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Liar, Liar by TA Moore





Just another day at the office. 

For some people that means spreadsheets, and for others it’s stitching endless hems. For Jacob Archer a day at the office is stealing proprietary information from a bioengineering firm f or a paranoid software billionaire. He’s a liar and a thief, parlaying a glib tongue and a facile conscience into a lucrative career. He just has one rule—never get involved with a mark.

Well, had one rule. To be fair, though, Simon Ramsey is dark, dangerous, and has shoulders like a Greek statue. Besides, it’s not as though Jacob’s even really stealing from Simon… just his boss and his brother-in-law. Simon didn’t buy that excuse either after he caught Jacob breaking into the company’s computer network.

That would have been that—one messy breakup, one ticket to Bali booked—but it turns out that the stolen information is worth more than Jacob thought. With his life—and his ribs—threatened, Jacob needs Simon to help him out. Or maybe he just needs Simon.
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Chapter One





It was past midnight when the small fleet of black vans bumped over the tire shredders and pulled up to the security booth. The bored security guard glanced up, back down at his graphic novel, and waved them through. 

Syntech was Dyno-clean’s biggest company, so they scheduled them in for a double-shift booking at the end of the night. Twice a month they doubled up the crew to make sure everything was spit polished and shipshape. It was as tightly organized as a military campaign.

Down in the parking garage, Jacob hopped out of the back of the van. He yawned until his jaw cracked, blinked back tears, and stretched his arms to work the kinks out of his spine. They’d been working eight hours already—four office buildings and the renovated dorm at the university—and the smell of disinfectant felt like it had soaked into his pores.

It had worn on the rest of the cleaning crew as well, especially with Jacob doing his bit to stir up existing tensions. So far there had been one accusation of sexism, a fight bad enough that the two cleaners couldn’t be assigned the same floor, and everyone was quietly resentful toward the student who’d been caught reading his textbook instead of working. It had been two jobs since anyone had said a casual word or cracked a joke.

“Jacob!” the crew supervisor snapped, crooking a finger at him. He sauntered over, and she shoved a work order against his chest with stiff fingers. “You’re doing the floors on the executive levels. Do a good job this time. You’re still on a warning after what happened at the university last month, and if your next performance review doesn’t improve….”

“I remember. I’m out of a job,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’ll be on the top of my game tonight.”

She squinted at him dourly, but he gave her his best trustworthy look. After a second she hmphed and stepped backward.

“I’m keeping my eye on you,” she said. “Now get back to work.” He hummed contentedly to himself as he did what he was told.

Everything was going according to plan.


      [image: image-placeholder]The humming had turned into a tuneless whistle as Jacob stepped off the lift, dragging the buffer with him. He unwound the cord, snapped it to make it snake over the floor, and plugged it in next to one of the sullenly growing potted plants. The buffer juddered to life and skidded over the floor. He grabbed it by one hand and dragged it down the hall behind him, letting it swing carelessly back and forth over the floor. As he walked he bit the coating of glue and paint from his hand. The peeled- off strips of it went into his pocket.

The top floors were usually Naya’s realm. She was presentable and polite, in case anyone was working late and she ran into them. And she spent all her time daydreaming about her wedding, so she didn’t mind the boring jobs. The last few weeks, though, Jacob had noticed her creaming her hands every time she got into the van. Not with the cheap, greasy stuff the rest of them used either. Something from a department store.

She wanted nice hands for the big day. Not the raw, peeling mess of contact dermatitis she saw every time Jacob peeled his gloves off.

Jacob dropped the buffer off outside Nora Clayton’s office and kept walking. He unzipped the top of his boiler suit, squirmed out of it, and let the sleeves dangle. It had been a while since he’d had to actually work on-site, but luckily it looked like he hadn’t become any less of an asshole.

His brain ticked through how long his manipulation of the cleaning crew’s various resentments and tensions would buy him before someone came to check on how he was doing up here. Gun would be slacking, trying to steal five minutes to read his textbook, Anna would be crying in the toilet, and Jim would be trying to run interference with Ella. Add twenty minutes to the hour it usually took Ella to get up there and subtract ten because she didn’t trust Jacob to do a good job.

He pulled his T-shirt up and untaped the stripped-down electronics from his stomach. Plenty of time for what he needed to do.

Something jabbed at the back of his brain—a nasty little squirm of doubt that he couldn’t quite pin down. He hastily flipped through the plan in his head to see if he’d missed anything. It seemed solid, but that bastard qualm kept squirming. With nothing to pin it on, he squelched the thought and loped down the tiled floor to the president’s office.

