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Chapter 1: And So It
Begins

 


 


 


Dean Hunt untangled himself from the
limp body clinging to him. He pushed away the silken sheets and
took his cell to the bathroom. After locking the door, he turned on
the shower.

“Where is my money?” Aaron
Calder’s voice had an angry edge to it.

Dean leaned against the vanity and
spoke through gritted teeth. “I’ll get you your money once I get
something useful from you. I don’t need a recap of what I can read
in the morning papers.”

“I told you; Romano is
lying low because that cop, Conway, is breathing down his throat.
He thought fucking Conway’s older brother would open doors for
him”—Dean’s hand tightened around the phone—“but instead, it
backfired, and now he’s got that detective poking
around.”

Calder huffed between every second or
third word. Pounding steps were audible in the background. The
chief of security at Boston’s newest nightlife hotspot, Dark
Crystalle, was on his morning run. For a while, Dean had joined
Calder. It’d taken a few weeks to get him to cooperate, but in the
end, money had been the deciding factor. Greed was the man’s prime
motivator, which made him such an easy-to-manage source.

“I know all this. Get me
something new, and I’ll send you the money.”

“Hunt, don’t fuck with me.
If I don’t get—”

Dean hung up and turned off his phone.
Calder would be pissed, but it was better to have the guy fuming
than to explain that he didn’t have the money…at least not yet. He
was waiting for the sale of his family home to go through. It hurt
to sell the last thing he had from his parents. He’d been surprised
by how much he’d struggled to accept the under-market offer to make
a quick sale to get his hands on more money.

Dean leaned his head against the tiled
wall, savoring the imagined triumph that fueled his deep-seated
hunger.

Santiago-Conways exposed.
Dirty money corrupts Boston’s most influential family.

He lived to expose the lies, the
hypocrisy and arrogance. And the scarcely veiled brutality the rich
and powerful used to destroy others. And he was close, so fucking
close. Front-page news. A headliner story. He couldn’t afford to
lose a source, not right now.

Sure, paying off a source was frowned
upon and went against the Society of Professional Journalists’
code, but Dean was spinning his wheels. Something had to
give…

A muffled moan from the bedroom
interrupted his thoughts. He pushed himself off the wall. Dean
pissed, flushed, and went back for round two with the all-American
pretty boy currently engaged to Boston’s favorite assistant
district attorney.

“Hey.” Luke Kennedy’s
tousled blond head peeked out from under the covers. “I thought it
was you.”

Dean scoffed under his breath. Luke
had been high as a kite the night before. He probably truly
couldn’t remember who he’d taken home to his swanky penthouse.
Luke’s eyes were red and swollen. Drool stuck to his
chin.

Dean got a wet washcloth from the
bathroom, climbed onto the king-sized bed, and washed the guy’s
face. Then he handed Luke some painkillers and the glass of water
he’d put down on the nightstand after he’d half dragged, half
carried Luke to bed last night.

“I know you have a busy
day,” Dean said. “So maybe we just…”

“No way. You’re here. I’m
here.” Luke winked.

“Don’t you have the
museum’s opening with Eliza?”

“Ahh, shit, what time is
it?”

“Almost ten.”

“Gotta be a quickie,
then.” Luke plopped himself back into the pillows and pushed the
sheets aside.

Dean snorted. That’s how
Mr. God’s-gift-to-all-that-fucked operated. Luke Kennedy truly
believed looking good and being available
made him a catch in bed. Dean crawled over him
and reached for his limp cock.

“That woman is running you
ragged,” he said casually as he circled his hand around Kennedy’s
dick and started to stroke.

“You have no idea.” Luke
moaned softly as Dean’s thumb brushed over his slit.

“What’s her
deal?”

“She’s pissed at me for
some reason. Don’t know what I did this time.”

“Women.” Another stroke.
Another swipe with his thumb.

“Amen.” Luke moaned. “Oh
God, yeah, do that again.”

Yeah, Luke Kennedy was a
real good Catholic boy.

But Dean was nothing but obliging. He
kissed and licked a trail up to Luke’s ear before he bit his lobe.
“You like that?”

“Hell yes.”

Dean gave the man a minute or two to
lose himself in lust before asking, “Is Eliza’s boss still keeping
her on a short leash? Maybe that’s got her in a snitch. Or is she
finally being allowed to go after some bigger fish? Like the
Conways…”

Luke grunted and started rocking into
Dean’s hand. “Donknow. Stopped talking to me. All business these
days, meet me here, do this...oh yeah, that’s…that’s
it.”

Ah, damn, another source
dried up? Fuck.

If ADA Eliza Bryant had stopped
sharing pillow talk with her fiancé, then Dean and Luke’s
no-strings arrangement had lost its sizzle.

 


***

 


A mere thirty minutes and a quick
shower later, Dean was in his car, driving back through pouring
rain across town to his own home in Allston. If Luke was currently
out of favor with Bryant, maybe Dean could reach out to his contact
at the DA’s office to figure out if the task force was truly
disbanded after their stunning successes last fall.

Bryant succeeded where others failed.
Under her leadership, the district attorney’s office had taken out
a network of corrupt cops, high-ranking local politicians, and
public servants. But lately, there had been no news, and the task
force had gone dark.

“If you’re coming from the
north, the Expressway is already backed up all the way from the
Tobin Bridge.” The voice of Cristin
Wayfair, morning show anchor of Boston’s Radio 128, chirped through
the loudspeakers.

Dean snickered. “Not what you signed
up for, Crissy, huh?”

