. Soren turned so he could watch him approach, and he was so very glad he did. He was short and slender, but there was no mistaking the hard muscle tone. Of course, his shirt and pants were so damn tight, there wasn’t a lot left to the imagination.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” he greeted as he sidled between Soren and the woman seated on a stool to his right. The stranger’s accent was simply American. He couldn’t quite place it. Maybe a touch midwestern. Definitely not what he’d expected, considering he’d spotted the man at a London party for a Ukrainian arms dealer.

      “Are you following me?” Soren asked, only partially meaning it.

      The stranger tossed his head back and laughed loudly before finishing off his drink. He waved for the bartender and crisply ordered another drink in flawless French. “I think the better question is whether you’re following me. I live in Paris. Do you?”

      “No to both questions. I’m here on vacation.”

      “Ah. Then it is serendipity. Fate.” He gave a very carefree shrug as if it simply didn’t matter. If he was an American, he was clearly an ex-pat. Between his fluency and mannerisms, it felt as if he’d lived in Paris for quite a bit.

      “Maybe it is.”

      Yeah, he didn’t believe in fate, serendipity, or deus ex machina. Sometimes shit happened in your favor. Like handing him a sexy twink with a dirty smile. A smart man went with it.

      Of course, the part of his brain that wasn’t in his pants was arguing to be cautious. This delicious snack could be a threat. A rival thief? An assassin? An undercover agent for Europol?

      Okay, maybe he’d barely managed to hold in his snort of laughter on that. He was likely an expensive rent boy paid by Gabor to ply his trade at the party to keep his guests happy. Nothing more than that.

      “But a holiday in Paris is nice. You visit the usual tourist sites. Drink wine. Eat your weight in cheese.” As he spoke, he leaned against the side of the bar and plucked at the buttons on Soren’s shirt, moving from his chest down toward his dick. He wasn’t unfastening his shirt, just sort of teasingly tugging at it.

      “I was hoping for something a little more low-key,” Soren murmured, dipping his head close so he could be heard over the chatter of other bar customers and the music being played over the speakers. “Maybe something without all the tourists.”

      “How about my cock buried deep inside you?”

      Soren jerked upright and blinked. Yeah, okay. That was blunter than he was expecting. That didn’t mean he wasn’t interested. Definitely interested.

      A feminine gasp snapped Soren from his surprise, and he watched as the sexy man twisted around enough to sneer at the woman behind him and snap at her in blistering French. He only caught part of it, but he was fairly sure he’d said something that sounded a lot like “Sweetheart, you didn’t have a shot at his cock. Get over it.”

      Soren caught the man’s chin in his thumb and forefinger, turning his face toward him before his sharp tongue drew more attention to them. “What’s your name?”

      “Angel,” he purred. Soren didn’t believe it at all, but it fit. He was the dirtiest fallen angel he’d ever met, and he loved it. “You?”

      “Soren.”

      “What do you say, Soren? You want to go for a ride?”

      “You workin’?”

      Angel laughed, deep and throaty. The sound grabbed him by the balls and refused to let go. At least he wasn’t insulted by his question the way most people might have been. “No, sexy, I’m not working. When I spotted you at the party, all I wanted to do was bend you over and fuck you senseless. But you disappeared too quickly. I don’t see any sense in wasting a second chance I never expected to get.”

      He could not argue with that logic. Most men took one look at him and expected him to top because of his size and build. Nope. His entire life was about control and careful planning. There was nothing better than handing the reins over to someone else and wallowing in the pleasure of a good fuck.

      “Finish your drink and let’s get out of here,” Soren said, picking up his own drink. Angel grabbed his, clinked it to the side of Soren’s, and tossed it back in a single swallow.

      A few minutes later, they were hurrying down the street toward the small boutique hotel he’d selected for its overall anonymity. It wasn’t big and flashy, nor was it part of a larger, well-known chain. Most people didn’t even see it when they walked by, and that was perfect for him. He needed to disappear for a while, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy himself as he waited to hear from the buyer.

      Standing in the elevator as they rode up to the third floor, Soren forced himself to stick to the side of the car opposite Angel. Otherwise, he’d have no hope of keeping his hands to himself, and he needed one last moment of clarity before they reached the privacy of his room.

      “Any ground rules we need to discuss?”

      A slow, sensual smile spread across Angel’s full lips and he pushed off from the wall, crossing the short distance between them. “I like to keep things simple. No games. No means no. Stop means stop immediately. And unintelligible moans are taken to mean ‘fuck me harder.’ Condoms are always worn for penetration.” He stepped between Soren’s legs and ran one hand up his chest. “Does that work for you?”

      “Yes. Kissing?” Soren panted, wrapping his arms loosely around Angel’s waist.

      Angel’s smile turned to something a touch sweeter, and his head cocked to the side as he stared at Soren. It was as if he were re-evaluating his opinion of him. The truth was, Soren loved kissing. He didn’t enjoy sex nearly as much when he couldn’t kiss the other person, but he’d encountered far too many one-night stands that didn’t allow kissing. They made the excuse that it was too personal, too intimate.

      Yeah, well, he’d made a life of impersonal and detached. He wanted his sex to include a touch of the personal even if it was all temporary.

      “Kissing is fine. I like kissing,” Angel softly admitted. He tilted his head up, offering his lips.

      Soren reached for his cheek to pull him in at long last, but the elevator dinged, announcing the arrival at his floor. Angel moved away with a playful laugh, leaving Soren hard and hungry in the elevator car.

      He stepped out and snagged Angel’s hand, jerking him down the narrow corridor with the faded wallpaper and slightly worn carpet. Angel’s dancing giggle chased after them until they reached his room on the corner. He fumbled with the stupid plastic key card before shoving it into the slot.

      They’d barely made it into the room when Angel shoved him against the wall with surprising strength, his hot mouth clamping on his neck while the door slammed shut behind them.

      With a moan, he grabbed Angel, pressing their bodies tightly together while capturing his mouth at long last. God, this man could kiss. The hot slide of tongue along his own, nibble of teeth, and haunting taste of alcohol combined to send what blood was left in his brain rushing to his dick.

      He ran his hand down Angel’s lithe body, feeling all the muscles flexing and stretching under his thin clothes. Hard and lean, he felt so damn sexy, but it wasn’t enough. There was too much fabric between them. He needed to feel sweat, skin, and the rough rub of hair on his flesh.

      “Amazing,” he groaned as he moved his mouth to lightly bite Angel’s jaw. He wanted to kiss and taste all of his skin.

      A shaky laugh escaped Angel as his hands slipped between them and began unbuttoning his shirt. “We haven’t even gotten close to amazing yet. This is just the warm-up.”

      Soren grabbed Angel’s ass, squeezing those taut muscles in both hands while grinding their hard dicks together. “As long as we both get off, this is an excellent start.”

      “Speaking of,” Angel said, his voice catching. “You good to be fucked after you’ve come?”

      “What?” he croaked, blinking hard. His brain wasn’t working anymore. Angel’s hot mouth and nimble fingers had left him unable to cobble together a clear thought.

      “I’m dying to suck your cock,” Angel admitted. His eyes were bright in the dim hall light, and his face was beautifully flushed. They hadn’t gotten past the hallway entrance of his hotel room, let alone turned on any lights. “Afterward, I thought I’d bend you over the bed and fuck you until
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