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Chapter One

 


Tomás

Three months ago

Sunlight burned through my eyelids. I
grunted and reached for the blankets until I remembered we’d tossed
them onto the floor. Instead, I pulled the pillow over my head to
block the sun and took a deep inhale of Kieran’s scent. Some
expensive body lotion, woodsy with a hint of cinnamon. And although
he totally wrecked my world every night since we came back from New
York, I still woke up to an empty bed. An empty and sticky bed.
Fucker didn’t want to ruin his bedsheets, so we’d always
used my room. With the amount of laundry I did, our roommates
probably thought I’d been doing overtime with my hand. River’s and
Wren’s rooms were on the other side of the house, while Fox’s room
was on the main floor. The third-floor loft was Henry’s space. They
were all far enough not to hear Kieran’s loud ass moans whenever I
got him there. Which was every time he came back from the city.

My phone started to chime. Grunting, I
turned it off and rolled out of bed. Shuffling to the bathroom with
my eyes half lidded, I stepped on something clingy and icky, and it
got stuck between my toes. A used condom.

Motherfucker.

I hopped on one leg to pull the shit out,
but my other foot got tangled in the sheet and before I could
correct myself, I started to tumble. My elbow caught the side of
the bedframe on my way down to the floor.

Motherfucker!

Kieran walked inside just in time to see me
planted on the floor. He looked as if he’d just stepped off a
magazine cover. Wearing a Tom Ford suit complete with tie and
Berlutis. Yeah, I may have caught sight of the labels on his
clothes as I tore them off his body a time or two. His pale green
eyes roamed over my state of being. Naked on the floor, cupping my
elbow with a condom stuck between my toes and he started to laugh.
Despite my prickly mood, his laugh made me warm inside. It
lightened my world. Yeah, I’d been turned into a fool in love. In
my defense, laughing wasn’t something he did often so it meant the
world to me.

I stuck my foot up, offering him the condom
still stuck between my toes. “You left this.”

His cheeks blushed and his green eyes held a
touch of mirth that made him so damn beautiful. I wanted to be mad
at him for leaving me every morning, but I couldn’t. I told him I’d
be patient and wait until he was ready to come out, but patience
and I had a war brewing. Kieran was so far inside the closet I’m
sure he’d one day come out wearing bell bottoms and platform shoes
with fishes inside. I saw a movie once.

“Uh,” he said, eyeballing the condom
dangling from my toes. “That’s not mine.” Technically, he was not
wrong. I was the condom user. He winked at me and walked over me to
get to the bathroom. “I left my case in here.” I heard him
rummaging in the bathroom as I yanked the condom from between my
toes and tossed it in the trash beside my bed.

“You really do need to clean this place up,”
he said as if half the shit weren’t his.

I leaned against the doorframe and crossed
my arms over my chest. Kieran stood a few inches shorter than me
but had a larger build. He was all ripped muscle under the
expensive suits he wore. Today, he wore a three-piece charcoal suit
with a spotted tie. It fit him perfectly and made him look older
than his twenty years. His dark hair was styled back from his
chiseled features. His jaw smooth. He’d never been able to grow in
a shadow on his face. I preferred smooth anyway. I preferred
anything he’d give me. And that was the damn problem. Kieran and I
had met during the fall. We’d become instant enemies, then
something between enemies and fuck buddies, then something more. We
were each other’s first gay hook-up. I still wasn’t sure why he’d
chosen me.

Kieran Brennan could have whoever he wanted.
The thought made me want to lock him up in my room until we grew
mold on the bed. He glanced at me in the mirror as if he sensed
where my mind was heading. I liked the way his eyes trailed my very
naked body. I wasn’t as ripped as him. Tall and gangly was how Dad
had used to describe me. Too hyper, my metabolism too fast. I could
eat a whole pizza for a week and still not gain weight. But I was
too lazy to attempt to define my body. Muscle mass was heavy, and I
was used to running from bullets.

Kieran’s eyes slowly dragged back up to my
face with a smirk, then he shook his head. We had no time for a
quick fuck though the thought had my cock pulsing. He cut contact
with me and plucked his med case from under his
hairbrush.

The semester was over, and we were in winter
break now. Most of the students here didn’t have anywhere to go.
Like me. Those that did were used by the family they belonged to
and did jobs. I couldn’t help but worry what job Tristan would put
Kieran on. I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d even come back. He
was legitimate now. He could go anywhere to school and not Arcadia
University. Arcadia’s student body consisted of bastards born into
the criminal elite who discarded them. Me included.