Petty, he knew. But he’d never been
the type to forgive and forget. Dean could hold a grudge, and anger
still burned through him, just not as brightly anymore. Not after
he had found out his old radio station had been consistently
leaking listeners since they’d fired him, and he’d disappeared from
the airwaves. The more frequent weather and traffic announcements
reeked of desperation.

Not that the station’s trouble did him
any good. There was no going back. He’d razed that bridge to the
ground by airing a report on systematic discrimination at one of
the channel’s biggest advertisers. Station 128 hadn’t taken too
kindly to losing a fat chunk of revenue.

Looking back, it hadn’t been his
smartest move. As the host of a popular morning show, Dean had won
“most thought provoking” by Boston’s top-selling magazine two years
in a row, and now, less than a year later, the city had all but
forgotten his name.

If he’d kept his mouth shut, then he’d
be on the air now, but the blatant racism had pissed him off.
Fucking over his line-towing program director by swapping the
segment in at the last minute had been highly
satisfying.

Had it been smart? Hell
no. Would he do it again? In a heartbeat.

His cell buzzed after he’d circled his
block for the second time, maneuvering around gaggles of college
kids. Camille Conway’s name showed up on his dashboard just as he
found an empty parking spot.

Dean ran into the heiress to one of
Boston’s largest media conglomerates frequently at industry events.
Much to his surprise, Camille hadn’t ghosted him like almost
everybody else; instead, she actively searched him out and shared
her vision of starting her own local news channel. Even though she
was a year younger, Camille had become a bit of a patroness to
Dean, thus adding another twist to his rather-complicated
relationship with the Conway family.

“Hi, Camille,” he said as
he pulled between a beat-up Honda Civic and a Jeep.

“What the hell did you do
this time?” Camille asked instead of offering a
greeting.

“Is that a trick
question?”

A nasty curse came through the line.
For the daughter of one of Boston’s elite families, Camille Conway
was delightfully without decorum. “My brother just left a message
on my phone announcing that he’s on his way to kill you. I was
wondering if I should call somebody to stop him or offer to help
bury the body.”

“Definitely the latter,”
Dean joked. He tapped the steering wheel. “Which
brother?”

Camille had two brothers,
one a knight in fucking shining armor, the other a
quintessential enfant
terrible. The younger, Miguel, otherwise
known as Con, was a cop and ran an anti-corruption task force for
the DA’s office. The elder, Noel, partied all over Europe and right
now was probably sleeping off his hangover between satin sheets
with his mafia boyfriend Antonio Romano, who plotted world
domination. Oh, yeah, that would be the same Antonio Romano who
Noel’s younger brother was currently investigating for
racketeering.

A part of him was itching
to share the story of two brothers tangled up with the same
villain. The age-old battle of good versus
evil with a modern gay twist. It’d be a
fantastic human-interest piece and definitely would have scored
high with his old employer.

Dean dashed through the icy rain. He
was so done with winter, and this March, it seemed to be clinging
harder than usual. Balancing his cell on his shoulder because he
hadn’t bothered with his earbuds, he pushed the entrance door open
and collected his daily stack of newspapers out of his
mailbox.

As he made his way to the staircase,
ignoring the elevator as always, he realized Camille was
uncharacteristically quiet.

“Camille?” Taking two
steps at a time, he started the long climb to the fifth
floor.

“Why would Noel want to
kill you? He doesn’t even know you. Or does he?”

Fuck, he needed to watch
his words…

“Everybody wants to kill
me these days,” Dean deflected.

“Cry me a river,” Camille
said. “I’ve actually had a few people ask about you after your
series about local campaign financing. Your article in the
Globe about lobbyists
laundering Chinese money and funneling it into campaigns created a
stir. I can see why you’re not popular with local
politicians.”

After becoming
persona non grata at the
radio station, Dean had made ends meet by returning to his roots,
freelancing for print media. He’d wrangled a few contract gigs,
mostly covering politics and events for small local papers. But
Camille had used her influence to get him in front of the
editor-in-chief of the Boston
Globe, giving Dean the chance to pitch his
latest project. Now the Dirty Campaign
Money series was getting some
traction.

“Be careful, Dean,”
Camille said quietly. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Con so
worked up. He’s been frustrated with me for supporting you all
along, but now—he told me point-blank that I’m making a huge
mistake by backing you. So I’m asking you, am I making a
mistake?”

Dean stopped cold. “I told you I won’t
report anything that isn’t the truth.”

Camille snorted.

“Or at least vetted by two
independent sources…on the record,” he joked.

“You better not.” Dean
could hear her exhale through the line. “I really wish you’d find a
story that doesn’t antagonize the people I love.”

As Dean reached the top of the
staircase, a man stepped out of the shadows in front of his
door.

“Your brother’s here. I’ll
catch up with you later.”

He disconnected and approached Miguel
Conway. In a parallel universe, they might have been friends. They
were fighting the same fight. Had the same enemies.

Dean straightened his shoulders.
“Detective Conway.”

“Hunt.”

In this world, they weren’t brothers
in arms. In this world, Dean had been cast as the
villain.

“How can I help you this
fine morning?”

“Open the door. We gotta
talk.”

“Look, it’s been a long
night—”

“Just open the damn door.”
Conway snarled, pushing into Dean’s personal space.

Dean stood his ground. “Are you here
in an official capacity? Because then, the answer is no, I won’t
let you in. You have no warrant, no permission to search my
property. I don’t consent—”

“Just shut the fuck up.
None of us wants this shitshow to be on the record,” Con
growled.

