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      Justin stood in front of the refrigerator, his right hand resting on top of the open door. He reached across with his left hand and rubbed his bare shoulder while staring at the sad contents of his fridge. He’d not completed an actual grocery run in nearly a month, and he couldn’t use work as an excuse. It had been two weeks since his last job, and that had been just a bit of hacking work.

      No, the lackluster collection of old takeout, wilting lettuce, and beer held little interest for him. He didn’t want to order out again. The damn delivery guys were starting to remember him. He didn’t want to go to the grocery store. He was a sad sack, and there was only one reason for it.

      Gabriel Prescott.

      Sighing loudly, he dropped his head back and closed his eyes. He needed to pull his shit together instead of worrying about Gabriel’s recent radio silence.

      More than six months ago, Gabriel had walked out of his house, promising he’d return when it was safe. Justin didn’t ask for details nor did he dig for them, no matter how much he wanted to. He wanted Gabriel to tell him.

      For the first four months, they’d talked regularly. They’d texted. They’d had some of the dirtiest video calls that left him panting in his bed, covered in cum, and aching to wrap his arms around Gabriel. There had been that one amazing booty call, the trip to London that had actually put Gabriel in his arms for twenty-four hours.

      But after Justin returned home from London, he’d noticed the darkening shadows under Gabriel’s eyes and the lines of strain digging into his handsome face during the last few video calls.

      A month ago, the video calls stopped, and the text messages became shorter and more sporadic. Gabriel warned him it might be a while before they talked again.

      And then silence.

      Justin slammed the fridge door shut and paced over to the sink. He held the edge of the counter because it meant that he wasn’t marching down to the basement and his secret Rolodex of contacts. He knew that with a few calls he could discover Gabriel’s location, but it would mean putting people on Gabriel’s trail when the man didn’t need more people looking for him.

      “Fuck!”

      He should never have let him walk out the door of his house six months ago. Not without making him tell Justin his plans that night. Tell him, once and for all, everything about his past. Justin would have spilled everything about himself…well, nearly everything…probably.

      Fuck, this was hard. Why couldn’t he just have Gabriel safe? Then they could figure everything out.

      Boyfriends were not something he’d had a lot of experience with. Between his time in the military and the CIA before going freelance, Justin had never really pursued a relationship with someone, because how the hell did he explain what he did for a living? He didn’t. At least, not until Gabriel came along. With Gabriel, he didn’t have to explain shit because the man understood. He freaking lived it!

      But it wasn’t that simple. They both had more than their share of secrets and complications. Now Gabriel was trying to tie up loose ends and clean up his past so they could have a life without looking over their shoulders. Justin couldn’t understand why Gabriel wouldn’t let him help. He was handy in a fight, good with a gun, and even better with a computer.

      A hard, sharp knock on the front door jerked Justin from his dark thoughts. He pushed off the sink and checked the video camera on his front porch using an app on his phone. The last person he expected to see was standing there. Marilyn. His handler. The person who supplied him with a steady stream of contracts. And apparently, the same person who supplied Gabriel with contracts. The stylish woman was dressed in a puffy blue coat and jeans while fuzzy black earmuffs protected her ears from the winter wind. He hurried to the door and jerked it open.

      “You need to pack a bag now,” she said by way of greeting.

      “I’m on a break,” he growled. He’d made that clear to her when he finished his last contract. He wanted to be free in case Gabriel needed him for something. That…and maybe he’d lost his taste for the work.

      “Prescott is in trouble.” She stepped past him into the house with a clomp of boots on hardwood. Though after her announcement, she could have just pushed him over and he’d have done nothing to stop her.

      “What?” He slammed the door shut behind her and hurried to catch up to where she was laying out photos from a manila folder.

      “Gabriel? You remember him? The man who apparently decided to clean up his past so he could have his happily ever after with your pathetic ass?” she said snidely, her eyes narrowed. Marilyn stood roughly four inches shorter than him, but what she lacked in stature, she more than made up for with attitude.

      Justin’s mouth fell open, and he nearly stumbled into the kitchen. He’d never expected to hear those words tumbling from Marilyn’s lipstick-pink lips. “What? He told you that?”