Or he didn’t have to go to school at all. I
didn’t think there was a degree he could get in how to run a mafia
family. It seemed something you’d have to learn hands on.

“Stay.” I sounded pathetic even to me.

He briefly met my eyes in the mirror. I
couldn’t read Kieran when he didn’t want me to. I couldn’t read him
now. “Tomás, we went over this.”

We had. He wanted me to go with him, but I
didn’t want to see my half-brother. Maddox had killed my dad and my
brother. As second in command to the Brennan family, Maddox saw me
as an inconvenience and kept me hidden. His real family didn’t know
about me. When Kieran had asked me to go with him, I had kissed him
to avoid answering and the sex blurred everything else.

I glared at him. “Well, it’s your mess. You
should clean it up before you leave.” I said, reverting back to the
present issue of his mess.

He tried to pass but I blocked the doorway.
He stopped, dead in his tracks. “Do you mind?” He sounded
prickly.

I knew he was mad about my wanting him to
stay. I should be a more supportive … what? I wasn’t even a
boyfriend. I should’ve been a more supportive lover. It seemed as
if that was all we were. “The mess on the bed is yours. I
wore a condom.”

He glanced behind me at the rumpled
bedsheets then at me. Then the fucker cupped the back of my head
and slammed his mouth on mine. My dick perked up. I moaned into his
mouth. And before I realized what he’d done, he’d spun me out of
the way, and pulled out of my arms as fast as he instigated the
kiss, leaving me chasing his lips.

“Fucker,” I said to his back because he was
always leaving, and it broke my heart every fucking time. A
pathetic part of me feared that he’d find something better out
there. I wasn’t good enough for him. I’d never be good enough for
him.

He reached the door. For a breathless
second, I had this heart shattering feeling that he wasn’t coming
back. I couldn’t breathe and I couldn’t force him to stay. I was
slowly losing him, and I couldn’t do anything to keep him.

Then he turned around, knowing. He just knew
me so well. He narrowed the gap between us in two easy strides and
had his mouth on mine in two seconds flat. I fucking melted into
his touch. Unlike our first kisses, this one was slow, deep, as if
he were making a promise he couldn’t yet say out loud. I took it. I
always took what he had to give like a drowning man, and he was my
life vest.

Slowly, he pulled away. His long deft
fingers still under my hair, massaging the back of my scalp
reassuring me in the way he always did before he left to live the
mafia life. “Casera added my number to your contact list on your
school issued phone. You can contact me on that. I’ll be back for
your performance. I promise.”

Before I could say he’d broken the previous
two promises, he led my eyes to the dresser. A small gift box
rested on top wrapped in Christmas themed paper with snowflakes and
a bow on top.

“It’s your Christmas gift so don’t open it
yet.” He gave me a kiss on my nose and walked out.

The snick of the door closing behind him
sounded like a loud explosion inside my heart. That lasted for two
seconds until I turned to the small gift.

Fuck it. If he didn’t want me to open it, he
should’ve done what Dad always did. Hide the gifts until Santa left
them on Christmas Day. I picked up the small box and shook it. It
didn’t weigh much and shaking it didn’t reveal what it could be.
Kieran had never bought me anything. We’d never even been on a date
and weren’t technically boyfriends, though we did agree that we
weren’t going to cheat around. We were exclusive and hiding.

I ripped open the wrapper, peeled back the
tape on the box and pulled out a bright blue rubber thing that
looked like a… “What the ever-loving fuck?”

The door to my room swung open and Kieran
stood there with that fucking smile on his face as if he’d been
waiting for this exact moment to bust in on me. “I told you to wait
until Christmas.”

I lifted the thing in my hand, mouth open.
WTF?

“It’s a butt plug,” he said with that smirk.
“And you’re going to use it.”

Just as he said those words the thing came
alive in my fingers. I yelped and tossed it like a hot potato on
the bed where it continued to die a rumbly death.

Kieran busted out laughing as if I’d just
given him a two second skit on Comedy Central. That damn laugh felt
like heaven. It made his dirty mind all the more endearing. I’d
give him whatever the hell he asked of me, but I couldn’t bottom.
We had a few failed attempts. I had chickened out. Not that I felt
emasculated, a word I looked up, but because I was afraid of the
vulnerability. I was afraid to freak out.