The door wasn’t locked, which was sweet. It was cold inside and the heat that built over the day had leeched out through the span of glass that took up the external wall.

Jacob let himself in, nudged the door shut behind him, and headed to the desk. It was slick, polished glass, and the keyboard flickered to life in squares of light on the surface as he touched it. Folding one leg under him as he sat down, his heel pressing against the back of his knee, he strung the code breaker together with confident fingers.

He couldn’t make one himself—social programming was his specialty—but he understood how they worked. Once it was hooked up, the touchpad flickered dimly to life. He reached under the desk and plugged it into the hard drive.

While it worked he sat back in the chair. The leather settled under him as he chewed absently at the skin around his thumb. He’d had to get himself an honest job because security at Syntech was good enough to have plugged his usual sources of information—the careless e-mails, the social network logins, the chatty tech in the coffee queue.

If the computer security was that watertight….

He took a deep breath that tasted of ozone and Amouage and swiveled the chair around to face the glass. There were marks that shouldn’t be on that sort of conspicuous display of prestige—linen- weft smudges and a few smears of hair gel stickiness where Porter had forgotten it wasn’t the sort of wall you leaned against.

If gut instinct had been enough, Jacob would have been out of work a month before. Porter was cutthroat, but he didn’t play games, and industrial espionage was all about games. Besides, Porter was arrogant. He listened to maybe two people in the company. Not the sort who’d admit they needed to steal someone else’s idea.

Jacob stretched his legs out in front of him and watched the reflection of his sneakers move in the glass. Or he was wrong and Porter was a thief. Either way Jacob got paid.

It was Christmas out there in the dark. Jacob could see the red and green glitter of lights strung in the street and bright in the windows of office buildings. The feeling in the back of his brain poked at him again, but he shoved it down firmly and bit through the tag of skin he’d been worrying. The copper tang of blood was sharp against his tongue, and he pulled a face.

Bad old habit. He thought he’d broken it years ago.

The stop clock in his head ticked down the minutes as he waited. He wasn’t at the panic point, but he was just about to start fidgeting when the code breaker hiccupped behind him. He dug his heel into the carpet and swung around, and his mouth quirked with satisfaction as the narrow monitor flickered to life.

“There you go,” he said approvingly. He laced his fingers together and bent them back to pop his knuckles—another bad habit, but not one he’d ever bothered to try to break. He tapped quickly on the glass, and his knuckles broke the beams of light as he typed in commands. “Now let’s see what we’ve got.”

On the floors below, thirty-two machines obediently allowed Porter’s computer to access their hard drives and the thirty-two trojans that Jacob had spent the last two months installing handed over the data they’d mined. The packets streamed onto Porter’s computer and immediately bounced to Jacob’s private server as the percentage bars flickered over the screen.

Jacob watched the flickering data intently and occasionally moved his gaze up to the door as he heard a noise in the hall. His foot juddered nervously, heel twitching, as the waiting started to work at his nerves with all the things that could go wrong.

The final byte disappeared off Porter’s monitor. Jacob hissed out a sigh of relief between his teeth and stripped his equipment out of the computer system. The trojans went first, politely self-destructing with a minimum of damage, and then he wiped the current session from the computer menu.

He yanked the code breaker out of the computer as it shut down, broke it apart, and shoved it into the pockets on his boiler suit. No point in wasting time taping it back to his stomach. They’d never been searched on their way out.

The computer shut itself down, the soft glow on the monitor cut off, and Jacob tugged a ragged, bright-orange cloth out of his pocket. He scuffed his fingerprints off the glass. Not that they’d help anyone find him. His prints weren’t on any database out there, as far as he knew. He’d just prefer to keep it that way.

A shrill rattle made him flinch and taste his heart in the back of his throat. He pushed back from the desk and his hip hit the chair. Then he realized it was his phone.

“Shit,” he muttered.

Jacob took a deep breath, exhaled the panic, and grabbed the phone out of his pocket. He slid the chair back into place as he answered it.

“Hey.”

“Hey, babe,” Simon’s familiar, rough voice drawled in his ear. He was gorgeous in person—all dark, controlled male beauty and long, muscled lines—but his voice hinted at how dangerous he was. “You free tomorrow?”

Liquid heat spread through Jacob’s muscles, a cramp of want squeezed his balls like a hand, and that bastard itch popped back into his brain. There it was—what he’d forgotten about, or what he should have forgotten about by then.

“I thought you were busy?” he stalled.