Dean, curious, took a step back and
raised his empty hand, palm up. “Okay, okay.”

He fished for his key, pushed open the
door, and quickly disarmed his alarm system. Conway didn’t wait to
be invited in, just crossed the living room, dropped his shearling
coat onto the sofa, then walked over to the large window
overlooking the river.

The view was the only redeeming
feature of Dean’s otherwise-generic apartment. The mess didn’t
help. There were dirty dishes piled up in the sink, a pizza box on
the breakfast counter separating the cramped kitchen from the
living room, and an unmade bed in the other corner of the
room.

“So, what’s up?” Dean
placed his cell into the charging station in the kitchen. He
watched Conway look around the space with raised
eyebrows.

“For a guy who anxiously
waited at my doorstep, you’re awfully quiet.” Dean smirked.
“Coffee?”

“No.” Conway turned his
back, now studying the row of framed newspaper front pages Dean had
hung on the apartment’s interior wall. His personal collection of
historic headlines—headlines that changed the world.

The oldest was from July
6, 1776. The Pennsylvania Evening
Post, printing the Declaration of
Independence on its front page. Next to it, the Daily Telegram, declaring the end of
the Second World War. The two most recent, the New York Times’ “OBAMA: Racial
barrier falls in heavy turnout” and, of course, the front page the
day after 9/11.

Dean had added a few more personal
favorites, like Moneta J. Sleet’s photography of Coretta Scott King
at MLK’s funeral. The first Black man to win the Pulitzer for
journalism.

Camille’s baby brother took his time
examining each framed newspaper. And Dean already regretted
allowing the intrusion into his space. He felt
exposed—vulnerable—under the silent scrutiny.

Irritated, he started banging around
the kitchen. He was in no mood to explain that looking at those
headlines every day fueled his ambitions and inspired his dreams.
Dean believed with every fiber of his being in the power of a free
and independent press.

He turned on the coffee machine and
leaned against the counter. As if Conway felt Dean’s angry glare
across the room, he finally turned and stared right
back.

For a moment, they engaged in a silent
standoff.

Unease flittered through Dean. Camille
had been right. Her brother was seething with anger. And Dean had
no fucking idea what he’d done to piss him off.

He sighed and shook his head, then
took two mugs out of the cabinet and put them onto the island.
“Miguel, have a damn coffee. You look like you need it.”

“Says the man who clearly
slept in his party clothes and crept home at sunup.”

“Guilty as charged.” Dean
shrugged.

Conway curled his lip. “I do not know
what my sister sees in you.”

It wasn’t a question, so Dean didn’t
bother with an answer. “You wanted to talk? So, talk.”

Instead of talking, though, Conway
pulled out a stack of papers. Pushing aside the coffee cups to make
room, he spread them out over the counter.

Dean froze. The first blurry
photograph featured Dean in another man’s arms. In the next, the
same man was pressing Dean against a white porch railing, his own
hands tangled in the man’s messy curls. Conway fanned the stack,
revealing nearly a dozen more.

Dean’s gaze fixed on the one of him
and the man kissing.

Dean and Noel Conway,
kissing.

Suddenly, he was there again, the
ocean breeze tugging on his clothes. Noel’s warm skin, tasting like
sunshine and a hint of salt, his eyes blown with desire. Goddamn,
so fucking beautiful, with that shy smile, whispered promises
playing over his lips—

“You’re after my family. I
know you’re trying to make a connection between Antonio Romano and
us. I wanted to get ahead of the slander, so I compiled a list of
Romano’s known associates and have been combing through the
security footage of all our properties,” Conway said, his voice
eerily calm. “Just to check if there’s anything you and your media
friends could misconstrue. Imagine my surprise when I came across
these images from our Kennebunkport beach house. I actually wasn’t
one hundred percent sure it was even you.” He raised an eyebrow.
“Thanks for confirming.”

Dean’s throat was desert dry. His
ragged breath and the hissing of the coffee machine came together
like a fucking symphony. “I—”

“Save it. My sister thinks
you’re this hotshot journalist. Full of passion. Braving adversity.
Motivated by a noble cause. Yeah, fuck that. You’re after my family
because Noel pounded your ass, then dropped you like he does
everybody else. Your pride—your precious ego—is hurt because you’re
just another notch in my brother’s carved-up bedpost.”

Conway grabbed his jacket and walked
to the door. He turned and added, “Watch it, Hunt. You got no job.
No friends. No prospects. But if you think you’ve reached rock
bottom, think again.”

Dean contained himself until he heard
his door close with a soft click. Only then did he allow himself to
swipe papers, cups, and the fucking photos off his counter. The
cups shattered on the tile floor. He sucked in a shaky
breath.

Another rich white boy who
thought he could fuck him over.

Dean’s life seemed to be plastered
with them at every turn, but he’d finally learned his lesson. He
wasn’t going to let anybody walk all over him. Yes, maybe it had
all started with Noel Conway last summer, making promises he
clearly had no intentions of keeping. And yes, maybe Dean had been
hurt for a few days, but trying to figure out why Noel had dumped
him had started Dean on a track that would eventually lead to his
comeback. He simply needed that final piece of indisputable
evidence that the Conway clan was connected to organized
crime.

The fact that Miguel Conway had
threatened him only reassured Dean. He was onto something big, and
he wouldn’t let anything get in his way.