The thing continued to vibe as if it felt my
pain.

After several seconds, Kieran came back down
from his high. That sideways grin on his handsome face remained.
“Lube it and plug it up.” He winked. “And because you’re shit at
taking direction, after your performance tomorrow night, we’ll
see.” He tossed the remote on the bed and walked out chuckling.

Fucker.

I picked up the plug. “We’ll see all
right.”

It wasn’t that big. Kieran’s dick was
definitely bigger and thicker. I turned it off and stuffed it and
the remote in my sock drawer.

I shook away this feeling of emptiness I
only felt when he left. In my mind, I knew that the reason for our
secrecy was legit. If his family found out, they’d probably disown
him or worse. But it still hurt. The nag inside my brain kept
snickering that Kieran was just playing with me. How could someone
like him want me? I wasn’t his type. I was just a trial run.
Disposable. I had nothing to offer him. He didn’t need me the way I
needed him. My argument of the mess he was leaving behind had
nothing to do with the room and everything to do with me. He was
leaving me a mess.

I swallowed down the negative thoughts. I’d
give him time if he needed it.

I lowered my eyes to the brand on the soft
skin between my thumb and forefinger. Kieran’s brand. Seven dots,
linked by dashed lines to reveal the small dipper, Ursa Minor, the
symbol for Arcas, the bastard son Zeus tried to protect. The brand
meant that Kieran and I were tethered. Kieran vouched for me,
trusted me. He had saved my life, more than once. I’d be his lie if
that’s what he needed from me. He’d come back and when he was ready
to come out, I’d be here for him just like I promised. Because I’d
yet to break a promise and I wasn’t going to start now.


Chapter Two

 


Kieran

Present Day

You could tell a lot about a person watching
them kill. There was an intimacy to the act. A private moment
between killer and victim. I hadn’t understood what Grandfather
meant when he’d given me that piece of truth. Not until I’d
witnessed Tristan snap a man’s neck with his bare hands.

Tristan Alexander Brennan looked the part of
boardroom CEO, not the backroom henchman like Grandfather. But
underneath that dry, stern façade, hid a dangerous animal he’d
released whenever needed. His people respected him while they had
feared Grandfather. What better way to lead than through fear? That
had been Grandfather’s motto, but not Tristan’s. He earned
respect. And unlike me, he didn’t give a fuck what people thought
about him so long as they respected him and were loyal to him and
his family. I was still on the fence if that included me. Up until
a few months ago, I’d been his bastard secret, molded into a killer
by his father, Cillian. My grandfather had torn me from my world
when he took me at age ten.

And Tristan had done nothing to protect me
from it.

My hate for him and his family had turned
into a plan to take over their legal business. The Ark Boys, as my
friends and I were called, had forced my grandfather to borrow
against his legitimate business to pay off what we disrupted of his
drug trade which ultimately led to his ruin. Too bad he died before
I could’ve seen the fruits of my labor. I killed Cillian when he
kidnapped Tomás. His body was discovered by two kids on the bank of
Lake Wilmer. The investigation was closed. Tristan must’ve called
in some major chips to have the death ruled a boating accident. The
families had been whispering war ever since.

I wondered if Tristan suspected it’d been
me. Every time I got into the dark sedan with him and his
bodyguard, Jacob, I wondered if this would be the day all my sins
caught up to me. Every time I climbed into that car I wondered if
Tristan would order Jacob to veer off the main road and into some
remote path, force me out of the car, and place the barrel of his
gun against my head.

“Why should I keep you alive?”

That question still haunted me. Even from
Grandfather’s grave, I heard the words.

Tristan wasn’t anything like Grandfather.
Wearing comfortable slacks, a dark button-down shirt, peacoat and
leather calf high boots, Tristan looked both like a businessman and
killer. While Jacob wore all black without looking as if he were an
actual bodyguard but exuding a penchant for violence just the same.
Jacob and Tristan were more than bodyguard and client. They were
family. It was evident whenever they were alone, whenever there was
no reason for a threat. I sometimes envied Jacob that. He would’ve
been Tristan’s perfect son. Healthy.

The reasons Cillian wanted me to lead had
all been based on lies. He’d succeeded in turning me into his
fucking minion, a killer. But killers were instruments of death.
Not leaders.