Simon laughed—a short, cat-rough rub of sound. “Playing hard to get?”

“Doesn’t sound like me,” Jacob said. He should have started a fight and hammered in the crack that he could blame the breakup on. Not that he’d ever actually broken up with anyone—the last relationship he had that lasted longer than a week was his short experiment in being straight with his third-grade girlfriend—but he understood the principle. Except what came out of his mouth was “I’ve got a few things to clear up in the morning, but I’m all yours from eleven. I thought you were going to look at buying another rusty ornament for your drive?”

He shoved the door open and stepped out into the hall as he tucked the phone against his shoulder and gave the handle a quick polish. Better to break up in person. Easier to salt the ground so Simon would never want to think about him again. It was a smooth excuse—good enough that he felt a pinch of regret at Simon’s hate—but he’d never been any good at lying to himself.

Professional liars never were. That itch was a smug little shit when you got right down to it. Jacob tried to ignore it as he headed back toward the abandoned buffer.

“Nora said they had a ’69 Firebird,” Simon said. “I asked them to send me pictures, though, and it wasn’t. So I canceled, and I’m going to have to take Nora to the Cars-and-Coffee cruise in Austin so she knows what a Firebird looks like.”

The elevator dinged. Jacob cursed to himself. They weren’t meant to have phones, and recently fired employees did get searched.

“Simon, I gotta—“

“What the fuck?” Simon’s mutter interrupted him. At the same moment, Jacob saw the buffer jerk backward as someone got hold of the lead and tugged on it. His stomach knotted with a sick premonition.

“I’m sorry.” It was probably the most honest thing he’d said in a year. “Sorry?” Simon said. He sounded distracted already. “What for?

Look if you can’t make it—”

The lead dropped, and Simon stalked around the corner, jacket tucked back behind the holster of his gun. He looked good, even under the lights that sapped the color from his tan, and then he saw Jacob, and he just looked… confused.

“This,” Jacob said.

He turned on his heel and ran. The rubber soles of his sneakers squeaked on the tiles, and panic scattered his thoughts as he tried to plan on the run. He could hear Simon sprint after him, his boots heavy on the tiles and getting closer.

“Jacob!”

The first time they met, Jacob had seen Simon beat three men bloody. It had been hot at the time—and it wasn’t like the gay-bashing assholes hadn’t deserved it—but not so much right now. Legs burning, Jacob pushed himself to keep moving—hard enough that he nearly overshot the door to the janitor’s closet. He swung himself to a stop and grabbed at the door to get it open. It was metal and heavy enough that Jacob could feel the weight of it in his shoulder. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Simon grab for him.

Shoving the door open, Jacob fell through—just dodging Simon’s grab—and kicked it shut. He put his shoulder to it and braced his feet on the ground. Simon hit it hard enough to make Jacob slide on the floor and shoved the door open an inch. His sharp, handsome face was bleak with rage. Jacob managed to get it shut again.

“You think you can hide?” Simon snarled and bashed his fist against the door. “Who do you work for?”

Jacob fumbled a screwdriver out of his pocket and wedged it under the door as a block.

“That’s confidential,” he panted. “Simon, fuck, this wasn’t meant to happen.”

“No. I’m sure you meant to rob us and go, not get caught.” There was something thin as a razor in Simon’s voice. It made Jacob flinch.

He felt an odd ache in his stomach that wasn’t exactly fear or exertion. Whatever it was, it wasn’t useful.

“Well, yeah,” he said. “But I meant, you… and me.”

The door jolted against Jacob’s shoulder and made him flinch. “You lying little fucker.” There was the thump of a fist hitting the door. “There’s nowhere to go. Come out, stay in. It’s not going to change anything.”

Jacob wedged the screwdriver that bit farther in and scrambled to his feet. He still couldn’t breathe, and there was a stitch cutting into his ribs. Fuck, he really needed to start working out.

“Good to know.”

He could hear Simon on the phone outside, snarling orders and demanding answers. While he was busy doing that, Jacob stripped out of his boiler suit. Simon was probably right. After all if anyone knew the security weakness of the building, or lack thereof, it would be the security consultant.

Shit.

As he dropped into a squat and worn denim stretched over his knees, Jacob shoved his hands into his hair and tried to think. There was a freight elevator shaft behind the wall of the closet. If he had a crowbar, he could pull the bricks out of the wall, crawl through, and… fall to his death, probably. He wasn’t Tom Cruise.

“Damn it, damn it, damn it.” Jacob clenched his fist in his hair as though he could pull an idea out of his head through his scalp. Why did everything always go wrong for him?