      Marilyn rolled her eyes. The woman looked the part of the happy middle-class housewife with perfect dark-brown hair and just-so outfit, but there was a cold knowledge resting in her dark-brown eyes. Justin didn’t doubt she had her own dirty past that he couldn’t even begin to fathom.

      “Not in so many words. But I set you two up on one job together, and when it’s finished, he tells me he needs to take a step back from jobs. Then one day out of the blue he suddenly wants the names on all the contracts for his head. He’s cleaning house. Two days later, you contact me and tell me that you’re taking a break and cutting back on jobs.”

      Justin could feel the wobbly smile pulling at his lips and his heart giving an erratic skip of joy.

      She sighed loudly. “You both make me sick.”

      “This isn’t a bad thing.”

      Marilyn slapped a grainy photo down on the counter. “Right now, for Gabriel, it’s a very bad thing.”

      Justin looked down at the picture, and his heart stopped for an entirely different reason. Naked from the waist up, Gabriel sat tied to a chair, his body badly beaten, with several long lacerations across his chest. His eyes were nearly swollen shut and his face was bruised, but Justin could tell it was him.

      Hundreds of questions poured through his brain about how Marilyn had known, how she’d gotten the information, and why she was even trying to help them, but none of them were as important as the one he finally forced past the lump in his throat.

      “Where is he?”

      “From what I’ve been able to gather, he’s outside of Berlin. They’ve moved him twice, and if they keep up with their current schedule, you’ve got about a two-day window before they move him again.” Reaching inside her folder, she pulled out a plane ticket. “Your flight to Amsterdam leaves in three hours. Reservations for a rental car are also set up.”

      Justin stared at the ticket in shock. He hadn’t expected this. Not from Marilyn. She was a handler. She managed contracts for him, played the middleman, and got a percentage of the bounty. That was it. She didn’t arrange travel, and she certainly didn’t assist her mercs when they got into trouble. If anything, she cut them loose because they were a liability.

      “Well?” she snapped when he didn’t move.

      Justin snatched up the ticket, then pulled her into a hard bear hug, squeezing an “oof” out of her.

      “Yes. There, there,” she said, giving him a little pat on the shoulder. “Go get your boy. When you get back, we can discuss how much you both owe me.”

      Justin spared Marilyn a quick nod before he was racing up the stairs to pack a bag. He had a safe house set up in Amsterdam. He could make a stop for more weapons on the way to get Gabriel. God help whoever had their hands on him, because he was going to make them all regret they ever laid a finger on his G Love.
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      Fuck, it was cold!

      Justin stuffed his hands under his armpits while he crouched under a large pine tree and glared at the old farmhouse. Warm, yellow light slipped between the heavy curtains that were hung over the windows, promising heat and an escape from the bitter wind that was finding its way between the trees.

      He’d followed Marilyn’s instructions to the letter. There simply hadn’t been time to deviate from her plan. He hopped a plane to the Netherlands, where he stopped at his one stronghold in the city—a modest apartment that he visited usually only a couple of times a year but held enough weapons and ammunition to supply a small army. Grabbing what he thought he might need, he picked up the rental car Marilyn reserved and drove into Germany.

      Just outside of Hanover, Marilyn contacted him again, confirming Gabriel’s last known location: a lonely farmhouse in the middle of a forest near the small town of Templin. It was just northeast of Berlin. The remote location helped him work without being seen, but it made getting Gabriel out and somewhere he could get medical attention more difficult.

      Of course, that was assuming Marilyn’s intel was still good. He had no idea how she was getting this information or if it was dated at all. It had taken him more than nine hours to drive from Amsterdam due to horrible road conditions. Nearly twenty-four hours had passed since Marilyn had shown up on his doorstep, and he’d grabbed very little sleep on the plane. Now he was freezing his ass off in snow that was nearly two feet deep.

      If Gabriel wasn’t in there, the man was getting an earful when Justin finally located him.

      And if he was in there…fuck, he’d better be alive.