Chapter 2:
Reunion

 


 


 


“For a love fuck,
missionary isn’t it. I’m telling you, just swing his legs over to
one side. Full access to his ass plus all the eye contact.” The cute
waiter, the one who had been strutting his shit all night, dumped
his tray onto the bar and rocked his boy-short-clad hips back and
forth to illustrate his point. Glittering letters on his T-shirt
spelling out “Demon Bait” sparkled in the light of the industrial
bulbs. The first vowel in “Demon” had been printed upside down,
making it look more like an “a” than an “e.”

“I’d pay good money to see
you just swing Damon’s legs over,” snarked a big dude in a gray mechanic’s
shirt and oil-smeared jeans. It earned him a glare from almost
everybody crowded around the bar.

If Noel had only known how
much he’d enjoy his brother’s secret hangout, he’d have come here
the minute he got off the plane at Logan Airport. He brushed his
hair out of his face. Who was he
kidding? It had taken him more than a week
since he got back to Boston before he’d dared to step into the bar
Con’s boyfriend owned. He’d needed all that time to gather his
courage to face his younger brother.

Con had left about a million messages
on his voicemail since December—all of which Noel had ignored. Not
something he was particularly proud of. Even now, he wasn’t sure
what he was hoping for more—that Con would walk through that door,
or that he was working the night shift and wouldn’t
show.

The bar had been reasonably busy for a
Wednesday night, but it was getting late now. A couple was making
out noisily in a booth. The older bartender, who had been throwing
possessive, smoldering looks at the sassy waiter all night, was
wiping down tables, but most of the other people left were all
crowded around the counter. It was probably time to go, but Noel
lingered, loving the relaxed, quirky vibe of the place. The bar
appeared classy, all brass taps, dark wood, and stained-glass
windows, but then there was the string of blinking dick lights
looped all around the room.

“Nobody asked you, Grey,”
Waiter Boy shot back. “And ew, you’re Damon’s boss. Do not talk
about my man’s legs ever again, or I’ll sic Brent on you. He’ll sue
your ass.”

Brent Northwood? Brent used to be his
family’s lawyer, and a lifetime ago, Noel’s friend. If the JD’s bar
crew was Con’s chosen family, then Brent was probably part of it.
The lawyer had always been protective of Con, the only Conway
family member who hadn’t ever mastered the art of hiding his
emotions behind a mask of bland politeness.

“Cool your jets, Sheldon.
All I’m saying is that fucking shouldn’t be a floor routine,” the
mechanic countered. “And that Damon’s gut would get in the
way—”

“What did I tell you about
talking about my boyfriend’s body parts?” Sheldon straightened
himself to full height, which probably wasn’t more than five eight
or five nine max.

“You mentioned
my ass, so why shouldn’t
I—”

“We’re having a perfectly
fine discussion about love fucking, and you have to go and make it
weird!” Sheldon shrieked.

Love
fucking? Noel chuckled, which caught the
attention of the second bartender, who was stacking glasses into
mirrored shelves behind the counter. Jazz had introduced themselves
with the pronouns they/them when Noel had first sat down a good two
hours ago.

“Do you want another one?”
They pointed at his half-empty beer glass.

“I think I’ve had enough,”
he replied. “Maybe a Coke?”

Why was he lingering? He
wasn’t here to have a good time.

“Actually, cash me out,”
he said, lifting his glass to his lips to finish it up.

“Noel, you’re an expert,”
he heard Waiter Boy call from over by the bar. “What do you
think?”

“Sheldon,” Jazz
groaned.

Waiter Boy’s eyes widened.
“Fuck.”

Noel slowly set his glass on the
table. “You know who I am?”

“Of course, I know who you
are.” Sheldon waved his cell in Noel’s face. “I own social media.”

Jazz let out another pained sound. “I
sincerely apologize in advance for whatever is coming
next.”

“There’re whole blogs
dedicated to your life in Europe and your on-and-off-again
boyfriend, Antonio Romano. Who, by the way, is an asshole! And
we’ve been helping Con with the investigation to bring down his
whole evil empire.” The words kept gushing out. “I texted him as
soon as I saw you walk in.”

“Who?” Noel asked.
“Antonio?”

“That bastard? As if.”
Sheldon sniffed. “I meant Con, of course. He told us to not let you
leave. His exact words were tie him to a
chair if you have to, but we’re not going
to do that. No bondage without consent. Enthusiastic consent. But
if you do get up from that chair, I might totally accidentally push
Damon into you. He has an undiagnosed condition that makes him
faint—occasionally—and if he fainted on top of you, I doubt you’d
be able to—”

The guy who’d been busy with the
tables—Damon, the faint-on-demand boyfriend, no doubt—came up from
behind and clapped his hand over Sheldon’s mouth.

Except for the two guys who were
basically crawling onto the table in the corner to eat each other’s
faces, all eyes were on Noel. Clearly, everyone had been in on
“Operation Tie up Noel.”

Noel twisted his leather cuffs and
bracelets on his wrists back into place and then
shrugged.

“Well, if you’re asking me
as an expert,” he said, “I like my screw at the edge of the bed.
The top needs to have at least one leg on the ground, so he can
smother you with his body and still get a good rhythm
going.”

“You never change, do
you?” The sound of his brother’s voice made Noel twist in his seat.
Con must have come in through a back door.

Noel took a shaky breath.

Con stepped forward into the light and
shook his head. “Same old Noel. Led by his dick.”

“Sugar.” A second man
stepped out of the shadows and reached for Con’s arm. Jake Devlin,
his brother’s boyfriend. Or fiancé, for all Noel knew.