Outside he heard Simon yell at someone to “get a goddamn Masterkey to breach the door if you need it.” Jacob lifted his head and bit his lower lip. It wasn’t necessarily a good idea, but it was the only one he had, and there wasn’t time to wait for inspiration.

He gave himself a second and squeezed his eyes shut as he waited for some—for any—other idea.

His phone was still lying where he’d dropped it as he fell through the door. He picked it up, wiped the dust on his sleeve, and tapped the screen with his thumb. It rang twice, and then the operator picked up.

“Hello, could you please state the nature of your emergency,” a light, faintly accented voice—Wisconsin, Jacob guessed—said.

“I… look… this is embarrassing,” Jacob muttered. He shifted away from the door to mute his voice. “I’ve had an argument with my boyfriend, and he’s really angry. I’ve locked myself in an office and….”

He didn’t deliberately put the accent on. He just picked up the inflections as she dropped them. Instinct or habit.

“We’re at work.” He answered the operator’s questions quickly. At the same time, he’d pulled the code breaker out of his pocket, tore it apart, and ground the pieces underfoot. The waste made him twitch. “In Syntech. It’s just off Beagle Road? He found out I lied to him about something, and I’ve never seen him like this.”

Outside the door Simon hammered against the metal and cursed flatly. The operator murmured reassuringly and promised they’d be there soon. Jacob hung up on her, called his lawyer, and sat down on the floor with his back against the boast wall that butted onto the elevator shaft.

Leaning his head back against the dusty plaster, he listened to the ringtone and the bang of Simon’s fist on the door. It had been one stupid decision in the middle of a well-planned job, and look where it got him. The minute it started to get tangled, he should have ditched.

Too cocky for that, or too greedy, and look what it got him. Someone lifted the phone and mumbled something down the line. “Hey, Allison,” Jacob said. “I might need you to get me out of jail.

In about half an hour.”
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Chapter Two





Two police officers walked Jacob off Syntech property to a waiting taxi. Apparently, without evidence of wrongdoing, that was the most they could do. Simon stood in the window of his office, jaw clenched until his skull ached, and watched through the smoked glass as they crossed the carpark. 

At the fence the blonde policewoman handed over Jacob’s shabby, searched backpack and said something to him. Then she and her partner turned and headed back toward the building. Left on the property line, Jacob hitched his bag over his shoulder and looked up at the window. Simon had never brought him there, but apparently Jacob did better background checks than he did.

After a second, Jacob shrugged one shoulder and got into the taxi.

Simon pulled his phone out of his pocket, flicked it on, and speed dialed the security team.

“Murtagh? Keep a detail on him,” he said. “I want to know where he goes, who he speaks to, and for how long. I don’t want him without eyes on him from now until I tell you different.”

He got a grunt in answer, and then Murtagh hung up. The taxi pulled away from the curb, and five minutes later, a Toyota pulled out of a nearby street and fell in behind them.

Simon dropped the phone back in his pocket.

His stomach was in a knot of closely collared rage, and the familiar itch of frustrated self-loathing crawled down his back. He should have known better. The minute he risked trusting someone—something— outside of the few family and friends he still had, it was just a matter of time until they let him down, or he let them down.

The anger slipped his leash, and he turned around, kicked the chair, and sent it spinning over the office. It hit the wall, bounced, and landed on its side. Still fuming he sent the bin flying after it. The thin metal canister buckled against the wall and spilled out crumpled paper and a Red Bull can.

It didn’t really help. He wanted the solid pain of broken bones and split knuckles, the satisfaction of turning his feelings into blood and bruises. Not Jacob. The fucker might deserve it, but Simon couldn’t bring himself to imagine it. Just a nonspecific face and nonspecific fists—the sort he never had trouble finding.

“I didn’t know you were seeing anyone,” Devon said from the door. He’d been polite enough to wait for the tantrum to be over, even though, as CEO of Syntech and Simon’s brother-in-law—or whatever you called someone after their wife, your sister, died—he had grounds to interrupt.

Simon gave Dev an impatient look. “That’s your takeaway? We’ve either had a thief with free rein of your office, or your security consultant locked a cleaner in the janitor’s closet. And you want to ask about my dating life?”

Dev shrugged, straightened a chair, and spun it around so he could straddle it backward. His heavy shoulders bulked under his shabby band shirt as he crossed his arms over the back of the chair. The watch on his wrist was classy. The scars on his knuckles weren’t.