      At the very least, Justin knew multiple people were in the farmhouse, and definitely not farmers. Lights had flickered off and on as people changed rooms. And once an hour, someone stepped outside and walked the same path around the house, flattening the snow while holding an automatic weapon in his hands. Just one lucky schmuck drawing the short straw to venture out into the cold and maintain a weak perimeter.

      Justin smirked behind the face shield he wore to protect his skin from the cold and to hide his identity. He’d already sneaked around the farmhouse, sticking to the thick cover offered by the woods. There had been a couple of little traps set up as early warnings to the occupants of the house, but Justin had made quick work of dismantling them. As far as he could tell, they had no idea they were being watched and judging by the lackluster security, it looked as if they weren’t actually expecting trouble. It appeared to be a slapdash effort made out of habit rather than fear of being noticed. Good. He was more than happy to take advantage of their laziness.

      Shortly before the next sentry was scheduled to make his trip around the house, Justin broke from the woods. It was well after ten and darkness sank deep into the area, cloaking his movements. The moon couldn’t even be seen overhead—just a bright sparkling of stars shining down. Justin darted from the woods to an old equipment shed and then finally to a carriage port attached to the side of the house. An old van was parked under it now, protecting it from the snow. He masked his footprints in the snow as much as he could, hoping the guard chose to investigate over shouting an immediate alarm. Justin had no idea how many people were in the house, but he didn’t want to try to take them all on at once.

      He had just settled into position behind the van when he heard the back door open followed by a squeaky screen door. The hinge whined and howled, the horrible sound echoing through the overwhelming silence. The man muttered to himself in the cold, but he wasn’t speaking German. No, he was cursing the cold in Russian. Justin grinned again. It was definitely looking like he was in the right place.

      Justin peeked out around the van, holding his breath to keep it from fogging in front of him and potentially catching the attention of the guard. There was only one pale light shining on the rear of the house, but white snow seemed to glow in the starlight, beating back some of the night. He hesitated. Was he completely sure this man held Gabriel? Maybe he should attempt to knock him out. At least until Justin got inside and better assessed the situation.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      The man was carrying a machine gun and walking rounds in the middle of the night. An innocent person didn’t do those kinds of things. He was expecting trouble. Fine. If Gabriel wasn’t inside, then maybe Justin would have succeeded in taking out some drug dealers or sex traffickers. There were worse ways to spend his evening. Justin wasn’t used to acting without completing his own reconnaissance on a job. It soothed his conscience before he did anything that he couldn’t undo.

      But Gabriel’s life hung in the balance. There wasn’t time for doubt; he had to trust Marilyn and her contacts.

      As the guard turned the corner toward the carriage port and van, Justin stood and lifted the nine millimeter with the suppressor screwed on to the muzzle. He squeezed off two rounds—one to the chest and the other to the forehead. The man was dead before he hit the ground. There was only a rough expulsion of air from his lungs as he hit a thick mound of snow. One down.

      A sense of calm settled over Justin as he hurried around the rear of the house. He was back in his element, whether he wanted to admit that hard truth to himself or not. Yes, he’d spent several years in the Marines and a few more in the CIA. Yes, he’d proved time and again that he was very good at infiltration and assassination. Maybe not so great at extracting a high-value target—only because those packages tended to be slower and ask too many damn questions when he just wanted to get the fuck out.

      There was this twisted part of his brain that saw it all as a game. A high-stakes game of hide-and-seek and he loved to fucking win. God help him, he loved to win. And it wasn’t about his life being on the line. It was his competitive nature. He wanted to be the best, the sneakiest, at this game.

      And he was going to leave it all behind so he could build a life with Gabriel?

      No more sneaking, shooting, and avoiding traps? No more adrenaline-rush fights for victory?

      He would do it for Gabriel, but he’d need to find something to replace it. Not that he could even guess as to what that would be.

      Ugh. Justin nearly groaned out loud at that random train of thought. Now was not the time to worry about how he was going to get his kicks when he had a private, normal life with Gabriel. He had to save the damn man’s life first. And then maybe smack him around a little bit for not letting Justin help in the first place.