They lived together; he did know that.
Only because Camille had told him, though. Noel had only met Jake
once, for two seconds, at his mom’s last birthday charity gala. He
knew so little about Con’s partner—or his life. Noel’s visits to
Boston had always been purposely short and infrequent.

“Everything’s just a joke
to him,” Con protested to Jake. “He doesn’t give a shit about us,
about the family.”

Con’s open hostility cut him like a
knife.

You didn’t expect to be
welcomed. That’s why you dragged your feet for months.

But his little pep talk didn’t take.
His entire body tensed, urging him to flee. Why was he even trying
to fix things between himself and Con? Too much water under that
bridge. The moments Noel had locked up in his heart were childhood
memories.

Noel twisted the bracelets on his
wrist again before making eye contact with Con. The hard features
of his brother’s face, his hands balled into fists, proved there
was nothing left of the wide-eyed, sweet kid Noel
remembered.

“In Noel’s defense,” Jazz
interrupted, “he was talking to Sheldon.”

“Yeah, got sucked into
Sheldon’s nonsense,” Grey muttered. “Happens to the best of
us.”

“Hey, what’s that supposed
to mean?” Sheldon put his hands on his hips.

“Don’t you all have work
to do?” Jake barked. He looked around the bar. “The place is empty.
Let’s close up.”

Noel looked over to the corner table,
and sure enough, the handsy couple was gone. He hadn’t even noticed
them leaving. His gaze went back to Con, who was still glaring at
him with open disdain.

“Maybe it’s better if I
go—”

“No,” Con yelled. Noel
should have expected his brother would have a lot of pent-up anger.
“We gotta talk. I don’t care if you fuck up your own life, but
don’t drag us all down with you. Clearly, you don’t care about
family, but I—”

“I have no family,” Noel
heard himself say. Fuck. Where had that
come from?

Con flinched, and a shocked hush
descended on the bar.

Noel didn’t want to have this
discussion in front of a group of strangers. He pulled his wallet
out of the back pocket of his jeans and threw two twenties onto the
counter.

“We need to talk,” Con
said again, but Noel ignored him. “Jazz, that should cover my tab.
Keep the change.”

“Fuck you, Noel,” Con
sputtered.

Noel turned away. The first step
toward the door was hard. It cost him all his willpower to lift his
foot, but he knew from experience, every step after would get
easier. It always did.

“You’re going to just let
him go?” Sheldon put his hands on his hips. “You’ve been trying to
reach him for months! We didn’t keep him here just so you could
throw a tantrum and let him walk out. What the actual fuck, Con?
That’s so damn stupid.”

“Elf, stay out of it.” A
baritone—the boyfriend’s, no doubt— interrupted his
rant.

“But—” Sheldon stopped so
abruptly that Noel wondered if his boyfriend had clapped a hand
over his mouth again. But he didn’t turn. Looking back always hurt
the most.

“Just so you know, one of
your fuckboys is trying to prove that our
family has connections to organized
crime,” Con called as Noel set his hand on the handle of the door.
“And your current lover, Antonio Romano, is second in command of an
Italian-based crime syndicate that’s trying to expand their
business in the Northeast. Probably never came up while you were
f—”

“I know who—and
what—Antonio is.” Noel stopped and turned back. Damn. Rookie mistake.

Con threw up his hands. “And it
doesn’t bother you to fuck around with a crim—”

“None of your
business.”

“It is if it brings our
family down.”

“What does that even
mean?”

“If the rumor sticks—even
if there’s no proof—then Mom could lose her seat in the
Senate.”

Noel stayed silent.

Con scoffed. “You really don’t care if
Mom loses everything she’s worked for?”

“No, I don’t.”

“And Dad?”

Noel shook his head. He should have
known it wasn’t going to work. There was no place for him
here.

“Don’t you care?” Con
stood in the middle of the room, his arms crossed. His face flushed
with anger, and his eyes threw daggers. “About Dad? Mom?
Cam?”

Me? Noel heard, even though Con didn’t say it.

“Don’t twist my words,”
Noel barked.

“That’s just it. You don’t
fucking care. About any of us. Cam says you do, but that’s wishful
thinking. If you cared anything about this family—”

“Rogue was
family.”

Oh fuck, he hadn’t meant
to say that. Con’s indiscriminate loyalty
to their parents had brought all that anger back. Useless, stupid
rage.

“Rogue? What the fuck does
your dog have to do with anything?”

Con was still talking, but Noel
couldn’t hear him over the pounding of blood in his ears. His
stomach began to churn.

Why had he opened his stupid mouth?
He’d kept that secret for years. Camille, Con, they didn’t need to
know how cruel their parents had been. That day had broken him, and
he never wanted his siblings to experience the same utter
devastation.

Bile rose in his throat. He had to get
out. Now. Right fucking now. Noel turned and stumbled toward the
exit. A gust of cold air hit him as he ripped the door
open.

“Noel, wait. Where are you
going?” Con yelled after him, but Noel didn’t stop. He staggered
into the road and barely made it to the dark side alley before
spewing his guts beside a half-filled dumpster.

“I’ve told you over and
over again, Noel. Failure has consequences. That’s why we don’t
tolerate failure in this family.”

“I just wanted to help,”
Noel protested. “I didn’t expect the professor to make a big deal
out of it. I was just helping the kid. But it won’t happen again. I
swear.”

Desperate, Noel looked
over his father’s shoulder for his mom, but she just turned and
walked back into the house.

“Dad, please
don’t—please—” Noel dropped to his knees, tears and snot running
down his face.