I spent years hating Tristan Brennan.
Wanting blood. I’d planned his fucking murder. But it slowly
started to dawn on me that maybe I had been wrong. About
everything. But twenty years of hatred poisoned a man. And I hadn’t
been detoxed of that hatred. My only guiding light had been Tomás.
Thinking how I left things with him burned a hole in my heart. When
I first left, we had scheduled time to talk every night. That
dwindled to texting, and even that fell silent. I looked at my
phone. Like a coward, I hadn’t reached out to him in weeks because
I couldn’t answer the one question he kept asking. When are you
coming back?

“You good?” Tristan asked as we stopped at a
construction site.

No. I fucking wasn’t. “I’m not going
to kill you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

A small smirk softened his features.

I didn’t wait for him to say anything else
and got out of the car.

The trailer we used as an office was small.
A solid oak desk occupied most of the space with a couple of hard
chairs in front of it. A quick scan offered nothing else.

“Where’s the bathroom?” I asked.

“Outside,” Tristan said.

“You got to be kidding,” I mumbled.

Jacob chuckled. The first sound I heard from
him all morning. I knew he wanted to say something, but he clamped
his mouth shut and looked at Tristan instead. I’d been riding
shotgun with them for three months and couldn’t hide my OCD,
especially when it came to cleanliness and indoor plumbing.

“Hold it,” Tristan said. “This should be
quick.”

I wasn’t sure if my body would be able to
hold anything, but I gave him a curt nod anyway.

I’d been diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes when
I was thirteen as a fuck you from the universe. To avoid a bullet
for being a defect, I’d hidden it from Grandfather and Tristan and
for the past three months I’d been playing Russian roulette with my
health. I’d removed my monitor and pump because we were usually
searched when on jobs and I’d be called out. We’d been out since
early this morning with nothing to eat. My body was feeling the
effects of it, and I couldn’t do anything short of stopping this
fucked up situation so I could check my insulin. Not fucking
happening.

Jacob took position to Tristan’s left, while
I stood to his right. It seemed the most natural thing to do.

Someone knocked on the door. Tristan turned
to me. “Just follow my lead,” he said and waited for me to nod
before telling the person to come inside.

Cameron Russo wore a long coat, black
slacks, and shiny ass shoes. His balding head red from the exposure
to the cold outside. He had pockmarks on his face and a crooked
nose from too many beatings. Accompanied by two of his security
detail, he trudged inside. The taller guard stood to his right,
facing off with Jacob. The shorter blond glared at me. They wore
street clothes, muddied boots, and zippered jackets over their
weapons. I never understood why henchman carried weapons they
wouldn’t be able to reach at the onset of a firefight. As if they
relied on luck of a bad shot before returning fire. I wore my coat
open, my arms crossed in front of me, thumbing the handle of my
weapon.

“Ah, the prodigal son returns,” Russo said,
breathing as if he’d run a mile.

He gave Tristan the familiar bullshit
greeting with a man hug. Tristan received it with a smile as well,
though I was pretty sure his body was ready for anything.

Russo took a step back as Tristan remained
standing in front of his desk, leaning on it.

“Thank you for meeting me here on short
notice,” Tristan said in a tone that meant business.

Russo shifted as if expecting Tristan to
invite him to sit. A conversation had standing up was always fueled
with tension. This one was no different. The fat fuck didn’t seem
to like the play.

“Quick to business then,” he started, not
hiding his agitation. “Word on the street is that war follows your
return. You lost the business, and you make alliances through
matrimony that go against God and the church.”

The blond in front of me sneered. I almost
expected him to spit at my feet. There was no mistaking the disdain
of Maddox’s marriage to Alessandro Mancini, a union that gave the
Brennans more street cred after losing their legitimate business to
me. It meant that they wouldn’t be able to filter their illegal
earnings using the Ark Boys’ corporation, Arcas International.
Though I had left the Brennans some scraps, like their assets and a
minority share of the business so they wouldn’t fucking starve,
their illegal business took the biggest hit. Tristan hadn’t come
clean to me with his plans for the future, but I suspected he’d be
letting the illegal side of his business go if he believed they
would survive it. With a family like the Brennans and Mancinis,
there were too many people wanting blood. Memories lasted forever,
but the promise of vengeance lasted even longer.

It'd never end.

“The union between Maddox and Alessandro is
a contract between families and not anyone’s concern.”