      Reaching the rear of the house the guard exited only minutes earlier, Justin jerked the screen door open in hopes that the quick action would reduce the sound. It didn’t work. The hinges once again released their bansheelike wail across the yard. Justin reassured himself that the other occupants of the house had to be used to the sound by now, thanks to the guard’s frequent trips outside. He opened the rear door and took a fast step inside, swinging his gun from right to left.

      The kitchen was a small room with older appliances and a worn countertop. There was a strange floral pattern in the Formica, but the predominant color was an ugly mustard yellow. The fridge looked as if it had limped out of the sixties and was just searching for a good place to finally die. In the middle of the room was a small circular table covered in dirty coffee mugs and glasses that looked as if they had once held alcohol. At least, that was what it smelled like.

      Walking across the room toward the open doorway, Justin leaned against the frame and peered around it and down the dimly lit hallway. Immediately to the right was a door with a slide bolt jammed home. It was a safe guess that it led to the basement and was likely the holding place for Gabriel, but he couldn’t risk heading down to confirm while there were still other people running free. There would be no saving Gabriel if Justin got his own dumb ass locked in the basement.

      Down the hall, a small decorative table held a couple of ceramic figurines and other knickknacks. There were some family pictures on the pale green walls, but everything seemed to be covered in a heavy layer of dust. Either the original occupants had died and no one had visited the house in a while, or it was all staged and hadn’t been used for nefarious purposes in several months.

      Justin wanted to cluck his tongue at the sloppiness. He had a few apartments that he kept as places to crash and stage jobs. He never stayed long at any of them, but a regular cleaning service popped through once a month to make sure they kept that lived-in look. These people didn’t worry about keeping up appearances. He wasn’t sure if it was about laziness or ego—maybe they thought they were above maintaining a façade of lawfulness.

      Who the fuck was Gabriel messing with? Justin couldn’t imagine Gabriel hunting down the mercenaries that kept taking contracts on his head. That was an endless game of Whac-A-Mole that couldn’t be won. He had to be hunting the people putting out the contracts.

      Whatever the answer he finally got out of his lover, he was sure it wasn’t going to be a good one.

      The hall ended with the front door. To the left was an opening to what Justin was assuming was the living room, and the right held a staircase to the second floor of the farmhouse. Bright light poured from the room, and there was a muffled sound as if from a radio or TV.

      Pausing at the entrance to the living room, Justin spared a quick glance at the stairs to see that there was no one heading down. Justin lifted the gun and swung into the open doorway, his gaze instantly skimming over the entire cluttered room. An oversized couch was shoved against the front wall while a large chair was on the opposite wall. A small black-and-white TV was on a rickety stand between the two pieces of furniture. It looked like there was a game show of some sort on, but Justin was already turning his attention to the large man sprawled across the couch, half-asleep. He didn’t even have time to react before Justin buried two bullets deep in his chest.

      The man on the chair had jumped to his feet. His shout was cut off as Justin shot him as well. His heavy frame crashed to the floor and Justin winced at the noise. The whole house seemed to shake at his impact. That was sure to draw someone’s attention, but he was confident that there couldn’t be too many more people in the house.

      Three down.

      Starting to turn toward the stairs, Justin shouted when something heavy crashed into him from behind, sending him to the floor. Rough, strong hands grabbed at his throat, but the thickness of his coat prevented his attacker from completely closing off his windpipe. Adrenaline pumped through his system and his heart pounded, but calm gripped his mind. Bracing one forearm on the floor, Justin swung his elbow up. It took two tries before he hit his attacker. He kicked back with one foot, slamming it into the bastard’s knee. A loud groan and curse left the person. The fucker pulled away from Justin enough that he could roll over.

      Above him stood a younger man with dark hair and eyes that reminded Justin a little too much of Gabriel. But where Gabriel looked cold and unfeeling when he stared at his target, this man had a hint of something evil twisting his features. He started to raise his foot like he meant to bring it down on him, but Justin was already lifting his own foot, slamming it into the bastard’s balls.

      The man choked out a harsh cry and fell to his knees next to Justin. While still lying on his back, Justin brought up the gun and put the other man out of his misery.