“Look at you. Crying like
a baby. Don’t you have any pride? You’re too soft.” His father’s
glare was filled with disgust, but Noel didn’t care. He looked over
at Rogue, being pushed into a white van. Rogue, fighting the leash,
trying to get to him. His tail wagging. So happy to see Noel after
he’d been away at school for months.

“Dad, please, I swear it
won’t happen again.”

“I’m sure it won’t,
because after today, you’ll understand that failure is not
acceptable.”

The van’s side door
closed, and Rogue’s muffled barks turned angry and a little
desperate. Noel pushed himself up, tried to run after the vehicle,
but one of his dad’s security team held him back. He fought the
larger man. Kicked him and tried to twist out of his hold. Without
a chance. An iron grip held him in place.

When the van turned onto
the road and disappeared, Noel broke down. He started sobbing and
sunk to his knees. The last thing he heard was his father’s voice.
“Don’t ever let this family down again. Failure has
consequences.”

For weeks, in his nightmares, it
wasn’t Rogue being dragged into the white van because Noel had
failed. It was Camille and Con.

After that, he worked his ass off—high
school, undergrad, grad school—to keep his parents off his back.
But he found every and any excuse not to come home. Spring break.
Holidays. Summers. Noel stayed away. The day after grad school
graduation, he’d boarded a plane to Europe with an MBA and an MA in
Communications, and with no intention of ever coming back. That had
been almost ten years ago.

Why the fuck had he thought coming
home would be a good idea?

When his stomach finally stopped
heaving, Noel straightened and leaned heavily against the cold
brick wall. The rough stone cut into his forehead, and his fingers
started to grow numb in the icy wind.

Funny. His father’s
predictions had been spot-on. He was too soft. And failure
was the only constant in
his life.

“Noel, fuck, what—are you
okay?” a deep voice asked from behind him. Jake
Devlin’s.

A hand rested on his shoulder, but
Noel jerked himself free. “Don’t touch me.”

“Okay.” Jake backed up a
step.

Noel pushed himself off the wall and
wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

“I brought your
jacket.”

Oh. That’s why he was
shivering.

Jake held his vintage leather jacket
out to him. Noel ripped it out of his hand and tried to pull it on,
but it took effort—ridiculous effort. Somehow, he kept missing the
sleeve…

With a quick move, Jake pulled it over
his back, then just as quickly stepped aside.

Noel wrapped the jacket tightly around
himself, then looked up and down the road. Where was his fucking
rental? He’d grabbed the first parking spot when he’d gotten here
early, full of excitement and trepidation at maybe being about to
get a glimpse at his baby brother’s new life.

“Two Conway brothers in
the same room,” Jake mused quietly. “Should have expected
fireworks.”

Noel squinted into the night. His car
had to be close. He pulled his key out of his pocket and clicked
the unlock a few times. The beep came from the other
direction—

Jake was standing in the middle of the
sidewalk. Between him and escape.

Noel cleared his throat. “Dumb idea,
wasn’t it?”

“That’s not what I meant.
Con’s a firecracker. He’s got a temper, and this entire story has
him on edge.”

Noel stepped around Jake and started
walking toward his car. But he couldn’t help throwing over his
shoulder, “What story?”

“The rumor that your
family is connected to organized crime.”

Noel paused. What was it
Con had said? “The rumor spread by one of my…fuckboys?”

“Yeah. Dean
Hunt.”

Noel froze mid step.
“Dean?” Oh shit. A name he’d been trying
so hard to forget.

“Yeah, he’s determined to
figure out the connection between Romano and your fam—the Conway
clan.”

“I’m the connection.
That’s all there is.” Noel kept looking for his car. Maybe across
the road?

“See, usually that would
work for me,” Jake said, following Noel up the street. “I don’t
believe in butting into anybody’s life. If nobody gets hurt, then I
don’t care what you’re up to.”

“So what are you doing out
here in the freezing cold?”

“Romano sent a man to my
bar to threaten Damon. Sheldon got hurt—”

“What?” Noel spun around
and would have slipped off the curb if Jake hadn’t caught his
arm.

“Yeah, you’re not the only
one tangled up with Antonio Romano. He fucked with my bar, and I
want him gone.” All traces of warmth had left Jake’s
voice.

A tremor ran through Noel’s body. This
was worse—so much worse than he had thought.

“Noel, come back inside,”
Jake added quietly. “Con would never forgive himself if you left
tonight because he lost his shit.”

Noel threw one last look across the
road. And yep, there was his car, right where he’d left it. “Damn,
I need a fucking drink.”

“I happen to own a bar,”
Jake deadpanned.

Jake didn’t lead him to the taproom,
but around the corner past the entrance of a dark, dilapidated
movie theater. Freezing March winds whipped through the deserted
street. Noel stuffed his hands deep into his pockets. He wished he
had some gum to rid the vile taste from his mouth.

They stopped at a metal side door
covered with half-ripped-off posters of movies that easily
qualified as oldies but goldies. Jake unlocked the door but had to
lean heavily against it to get it to budge. At last, it opened with
a loud scratching rasp. The space behind it was pitch
black.

“Uhm, Jake, where are we
going?”

Jake flipped a switch. Bright neon
light revealed a narrow hallway and more metal doors. The whole
place smelled musty and damp. “Con bought this place. He’s
renovating it. Our apartment’s on the third floor. We, Con and I,
we live together.”

“Camille told me.” Con’s
previous apartment had featured a twenty-four-hour concierge and a
glass elevator. Intrigued, he followed Jake up a few flights of
stairs.