“One is related to the next, isn’t it?” he said. “According to Dyno- clean, Jacob Archer has been working with them the last seven months. Five months ago one of their cleaners quit, and they moved him onto our rotation. He passed their background checks, never raised a flag until tonight. Maybe he just didn’t want to tell you he scrubbed our toilets for a living?”

“You think that’s something I’d care about?”

“Not the right question. Do you think he cared about it?”

Simon made himself slouch and tried to fool his wire-twitching nerves into thinking he was relaxed. Despite his best efforts, his fingers drummed nervously against the desk.

“I don’t think Jacob would know shame if someone express shipped him a packet of it,” he said. An odd pop of inappropriate fondness made its way into his voice. He swallowed it and shook his head. “Under the circumstances I know it’s a lot to ask. But trust me, we need to find out what he’s done.”

Devon waved his hand. “Don’t be an idiot,” he said. “Of course I trust you. I’ve already got people stripping my computer, and I assume you’ve got a team on Jacob?”

A bit of the raw tension in Simon’s spine eased. After he came back from Afghanistan the last time, he was a mess. He wouldn’t have taken a risk on himself if he’d been Devon, and with Becca a year dead, Devon didn’t owe him anything. The last thing he wanted to do was let the man down.

It was a weird thought, considering how much they’d hated each other back in their hometown.

“Did he ever ask you anything that seemed suspicious?” Dev asked. “Even if only in hindsight.”

Simon snorted and pushed himself up out of the chair. Energy itched under his skin. His body was convinced that being this angry meant a fight. “I know how not to talk about my work,” he said. “And he never asked me anything about here, not even if I’d be leaving for the night. He was in my house, though. I’ll need to sterilize, see if there was anything he could have accessed.”

Dev scratched his jaw and rasped his nails through dirty-blond stubble. “Okay,” he said. “There’s nothing we can do until we find out what he actually did. Go home, check the house, let me know if you find anything. And get some sleep.”

The suggestion riled Simon’s temper and dragged a snarl out of him. “I’m fine.”

“Well, I’m your employer,” Dev said as he stood up. He wasn’t short—although the seventeen-year-old prick Simon had been insisted on snarking that he was shorter—but the muscle made him look it. “And when there’s something we can do, I want you in a state to do it.”

It went against the grain to admit it, but that made some sense. Simon pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He could feel the tug of the whiskey in the drawer. It promised a dreamless sleep if he just took a swig. Or two. Or more, since he’d never been a quitter.

“Fine,” he said flatly. “I do need to strip the house down, anyhow.

Make sure he didn’t plant anything. What about you?”

Dev gave a tight grin that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Like I tell Callie, do as I say not as I do. And you’re not my kid, so you don’t even get to argue with me for three hours and call me a hypocrite.”

“She could be worse,” Simon defended his niece out of habit. He was the uncle she’d seen at Christmas every other year before her mother died. So he curried favor by always being on Callie’s side. “My sister would have just climbed out a window and gone to do whatever it was anyhow.”

“Callie wouldn’t let me off that easy. She wants me to admit I’m wrong,” Dev said. The digression was a welcome distraction, but it couldn’t last long. The smile faded from Dev’s face, and he glanced down at himself. There was a smear of something tomato based on his T-shirt, and he picked at it with his thumbnail. “Speaking of Callie, could you sort out an Uber to go and pick up one of my shirts from her? I’m going to need to call the board.”

Dev never sounded enthusiastic about talking to the board, and he sounded less enthusiastic than usual. Guilt hooked its claws into Simon’s gut and shredded what should have been numb scar tissue by then if the world were just. He jerked his chin down in a short, hard acknowledgment of the request and pulled the door open.

“I am sorry.” He ground the word out past a clenched jaw as Dev crossed the threshold. “If you want to me to resign….”

Dev thumped him in the arm with a loosely closed fist. “Shut up, Saint Simon,” he said. The decades-old nickname—it predated Dev dating Becca, back when they’d been allowed to hate each other—made Simon scowl, despite his best efforts to look repentant. “Look, I’m not the security expert, and if they tell me different, I’ll be happy to string you up like a piñata, but from what I can tell, the only thing that Archer could have gotten from you was dick and your schedule. Neither of those seems vital to his infiltration. So no throwing yourself on your sword. Okay? Not until I tell you to.”

It was sort of a “get out of jail free” card, but it sat uneasily on Simon. He shifted his shoulders and leaned into it like forgiveness had a physical weight he could stop in its tracks. “I still fucked up. I should have known better.”

Dev shoved his hand through his hair. “Yeah, you did. Maybe you should. So?”