“But Imogen would’ve been the better fit.
She can produce a natural heir.”

Tristan gave away nothing in his expression.
“Again, it is not your concern.”

“Cillian would not have approved.” Russo
pressed.

The guy in front of me shifted, expecting
something.

Tristan revealed nothing in his expression.
A flat affect that made the hairs along my skin rise. “Cillian is
dead. I lead the families now.”

I kept my focus on the threat in front of
me.

“Thorne is pushing into the neighborhood,
offering opportunities,” Russo went on. I learned early on in this
game that silence could keep you alive. Apparently, Russo hadn’t
learned shit.

A slow tingling lifted up my spine, branched
out along my shoulders, up my neck. I shuddered in response. The
blond’s eyes narrowed. Fuck. If there was a God, please let me have
this one thing. This one part of me hidden. Sweat dripped down my
back. I needed the fucking bathroom.

“You and the others are considering your
options. You think I don’t know how to run the business.” Tristan
hadn’t formed that as a question.

Russo shrugged.

A blur of movement caught my peripherals,
and Jacob and I pulled out our weapons as if we’d practiced this a
dozen times. In sync, it was a beautiful thing.

Tristan slammed Russo’s head against the
side of the desk hard. With a resounding crack of bone, Russo’s
body hit the floor. He didn’t move.

The adrenaline spike made my hands
shake.

The guys shifted, realized they were fucked
and glared at Tristan.

“Where do your loyalties lie?” Tristan asked
the two fuckers as if he hadn’t just exerted a good amount of
pressure to the back of a fat man’s head to kill him on impact.
This was an olive branch. Tristan didn’t kill needlessly, but he
wasn’t a pushover either. Apparently, Russo had forgotten that hard
truth. “You think my family weak? You think we don’t own this
fucking city?” Tristan’s voice took a slight lilt, an accent that
only surfaced when he was enraged. Something he had eliminated so
that he would be taken seriously in the boardroom only to lose it
all. Because of me. Not something I should be thinking about while
I tried to control my body. And it wasn’t fucking working.

My hand holding the gun shook. This time
Jacob and Tristan caught it too. Tristan wasn’t armed. That meant
Jacob was the only one here that could protect him. Killing Tristan
would end the family. Maddox was a hot head, not a leader. And Liam
knew nothing about the business. His expertise lay in Restitution.
In information. And Declan and Imogen were targets.

Fuck. I fucked up.

That’s the last thing I remembered when the
world narrowed to a tiny point. I saw the fucker in front of me
reach behind him, heard the sharp report of a gun, then
nothing.


Chapter Three

 


Kieran

Thin strands of dark hair covered my
mother’s eyes. I moved the strands away, my fingers grazing her
cold skin. Her body had once been full of life, now it looked as if
all her insides had shriveled up. Her skin sunken, hollowed out.
The only prominent feature was her round brown eyes. For a moment,
she remembered me, and she smiled.

“You’re such a good boy, Kieran,” she
whispered.

The sickness clung to her and wouldn’t let
her go. I prayed like Grandma did at night. I prayed for God to
heal her. To keep her alive. But even she knew she wasn’t going to
survive whatever had taken over her body.

Cancer.

I imagined the cancer like a dark parasite
spreading all over her insides. Clinging to her organs and sucking
the life out of her. Uncle Roy told Mom to fight. As if somewhere
inside her body she had little soldiers attacking the parasite, but
they were losing.

Mom was dying.

I nodded, believing that I could be good. I
was good. I did my chores. I did well in school. I didn’t fight
Fernando when he took my Oreos. I didn’t talk back to Mrs. Butane
although she graded my math paper wrong. I was good.

I held my mother’s hand as her lids closed.
Her lungs whistled as she fought for every breath until there was
no more breathing. No more trying. Silence.

That’s when Grandma came into the room.

Grandma saw Mom and knew, then she screamed.
Then Roy started to cry, and Sally hugged Grandma.

More people started to come into the small
room, and I snuck outside, alone. I sat on the swing set Mom got me
when we moved there. She had said that the move would be a good
start for us. She said that my dad had bought the house for us, for
me. She had said that one day, he’d come back for me.

I waited.

And waited.

Then the men came for me.

They locked me in a cellar. Dark and cold. I
wondered if that’s what the insides of Mom’s body had turned to.
Dark and cold. Maybe, the cancer had gotten me too.