When they reached the top, Jake
entered a security code, then led them into an open-concept living
room with large windows facing the street. The lights went on as
they walked through the door.

“I had a perfectly fine
apartment above the bar, but it wasn’t big enough to house Con’s
suit collection,” Jake grumbled. “And it didn’t have an
industrial-grade kitchen or a fireplace you could turn on with just
the press of a button.” He fiddled with a remote, and a huge gas
fireplace lit up and started crackling.

Noel smiled weakly as he followed Jake
inside. “Where is he?”

“Getting his head ripped
off by Jazz,” Jake replied. “And if I know my man, then he’ll be
trying to figure out what happened to your dog.”

“My father took him away.”
Noel’s voice cracked—even now, after all these years and years of
therapy.

Jake shook his head “When I hear shit
like that, I’m not sad I never knew my own father.” He opened a
door next to the entrance. “Bathroom’s in there. You should find
everything you need.”

Noel nodded and closed the door. He
rinsed his mouth with water, then again with some mouthwash he
found under the sink.

He shuddered when he caught a glance
of himself in the mirror.

Oh, damn, I look like
shit. Strands of dark hair, the highlights
all grown out, hung almost down to his cheeks. He badly needed a
cut. And he’d lost weight again, too. Dark shadow framed his eyes,
and deep lines cut through his face. All evidence of every single
one of the last ten wasted years.

What the hell was he doing here? He
had no right to disrupt his brother’s happy life with his shitty
sob stories.

Noel stepped back into the living
room, determined to leave. Jake had turned on a few more lights.
For a moment, Noel looked around and got a kick out of the fact
that the apartment was almost a carbon copy of Con’s swanky
penthouse downtown. Noel had been there once or twice since Con had
bought it five years ago. The first place he’d ever created for
himself. Yeah, his brother sure loved his comfort.

Jake leaned against the kitchen
island, a phone in his hands. “I texted Con,” he said.

“He’s coming up here? I’m
not sure. Maybe I should just go. I—” Noel bit his lip.

“I meant what I said. Con
would never forgive himself if you left. And Noel, he needs to hear
what you have to say. Don’t keep him in the dark. He needs to hear
your side of the story.”

“No, no, he
doesn’t.”

“He does.”

“But I never wanted him to
realize how fucked up our parents really are—”

“I get that. But you’re
giving your cold-blooded father and your power-greedy mother all
the trump cards. I don’t like how vulnerable that leaves
C—”

The apartment door banged open.
“Jake?”

A disheveled Con rushed in, then
stopped abruptly. His breath came out in ragged huffs. He brushed a
hand through his hair, his eyes shimmering with anguish and a hint
of panic. Years suddenly rolled back, and Noel remembered a
four-year-old Con crawling into Noel’s bed because there were ugly,
slimy green monsters under his own.

Something must have shown in his face
because Con crashed into him, his arms wrapping around Noel like
steel bands. But that wasn’t the reason Noel suddenly had trouble
breathing. Somehow, he managed to get his arms around Con’s shaking
frame.

Noel had no idea how long they stood
like that, both holding on for dear life. He tried to blink away
the unshed tears and suck in some oxygen to calm his pounding
heart.

Con was the first to loosen his hold
and wipe his eyes. “Oh fuck, I’m sorry I lost it,” he whispered.
“I’m so glad you’re here. I was a day away from flying over to
Italy to find you.”

“Well, I’m here
now.”

They both stepped back. Noel cleared
his throat. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you. I—I
should have come home much sooner.”

Con’s eyes widened and blinked a few
times. “Well, anyway, uhm, forget everything I said earlier, okay?
I’m—I’m just—”

“Great. Now that we’ve got
that out of the way, let’s sit down.” Jake broke into the stilted
exchange. He dropped three steaming mugs onto the coffee table and
waved them to the oversized sectional in front of the
fireplace.

Noel peeked suspiciously at the cups
and pushed his way. “I was promised a drink.”

Con groaned. “I’m cut off from alcohol
because I’m—”

“A hot mess.” Jake
finished his sentence. “This is some herbal tea Sheldon found. It’s
supposed to strengthen your nerves, help you sleep, realign your
chakras, and some other great shit I can’t even remember. I put
some honey in it because it tastes like woodchips. Be careful. It’s
hot.”

Con picked up his tea without further
complaint, leaned back against Jake’s body, and let out a low sigh.
Jake hummed softly as he tugged an errant stand of hair behind
Con’s ear.

Relief, happiness, and unwarranted
jealousy instantly took up arms inside Noel. His baby brother had
found a home with Jake Devlin. Jake, who obviously came with a bar
full of quirky people who cared for each other. And just like
always, Noel was the one standing on the outside looking
in.


Chapter 3: Two
Brothers

 


 


 


Noel drank a mouthful of his tea
without tasting much, but the warmth instantly unfurled in his
stomach. “What’s going on? I know you want to talk about Romano,
but can’t you give me some background first?” he asked and leaned
back into the comfort of Con’s oversized couch.

Con nodded. He took a sip as well and
grimaced. It wasn’t lost on Noel that Jake hadn’t picked up his
cup. Clearly, Sheldon’s magic tea was only for the high-strung
Conway boys.

“I’m working for the DA’s
office now,” Con started. “My boss, ADA Eliza Bryant, created a
task force to investigate corruption. My ex-partner Holden, Holden
Wright… I’m not sure you know him.”

“He’s Brent’s boyfriend,
right? I met him at the charity thing for Mom’s birthday last
year.”