“So?” Simon repeated, more exasperated than he meant to sound. 

“So.”

Dev walked away, and Simon slouched back against the doorjamb and shook his head. Fuck up in the military, and a dressing-down was the least you could expect, the best you could expect. More likely you’d get yourself, or someone else, killed.

A fuckup had ended his career in the military—dropped him back in his hometown with a messed-up shoulder and nightmares—and it hadn’t even been his fuckup.

This mess deserved a more savage payback than a “so.” Simon peeled his long body off the door. Not sleeping—despite Dev’s veiled order— would do.


      [image: image-placeholder]The apartment was huge and stylishly empty—all dull golden wood and heavy black furniture. Simon had bought it furnished and lived there for two years, and it was becoming clear that the only significant change he’d made in that time was Jacob. He had a boyfriend when he was discharged, but that crashed and burned because Dean was career military and Simon was actively fucked up. That was long before Simon moved in here.

There’d been a couple of one-night stands, a couple relationships that were just three one-night stands strung together by texts, and the month he’d spent dating Julie—because pretending to be straight and dating your AA sponsor was totally a good idea.

None of them had changed anything. Jacob’s handwriting was all over the whiteboard, scrawled in red pen and decorated with exclamation points. His spare phone charger was plugged in next to the bed, and three bottles of that disgusting sugar syrup he had in his coffee sat in the cupboard, since Simon would rather keep him in bed than lose him to a Starbucks run.

Simon stood on tables and unscrewed light fittings, dismantled picture frames, and scanned the rooms for bugs hidden under plaster. There wasn’t even a spider. He took his computer apart and broke the plastic down to circuits and wire, but there were no extraneous components.

He stared down at the dismantled Toshiba and chewed on the inside of his lip until he tasted salt. With nothing to aim it at, his temper was just a restless weight in his gut. It was like sourdough—wet, heavy, and feeding on itself to get bigger.

If he’d found some evidence of Jacob spying on him, of collecting information, at least it would make sense.

In a burst of frustration, he swiped his arm over the table and sent the components and plastic casing flying onto the floor. The single jolt of anger got him moving, and he supposed he might as well use the momentum. He stalked across the room, grabbed the few souvenirs of Jacob, and shoved the syrups, dog-eared magazines, and odds and ends into a bag. Glass rattled as he tied it shut, the plastic stretched under his fingers, and he tossed it in the garbage. Then he soaked a handful of paper towels under the tap and scrubbed the whiteboard. Jacob’s crooked scrawl disappeared in a smear of red.

It took under an hour to wipe away any trace that Jacob had been in the apartment. All that was left was the realization that the only person who could stand to spend time with him had been lying about it.

Simon paced the apartment restlessly and texted orders to the security teams until the sun came up and fatigue finally hit. From experience he knew he could keep going, but there was no point in pushing the limits until he had to. The bed in the other room tempted him, but he resisted the thought of its comfort. Instead he folded himself down on the couch, closed his eyes, and willed himself to unconsciousness.

He slept hard, and if he dreamed, it wasn’t anyone’s business. By five thirty the next morning, he was back at Syntech, sitting on the opposite side of Dev’s desk with Nora Reyes, his brother-in-law’s slick, professional second-in-command and computer expert. She’d been Becca’s best friend too. It wasn’t nepotism. Exceptional people just liked Simon’s sister. Always had.

One thing Nora wasn’t, though, was lenient. Simon wondered bleakly if he should have packed up his office before he came.

“Here’s my report,” Nora said as she tossed a folder onto the polished desk. She sat down, took her glasses off, and pressed her fingertips against her tear ducts. “It’s all in there, but I can tell you the short version. He cleaned us out. Last night a huge packet of data was uploaded to a secure location. The details of the transaction were wiped, so we don’t know what data he was after. However, the cyber forensic team was able to pinpoint the targeted computers, and they’re going to autopsy their hard drives.”

Simon forced his jaw to unclench long enough to ask, “Do you want to fire me, Dev? Or would you prefer my resignation?”

“Stop trying to quit.” Dev leaned back in his chair. Carrie had gotten the Uber driver and a clean shirt to him the night before, and Dev had already managed to make the stiff designer linen look crumpled and sweaty. He hooked a finger into his collar and absently tugged at it. “I’m not dealing with this without my chief of security.”

Nora cleared her throat. “Your chief of security got you into this,” she said. She shot Simon a quick apologetic look with a twist of glossy lips and a shrug. They were friends too—enough that she’d pass on a tip about a car she thought he’d like, not enough that he talked to her about his love life—but that just made her judge him to a higher standard. “The board will not be happy that he’s still on the payroll.”