I cried and slept, cried and slept.

In the dark, I used the bathroom.

In the dark, I prayed until I didn’t have
the voice to pray anymore.

My stomach clenched. My tongue felt like
sand. My skin felt itchy all over. Maybe it was the layer of dirt
on it. Maybe, it was other things I couldn’t see that crawled and
whispered in the dark. I felt them under my skin, inside me. I
wanted to scratch until I shredded my skin, but it hurt. Everything
hurt.

I don’t know how much time passed when light
pressed against my closed lids. I couldn’t even open them.

“Get him up. I told you to keep him
alive,” a grumbly voice said.

Rough hands pulled me up. The heavy
footsteps up the stairs pounded in my head.

When I opened my eyes, the light hurt them.
A woman pressed ice to my lips, gave me water. I drank and threw up
and drank some more. She cleaned me up, took away the vomit, fed
me. A few days later the voice returned. I recognized the clipped,
deep tone.

The man was big, square chin, strong body,
and eyes … eyes the color of mine. He cupped my chin, turned my
head left and right. “Fuck,” he said. “You look like him.”

Fear kept me from speaking.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Kieran Romano.”

He made a disapproving sound like when Roy
had to do overtime at work. “Yes, I suppose you are. Do you know
who your father is?”

I shook my head. Pain burned my cheek, made
my eyes water. It took me a little while to realize he’d slapped
me. He took out a gun and placed the barrel against my forehead.
“Don’t ever fucking lie to me. Do you know who your father is?”

I shut my eyes. “N-n-o, sir.”

“Then why should I keep you
alive?”

I didn’t want to die. I said the first thing
that popped into my mind. “I’ll be good. I could be good. I am
good. I promise.” I thought he was going to shoot me anyway, but he
didn’t. I didn’t feel the gun against my skin anymore.

“Open your eyes,” he ordered.

I did as he said. If I did as he said, that
meant I was good, and if I was good, he wouldn’t kill me.

“Kieran, I am your grandfather, and you
will call me Grandfather. Is that clear?”

I nodded.

He grunted. “Use words.”

“Yes, sir.” I felt another slap across my
other cheek. More tears fell. This time, I tasted blood in my
mouth.

“Grandfather.”

“Yes, Grandfather,” I said between
sobs.

He called the woman back into the room. “Get
him ready for transport. I’m taking him home.”

****

I lifted into consciousness in spurts of
memories. The pain of it all readily available to latch on to as I
floated to the surface. Not dead.

“Diabetic.”

I heard a woman’s voice. I had no clue where
the fuck I was, but I wasn’t dead. Not yet.

“He’s lucky to be alive.”

I didn’t feel lucky. I passed out.

When I opened my eyes again Tristan was
sitting in a chair next to my bed. Leaning forward, his eyes cast
down in heavy thought. For a moment, I watched him as if he were
someone I hadn’t hated for the majority of my life. I’d hated this
man down to the deep pit of my soul. A dark stain that he had put
there. And now he’d kill me for being weak. For being a defect.

I licked my dry lips, my tongue swollen. The
movement drew his attention. Without a word, he got up, filled a
cup with water, and returned with it. Gently, he placed the straw
on my lips and watched as I drank what I could before my stomach
tightened. The cold liquid awoke my senses. Clarity returned
slowly.

I wasn’t in a hospital. The bed was way too
comfy for that. Lines had been run into my veins. My world spun.
“Are you going to kill me?”

“Why would I kill you?”

“Because I’m a defect.” The words came out
slow, lagging in space and time. His face a blur in my visuals.

“Doctor said you need to rest. She’ll be
here in a couple of hours to remove the lines,” Tristan said,
ignoring my question.

I think I thanked him and passed out again.
When I woke up again, Tristan was still in the room. My head
clearer, I dragged myself to a sitting position. “What
happened?”

“You passed out.” He ran his hand through
his already unkempt hair. At that moment, he looked vulnerable.

The sting in my chest made me bristle. One
kind act couldn’t make up for years of torture. That he hadn’t been
the one to actually torture me made no difference. He’d done
nothing to save me.

Finally, he dropped his hand and glared at
me. The hardened look replaced his concern. I preferred the
stone-cold killer anyway. “How long?”

It was my turn to grind my teeth. “Fuck
you.”