“Yeah, he used to be my
partner at vice, but he’s quit Boston PD to study social services.
His father was one of the corrupt cops our task force brought down.
And Holden was the prime witness for the prosecution. There was no
way he could keep working as a vice detective.”

“Oh, another guy with
daddy issues.”

Jake snorted, and even Con’s lip
twitched as he said, “Anyway, that’s a different story. The task
force overall was successful and got a few of the higher ups and
not just pawns.” Con talked a little more about his work at the
DA’s Office and their successful investigation. Pride shone through
his words, and it made Noel smile as he listened. Con had always
wanted to be a law enforcement officer, and with the typical Conway
tenacity, he’d turned his passion into a career.

Once he finished talking about the
task force, Con added hesitantly, “There were a few ripple
effects—”

“Like?”

“Personal? Carl Breyer,
our cousin, went down in the aftermath.”

“Carl is an
idiot.”

“Yeah, but mom had high
hopes for him to join her in politics, so she wasn’t happy, and it
was the first dent in her stellar reputation. Elections are coming
up this year, and I think she is nervous.”

Noel’s nod was noncommittal. He hadn’t
meant to rile Con when he’d said he didn’t care about Minerva
Santiago-Conway’s political ambitions. “If you’re worried about her
involvement with Antonio and his family, then why don’t you talk to
her? Ask her what’s going on and warn her that the Romano family is
bad news.”

Con squirmed, and even in the dimly
lit living room, Noel could see him blush. “You know how Mom
is.”

“Tit for tat,” Noel mused.
“You think you’re having a harmless conversation over dinner about
the wireless game controller you want to buy, and suddenly, bang,
you’re signed up for debate club.”

Con stilled. Gently, Jake tugged him
closer and made eye contact with Noel across the coffee table. He
gave Noel a slow nod of approval.

It clued him in just a little more as
to why Jake wanted him here. His baby brother was loyal to a fault.
His parents had always used that against him, time and time again.
And even though Noel hadn’t spent a ton of time with him in the
last ten years, it was obvious Con had himself all twisted up in
some stupid notion that it was his responsibility to save his
family. The fact that it might finally validate his career choice
in his parents’ eyes, who had always wanted Con to become a judge
rather than a measly detective, was probably part and
parcel.

Con cleared his throat. “I know—I know
it’s none of my business, but you and Romano?”

The mood in the room shifted. Tension
rose out of nowhere.

“It’s over, and it was
never really what the tabloids made of it.”

Con’s shoulders slumped. “Thank God,”
he whispered, but then his eyes narrowed. “So what was it
then?”

It was nothing Noel could discuss with
anybody, so he simply said, “Complicated but definitely not an
ill-fated love story.”

His brother opened his mouth but then
closed it again.

To avoid more questions, Noel asked,
“I’m still a little lost. Your task force took down some dirty
cops. How does Antonio fit into that story?”

“We think Romano
joined”—Con added air
quotes—“the operation of a local crime lord as a silent investor.
Owen Murphy was the last of a pretty well-known notorious family
here in Boston, who had their hands in all kinds of illegal
businesses. Murphy had pretty impressive connections, and it’s
likely that his widespread network attracted Romano in the first
place.” Con looked up again. Clearly, he was still weighing his
words carefully.

“Makes sense.” Noel
shrugged noncommittally.

“The task force took down
Murphy’s protection, and he’d outlived his usefulness for the
Romano family. Owen Murphy was killed, and his house burned down in
an unsolved arson case. Murphy’s successor hasn’t yet stepped into
the limelight, but it’s very likely that Romano ordered the hit.
We’ve got nothing to prove that—”

“I can’t help you with
that. As I said, Antonio and I…we weren’t that close.”

It got him a raised eyebrow from
Con.

Noel added, “At least not that way.”
It hurt to reinforce his brother's low opinion of him, but anything
else wasn’t an option. And then, Con’s assessment of Noel’s
lifestyle was pretty spot-on. Partying, drinking, and fucking
anything that moved were the things Noel excelled at. And for a
while, freeing himself from toxic expectations had been
healing.

“I know you can’t help me.
Don’t worry, because I got this one,” Con said darkly.

“Excuse me?” Noel asked.
Hair rose on the back of his neck.

“I’m going after
Romano.”

Noel looked at Jake, expecting him to
speak up. The Romano family was fucking dangerous. To his surprise,
Jake looked equally grim but didn’t seem to disagree.

“Miguel, listen—” Noel
said.

Another raised eyebrow. “Con” was the
nickname that Miguel had given himself when he turned seven or
eight. His parents had called it ridiculous, so Noel and Camille
had doubled down and stopped calling him by his given
name.

“Con, Romano
is—he’s—”

“Noel, it’s my job. I take
dangerous fuckers down, and he’s on my list.” The man who spoke
these words was a stranger to Noel. There was nothing left of the
wide-eyed brother who wore his emotions on his sleeve. Ten years
was a long time.

If Noel hadn’t been staring so
intently to catalog each change in his brother, he might have
missed it in the flickering light of the fireplace, but there it
was…the veiled plea for approval, for acknowledgment of Con’s
chosen profession, and respect for the man he’d become.

Noel leaned forward and put his tea on
the table. “How can I help?” he asked into the silence.

Con exhaled audibly.
“Okay—”

“One caveat. I won’t go
near Antonio. Not ever again,” Noel interrupted. Maybe he was
giving up too much, but he desperately needed to leave that part of
his life behind.

While Con didn’t react to his
statement, Jake eyed him carefully. Jake Devlin was clearly
perceptive, a skill honed by living at the edge of danger for
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