      Life had barely left his body before loud footsteps thundered down the stairs. An older man shouted, demanding to know what the hell was going on. The words were once again in Russian. At least there was a consistent theme. Justin waited until the man had nearly reached the bottom step before sitting up and shooting him.

      As his latest target collapsed, he popped out the magazine and slid home a fresh one. He pointed the gun at the staircase and drew in a deep breath. Counting backward from ten, he slowly released it, listening for the sounds of anyone else in the house. The fight and shouting should have drawn out any other person…unless he slept like the dead or was hiding.

      Justin waited only another minute before climbing to his feet. He ascended the stairs with a grin and quickly searched the four bedrooms. He found three beds, all recently slept in, and one empty room but no more people. The bathroom, while incredibly filthy, was also empty.

      The only other place anyone could be hiding was the basement.

      Keeping as quiet as possible, Justin hurried down to the first floor and the bolted door just outside the kitchen. He opened it and instantly drew back at the smell of human waste and blood. For the first time, his heart gave a little lurch, and he struggled to start down the old wooden stairs. There was a faint light coming from farther in the room, but it lifted the darkness enough that Justin could descend without breaking his neck.

      The basement was frigid, easily twenty degrees colder than the first floor. The stone walls and dirt offered no warmth. Justin kept his gun raised as he looked around at the nearly empty room. There was an old table and a couple of folding chairs.

      In the far corner, where the light just barely reached, he made out the shape of a man tied to a chair. Justin’s hand reflexively tightened on the gun, but he couldn’t force air into his lungs until he finally took that step closer.

      It was Gabriel.

      Oh fuck…it was Gabriel.

      And he looked bad.

      Relief and horror tore through Justin’s system in equal parts as he rushed to Gabriel’s side. He carefully laid a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder, trying to avoid the vast assortment of seeping cuts and ugly bruises covering his partially naked body. At the first contact, Gabriel jerked and gasped as if waking suddenly from a nightmare. Or maybe his body was sure he was waking back into the nightmare he’d been in for the past several days.

      Gabriel’s head swung around and tilted oddly as he tried to see out of two swollen eyes. He tried to pull away from Justin’s touch but he couldn’t, thanks to the bindings.

      “No, it’s me. You’re safe,” Justin said and then swore under his breath when he remembered that he was still wearing the damn black face shield. To Gabriel he probably looked like the grim reaper or a TV ninja. Neither was good. Jerking the shield down, Justin forced a smile, holding perfectly still so that Gabriel could look at him.

      Gabriel’s ragged breathing was the only sound in the basement for several seconds, and Justin was beginning to worry that he was going to give the man a heart attack when Gabriel finally spoke.

      “Justin?” His voice was ragged and hoarse, but there was a fragile thread of hope there that nearly broke Justin’s heart.

      “Yeah, it’s me. I thought I’d come rescue your sorry ass,” he teased, trying to break the suffocating tension in the room.

      Gabriel’s lips moved again, but his voice wasn’t strong enough for Justin to hear the sound. But he could so clearly read the two words that Gabriel managed before he passed out again.

      Thank you.

      Justin smiled softly at the unconscious man. It was a start. Some of the fear that had gripped him over the past several months started to ease, and he took another deep breath before grabbing the knife clipped to his waist. He cut through the ropes that bound Gabriel to the chair and managed to rouse the man enough for him to help Justin a little to get him up the stairs.

      He kicked the dead body from the couch to the floor and carefully deposited Gabriel on the worn cushions before leaving to ransack the house. He couldn’t find any clothes that looked like they might belong to Gabriel. Didn’t matter. He grabbed whatever he could, stripping the corpses where he had to.

      Within twenty minutes, he had Gabriel dressed heavily enough that he wasn’t in danger of freezing to death. Justin loaded him into the van; they needed to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible. He didn’t know if or when more people were expected, but Justin had no doubt in his mind that this rescue of Gabriel was only a short reprieve. Gabriel still wasn’t free, but Justin wasn’t leaving his lover’s side again until all the men who were hunting him were dead.
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      Gabriel woke to warmth. His body was floating on a cloud. He would have been sure he was dead if he didn’t feel like crap. Everything ached and throbbed with pain, but he was finally warm. When he was being held captive, he’d begun to think that he’d never feel warm again. That had surely been their plan, along with beating and torturing him to death.