Tristan clenched his hands around my throat,
crushing my airway. I clawed at his arms, tugging the lines. The
stands crashed to the floor. Someone burst into the room. A glimpse
of his frame suggested it was Jacob and he remained near the door.
Watching. Waiting for my father to kill me. I was starting to hate
the guy.

“You compromised my family. Tell me why I
should keep you breathing?” The words tumbled out of his mouth and
all I saw was Grandfather aiming the gun at my forehead. “Why
should I keep you alive?”

“I’ll be good. I can be good.”

I shut my eyes but couldn’t stop the tears.
I couldn’t fucking breathe. I made no motion to talk. Jacob ripped
him away from me, and I turned to my side, filling my lungs with
oxygen. My head pulsed with the beat of my own heart. Gasping, I
felt tears burn tracks down my cheeks. Angrily, I wiped them away,
furious at their appearance. Furious at my weak body. Wondering if
it would’ve been mercy had Grandfather killed me when he found
me.

The silence stretched too long. If Tristan
wanted me dead, I wouldn’t fight him. I was too fucking tired. It
was only then I realized I was wearing nothing but a hospital gown.
The cool air against my naked back made me shiver. It took me a
moment to realize what they’d see with my back exposed to them.

The scars Grandfather had left behind.

I rolled off the bed, my legs wobbled under
me, my body too damn uncoordinated to fight back. I used the bed to
support my weight. Weak. I was fucking weak. A liability to those I
swore to protect.

I finally dragged my eyes to Tristan. Jacob
stood behind him, his arms wrapped around Tristan’s chest as if
holding him back from me, but they were both still. The pity in
their eyes made me sick. “Fuck you,” I shot back and spat the wad
of bile in my throat. “Kill me because I will never, ever, fucking
be what you want!”

Tristan shrugged out of Jacob’s hold.
“Jacob, please wait outside and do not come inside until I call
you.”

Jacob didn’t question. He wasn’t there to
question. He obeyed.

Once the door snicked closed, Tristan ran
his hand through his hair. A vulnerability replaced his hostility.
I could see the sorry look on his face. The shadowed darkness of
regret that hovered over his eyes. I preferred his cold
indifference.

“Who?” he asked. I knew he needed
confirmation but fuck him. I owed him nothing.

“Oh, fuck you. You know who.”

Tristan paled.

“Eight lashings on my back. Whip marks for
disobeying a direct order. A reminder to do better. He sliced me
from belly button to groin for refusing to whore myself out to a
female target. And he burned my skin just over my heart to remind
me that I’d always be a target. A reminder that we were all mortal.
Does that answer your fucking questions?”

“Why?” The question came out whispered, as
if he weren’t really asking me, but asking the dead.

I chuckled. It sounded wet and evil. “Ask
him,” I said, my voice thick. “Oh, wait, you can’t. Because
I killed him.”

Tristan’s eyes turned cold. The same haunted
eyes that stared at me every fucking day I looked in the
mirror.

“Do you really want to die?” He narrowed the
gap between us, and I had to struggle not to flinch.

I feared nothing. Nothing. Especially not
the coward in front of me.

“Answer the fucking question, Kieran.”

Did I want to die?

Every day was a fight to survive. I was
fucking tired. And at twenty, I should’ve been just living
my life not contemplating death.

Did I want to die?

“No,” I finally answered.

“Then you keep that shit to yourself. Does
anyone else know?”

Loose ends. He was asking about loose
fucking ends and I had a big one. Tomás. “No,” I lied.

“You better be sure. If this comes back, we
are fucked.”

That he used we made me bristle. “You
don’t owe me anything.”

His shoulders fell, his eyes softened, and
for a slight moment I could see the father I had always wanted. The
one my mom believed he could be. “I’m not going to abandon you,
Kieran. You’re my son.”

I swallowed the wedge in my throat—the
tightness in my chest made it hard to breathe.

“Now, are you sure no one else knows?”

That tightness increased. “Yes, I’m
sure.”

Tristan nodded. “Rest then. We’ll see what
doc has to say about your condition and work from there.”

He started to leave, and my fucked-up
headspace needed the answer to one more question. “Tristan,” I
said. He turned back, his green eyes shimmered in the light. “You
didn’t look for me. If you would’ve just looked, you
would’ve found me. Why didn’t you?”

“I was a fool,” he said. “I never believed
he would hurt you. I wasn’t in a good headspace, and he promised me
he’d keep you safe. Then he wouldn’t give me access to you. Said
you didn’t want to see me. I was a fucking fool, Kieran. I can’t
change the past. And I’m so fucking sorry.”