“The board will be happy with what I tell them,” Dev said, and that old sullen scowl settled on his brow. He’d always been that guy, the one who would cut his nose off just to spite whoever had told him not to. Nora frowned and went to say something, but Dev stopped her. “Enough, Nora. The board isn’t your problem anymore, remember? I’ll deal with them, you find out what data was stolen, and Simon will find our Mr. Jacob Archer.”

Of its own volition, Simon’s hand clenched against his thigh. His knuckles showed bony and white through the callused skin. “And then?” he asked, his voice rough with frustration. At himself. “What will happen to him?”

“Do you care?”

“Yes,” Simon said. “I want to see him punished.”

That was true. But it maybe wasn’t the whole truth, not yet, and Dev looked like he knew that. It didn’t matter. By the time Simon caught up with Jacob, it would be the truth. He changed the subject.

“The team I had on him lost his trail on Riverside last night,” he said. “I have them staking out his flat, but I don’t think there’s anything there he cares enough to go back for. The worry is that his client was from out of the city or the state, because as far as I can tell, he’s got no family or long-term ties here. I have teams watching any mass transit, but it is a big place, and you’re rich, but not that rich.”

Dev leaned back in his chair and tapped his pen against his knee. It was the beat to some country song, but Simon couldn’t place it.

“What if he just drives out?” 

Simon shrugged. “He can’t drive.”

It took a second, but Nora finally voiced the question that Simon asked himself every time he thought about Jacob.

“Are you sure he wasn’t lying?”

“I considered it,” Simon told her. “Unless it was a very long inconvenient con, though, I think this one thing is true.”

He didn’t say why he was sure. Pretty sure, at least. The night at the Raceway had been reframed in his memory as turgidly sentimental now that he knew he’d been a mark, but that didn’t mean he was going to vomit it up for anyone else to look at.

But there were bits that still felt authentic. It had been hot, packed, and noisy. Simon spent most of the day leaning against walls, envying people their cold beers. Jacob spent it talking to mechanics and betting on cars. But when Simon offered to hire a car so he could have a go, Jacob had gone gray.

“I couldn’t leave you sitting here,” he’d objected. It was warm, and Jacob had already been sweating, but he was sweating more. “Besides, I wanted you to have fun.”

Consideration and modesty were not traits that Jacob pretended to have. Probably because they weren’t qualities he prized. So yeah, Simon trusted that one thing.

Simon pushed himself back from the desk and stood up. He shot his cuffs and tugged his jacket straight over his shoulders. Dev wore his suits with the resentment of a kid on the first day of school, but Simon found their strict lines reassuring. It was almost like a uniform. To keep the proper lines required the same posture.

“I’ll find him,” he said.

Dev rocked back in his chair, and the hinge creaked under him. “I know,” he said. “And just as important? Find out who hired him.”

Nora put her glasses back on. “My money’s on Bres Industries,” she said. “With the court’s ruling in our favor on the lawsuit, they’re going to have to pull out of their Arctic projects. That will be a big loss, especially if our experiments bear fruit.”

“They’re going to appeal,” Dev pointed out slowly, but Simon could tell he liked the idea. It wasn’t like Dev was stupid or easily led. He was one of the leading voices in a scientific community that Simon, despite having it explained with small words by a twelve-year-old, didn’t completely understand. But it was personality, not intellect. He liked his problems straightforward—something to fix, whether it was a carburetor or the ozone layer, and someone to hit.

Simon didn’t think it was going to be that simple. Syntech was on the cutting edge of geo-engineering. Everyone had problems with them— from hippies who thought they were interfering with Mother Nature to competitors who thought they might have a head start on interfering with Mother Nature.

He said, “I’ll check them out first.” If he’d owed Dev before, he owed him even more after the other night. So if he wanted an easy answer, Simon would do his best to get it for him.








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter Three





The chair wasn’t  right. Jacob shifted, squirmed his shoulders against the leather, and frowned at the computer. Code streamed across the screen in flickering bars, sorting itself according to algorithms he’d had tailored for the job. The program was 75 percent finished, his playlist was finally streaming seamlessly to the speakers, and he had answers for his employer. He should have been happy, not dissatisfied and fidgety.

Maybe it wasn’t the chair. Maybe the monitor was in the wrong place.

It had been a month since Jacob cleared out Syntech and his loft in the same night. Not the first time he’d had to do a flit, but for some reason, he just couldn’t settle into his new place. The windows were too big, it turned out he didn’t like wooden floors, and no matter how he tweaked it, he couldn’t get his workstation set up just right.