      Taking a deep breath, he willed his body to relax, sinking farther into the comfortable mattress. He didn’t want to move ever again.

      The only thing that could make this better was Justin Mallory.

      Gabriel’s eyes popped open and his breath caught in his throat. Justin had appeared at wherever the hell he was being held and gotten him out. Justin had been the one to wrap him up in warm clothes and shuffle him off into a vehicle. His memory grew foggy from there. He was vaguely aware of travel, but he wasn’t sure how long they were in the car…truck…van. The next thing he could remember was being peeled out of clothes and gently laid in a bed.

      He had no idea how much time had passed since they’d arrived at what was most likely a safe location. Exhaustion and pain still gnawed at him. He wanted to lie there and be grateful that he was still alive because of one man.

      Justin had come for him. Gabriel should have expected it. They were linked, tied by fate or God or a mythical red thread. Gabriel didn’t know or care. Seven months ago, they met for a job and Gabriel was sure his entire world fell into balance when the man flashed that cocky smirk.

      Of course, Gabriel hadn’t been smart enough at the time to recognize that his world was changing for the better. Just that the man was going to drive him insane.

      And as much as he wanted to lie there and drift back into sleep, he needed to see Justin more.

      Gritting his teeth, Gabriel grabbed the blanket and shoved it away. He was naked except for a pair of boxer briefs that he suspected were Justin’s. A motley of colors covered his body as the bruises started to heal. There were several bandages over his arms, legs, and ribs. He carefully peeled back one to see expertly placed stitches from where he’d been cut open and left to slowly bleed out.

      Smoothing the bandage back, Gabriel swung his legs out of the bed and got to his feet, wincing. Everything felt stiff and sore, but not as bad as he was expecting. He needed a shower and food. Those two things would help get his body and mind on the mend faster than more bed rest.

      But first, he needed to find Justin. His unexpected savior was not in the bedroom. Flicking on the lamp on the bedside table, Gabriel glanced around the small room. There wasn’t much to see. The walls were a cool, pale blue. There was a queen-sized bed, a nightstand, and a small dresser filling the room. A chair was positioned at the foot of the bed, but it looked like something that had been taken from a dining room table rather than a piece of furniture meant for the bedroom.

      Shuffling to the open door, Gabriel peered out into the short hall. There were two other open doors—one for the bathroom and the other for an empty bedroom. He continued down the hall that opened into a living room. There he finally located Justin on the couch. Sitting upright in the center, Justin was asleep, his chin resting on his chest while his right hand was lightly wrapped around a gun at his side. A mug of coffee sat cooling on the table in front of him.

      Justin looked like shit. His blondish-brown hair was ruffled and standing up in spots. The scruff on his cheeks was heavier than usual and even from a distance, Gabriel could see the dark shadows under his eyes. Justin had guarded and cared for him, unable to get any sleep himself. There was no point in allowing him to stay in such an awkward position on the couch now that Gabriel was up and moving around.

      “Justin,” Gabriel said firmly. He hated to disturb him, but he was better off in a bed.

      Justin jerked awake, the gun jumping up before he opened his eyes. Gabriel lurched back a step, trying to move out of the line of fire in case Justin reacted before his brain registered who was standing in the room with him.

      “Don’t fucking shoot me,” Gabriel grumbled. He’d managed this long without getting shot, and he still had a lot that needed to be accomplished. Getting shot by Justin was not going to make thing easier for him.

      “G?” Justin’s voice was a rough growl, but it managed to warm parts of Gabriel that hadn’t been reached by the mounds of blankets on the bed he’d just left. Justin scrubbed his free hand over his eyes, but he didn’t lower the gun.

      “It’s me. Why don’t you move to the bed? Get some real sleep.”

      When Justin finally blinked at him, he set the gun down on the table and jumped to his feet. “How are you feeling? Do you need anything?”

      “Shower, toothbrush, food, sleep,” Gabriel listed. “And not necessarily in that order.”

      “Let me⁠—”

      Gabriel pressed his fingers to Justin’s lips, stopping the offer before he could get the words out. “I can take care of it. You’ve been taking care of me for…how many days have we been here?”

      Justin pressed a kiss to his fingers before removing them from his mouth. “Three. Three days since I found you in that farmhouse.”

      “Fuck,” Gabriel whispered. He couldn’t believe he’d been out of it for so long, but then he’d been beaten, starved, and frozen. His body needed time to heal from that damage.

      “I managed to get a doctor to look you over here, stitch you up.”

      “You didn’t…?”

      Justin shook his head. “I can do basic stitches, but I wanted the doctor to look you over, make sure there wasn’t something worse that I was missing.”

      “Thank you. I want to know how you found me, but later. Right now, you need sleep.”

      “And you need food. I managed to get a little chicken broth in you, but that’s about it. How about I make you a sandwich while you go brush your teeth and start that shower? Your bandages are waterproof, so you should be good.”

      Food and a shower sounded so damn wonderful to Gabriel. He wanted to remove the days of dirt and grime he could feel clinging to his skin. Wanted to wash away the memory of being held, waiting for his final execution. But he wasn’t going to think about that right now. Justin was standing in front of him looking warm and sleepy and so damn tempting.

      “Only if it means you’re climbing into the bed with me,” Gabriel said.

      “Deal.”

      Justin gave Gabriel a little shove toward the hall he’d just left. Gabriel didn’t need any more prodding than that. He shuffled to the bathroom, where he grabbed the toothbrush still in its wrapper. While he brushed his teeth, he glared at his own reflection. Justin might look like shit from not getting any sleep, but Gabriel looked like death warmed over. His face was covered in more bruises, though the swelling around his eyes was now gone. The split in his lower lip was scabbed over and starting to heal. The only good thing was that the beard would help to hide some of his bruises. Of course, the damn thing itched like a motherfucker, and he was already looking forward to scraping his cheeks clean again.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll be back to your beautiful self soon enough,” Justin announced as he walked into the bathroom. Gabriel nearly choked on the toothpaste in his mouth.

      He rinsed and set the toothbrush on the counter. “Ass,” he muttered. “You don’t look much better than me right now.”

      Justin set the plate with the sandwich on the counter and stared at his reflection. He rubbed his hand over his cheeks. “I thought I’d rock the burly lumberjack look.”

      “You’re shaving just like me.”

      A half smile tilted up one corner of Justin’s lips while fatigue still weighed heavily in his eyes. “You prefer me in the clean-cut banker look?”

      Gabriel stepped closer and leaned his hip against the counter because he was already starting to feel tired. He slipped his hand under the T-shirt Justin was wearing, to skim his fingers over warm skin. “I’ll take you however I can get you, baby.”

      Justin chuckled. “You’re not getting anything until you get a shower. We both stink.”

      There was no denying that. With a snicker, Gabriel turned toward the shower and started the water. He adjusted it until it was filling the room with steam. When he turned back, Justin was already naked and smiling at him.

      “I thought I’d help you get all the hard to reach spots.”

      “Right now, I think they’re all hard to reach.”

      Putting his hands on the waistband of Gabriel’s briefs, Justin leaned in and gently brushed his lips across the corner of Gabriel’s mouth. He felt that straight down to his core. God, he’d missed Justin’s touch. It had been only four months since they’d last seen each other, but his body claimed it was much longer. An eternity. Nothing felt as right, as perfect, as when Justin touched him.

      Hooking his fingers in the waistband, Justin kneeled and lowered Gabriel’s briefs. Pain ached in Gabriel’s knees as he raised each leg to get free. He tried not to wince. There was nothing sexy about being in pain, and he was trying not to ruin the mood as he drew Justin into the shower.

      “Relax,” Justin murmured as he stepped into the stall behind Gabriel. “We’re not screwing around in here. You’re still injured and I’m just too damn tired.”

      Gabriel placed one hand against the cool, smooth tile
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