Jacob sighed, sprawled back in the chair, and stretched his long legs out under the desk. His bare feet stuck out into a beam of sunlight, and the wood was warm under his heels. One of these days, he was going to fall down his own rabbit hole and buy his own lies, but not today.

There were three cardinal rules in his line of work. Okay, he’d made them up himself—it wasn’t as though there was a trade school for corporate spies—but that didn’t make them any less true. The first was “Don’t get involved with the mark. You’re a professional, not a British undercover cop pretending to be an ecoterrorist.” He’d still done it, though, hadn’t he? Hadn’t been able to resist dark gray eyes and a sculpted mouth that rarely relaxed into a smile… or the shoulders. Although, to be fair, who the hell could resist those shoulders?

For a second, Jacob’s mind drifted to somewhere sweaty and pleasantly dirty—elegant, callused hands pinning Jacob’s wrists over his head, the heavy muscle and bone breadth of those shoulders, and Simon’s teeth biting heat into Jacob’s lips. The insistent press of Simon’s cock against Jacob’s stomach making his balls twitch in anticipation.

The chime of the program as it reached 100 percent interrupted his reverie and dragged him back to his grouchy reality, now with aching balls. He pushed himself up in the chair, wincing as his jeans pulled tight over his half-hard cock, and scrubbed a hand over his face.

Fine. He missed Simon. That was the truth. “Now suck it up,” he told himself. His voice sounded loud over the pixie pop that his playlist had thrown up. “That ship’s been sunk.”

And if Jacob couldn’t think of a way to manipulate someone into doing what he wanted? It probably couldn’t be done. There was a reason he was so good at his job. So, since a box of Godiva wasn’t going to mend his fences with Simon, he might as well get back to something that was going to pay off.

He hooked his foot onto the chair to give his cock a bit more room under his fly and typed in the commands to generate the appropriate reports and encapsulate the remaining data behind a password-protected partition on the remote server. Most of his clients saw the benefit in keeping things transactional, but there was always someone who got the idea they were starring in an episode of 24. This way they were both protected—Jacob from someone deciding to stiff him, and the clients from a contractor who might turn on them.

All he had to do was meet up with his current client and he could take his payday and head to Bali to sweat the mope out on the beach— with a brief stop in Pennsylvania. Maybe hope just sprang eternal, but Jacob was sure he could find a surfer with irresistible shoulders in at least one of those places. Admittedly, that was probably more likely in Bali, but he wouldn’t count Pennsylvania out yet.

He fired an e-mail off to the dead drop and pushed himself to his feet. His T-shirt stuck to his back. Once he was upright, his hips felt stiff and there was the whiff of a pulled all-nighter around him. He stripped off as he went and dropped his clothes on the floor as he headed into the bathroom for a shower.

Standing under the hammer pulse of the scalding, he had the best intentions in the world, but when his hand wrapped around his cock, it wasn’t some interchangeable surfer boy he conjured up. He braced one hand against the tiled wall, and tension balled in his shoulders as he pumped his fist in slow, steady strokes.

It was Simon he imagined, with his hands on Jacob’s hips and his mouth hot and eager on Jacob’s balls as he twisted his hand along his cock in wringing, practiced strokes—Simon’s dark hair slicked to his skull, the curl drenched out of it, and the long, clean muscle in the tanned slope of his back.

Jacob licked soapy water off his lips and swiped his thumb over the head of his cock. Precome was slippery against his skin. Reaction pinched through his nerves, twitched from his groin down to his knees, and pleasure pulled into a heavy, eager knot in the cradle of his hips.

He came with a jolt. The come was sticky between his fingers and on his stomach before it washed away. His hand slid on the tiles until his forearm pressed against the wet ceramic. The shower thudded water between his shoulders, and his hair hung in dripping knots around his face as he caught his breath.

“Okay.” He twisted the taps off. “I’ll admit rule number one is just fucked.”

Jacob grabbed a towel from the rack and scrubbed his hair dry as he dripped his way back to the computer. The icon was flashing notification that he’d gotten a reply. He dried his hands on the towel, slung it around his neck, and flipped the e-mail open. He snorted to himself.

It was the first time anyone had ever asked to meet in a Starbucks, but whatever. Jacob could get a coffee, and with what Jacob had for him, the client might even pick up the tab.

Because, somewhat to Jacob’s surprise, it looked like the client’s suspicions were right. Devon Porter had stolen from him first.
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