I didn’t see a lie in his expression or his
voice. I wanted to see it, wanted to still hate him, but that wall
started to crumble.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” he
asked. “You can still go to school anywhere. Be something
else.”

“That’s a pipe dream for us, and you know
it. I’ve accepted your legitimacy. It means I’ll always be a
target.”

“And those you love will always be a target,
too, Kieran. Don’t ever forget that.” With that last bit of reality
check, he walked out.

There was no going back to civilian life.
Tomás would always be a target outside of Arcadia. And I couldn’t
go back. Heirs weren’t allowed in the school. A fact I had failed
to mention to Tomás. And Tomás would never want to be part of the
Brennan family, my family. He hadn’t attended Cillian’s
funeral, Maddox’s invitation to his wedding had gone unanswered,
and the little we had talked on the phone hadn’t included my life
here. Tomás wanted to ignore this important piece of me. And that
truth wrecked me.

After the time I’d spent with Tristan, I
slowly came to believe that maybe I’d been wrong to hate him. And
accepting the legitimacy meant I was in for life. There was no
going back. The sooner I accepted that truth, the sooner I could
move on. Tomás was too much of a distraction. A weak link. A
risk.

Dr. Wells came by that afternoon. She gave
me the same drill I’d heard in the past—meds, prescriptions,
instructions. “The worst thing isn’t that you die, Kieran,” she
said, “it’s that you become unfunctional. Blindness, paralysis,
heart disease. Take care of yourself for those who care for you.”
She squeezed my shoulder and walked out.

Maybe for a normal fucker that spiel
would’ve worked. But my world was built on strength. Power.
Control. Without it I had nothing. I was nothing.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Kieran

Although Tristan hadn’t mentioned my
diabetes, he had benched me from going out into the field. Instead
of accompanying him and Jacob on visits, he pushed me off to Liam
so I could learn the informational side of the business. It had
once included Restitution Securities before the Ark Boys and I took
it as part of the takeover. But Liam still had connections and he
hadn’t given up getting the company back. It almost made me feel
guilty about having taken it from them. Cillian had made bad deals
against the company’s assets. I had simply found new investors and
used a frontman to take over the company. Yeah, the money was nice.
But all we really cared about was Restitution Security. It had
given us an in to the platform Liam had built to infiltrate
corporate America as well as international waters. The guy was
brilliant. I considered bringing him in on our plan to ruin the
families that hurt us, but there was a good chance he’d put a
bullet in my head for what I’d done, so I decided to keep my mouth
shut.

After a week of cycling through Liam’s life
which included the kink club he owned, I was ready to burn the skin
off my body. The club, Divination, was part dance club, part kink
club, all exclusive members only. This was Liam’s baby and hadn’t
been part of Brennan Holdings which meant he’d been able to keep it
from me. Not that I wanted anything to do with the entertainment
business. Even now, sitting in the private loft overlooking the
dance floor, I felt as if I needed a deep cleansing. It may have
been due to the fact that Declan Brennan was currently fucking the
woman on his lap.

Liam had sent me here to watch over the
youngest Brennan who was a total waste of space.

I was going to kill Liam.

I got up after the woman gave off a moan
that sounded as rehearsed as a TV ad and headed to where Alessandro
Mancini sat scrolling through his phone. He lifted his dark eyes to
mine and smirked. “Got tired of the show?”

It took everything in me not to roll my
eyes.

He laughed.

The Mancini family led by Aster Mancini ran
the west coast distribution ring. They had their greedy fingers in
everything from sales to distribution of drugs, weapons, and
whispers pointed at possible human trafficking. The human
trafficking bit was unconfirmed. I didn’t think Tristan would’ve
gotten into bed with the family had it been confirmed that they
sold kids. The union between the families anchored our position of
power. And Tristan killing everyone who doubted the Brennan control
over the city helped too.

I sat down and caught sight of Luca Mancini,
Alessandro’s dog, watching me. Aster Mancini had five children.
Alessandro was the eldest, followed by three girls, then Luca
Mancini. Unlike Alessandro, Luca was a crazy motherfucker who’d
been rumored to have spent time in a psychiatric hospital for
reasons unknown to anyone. But he’d left too many dead bodies in
his wake. I’d met the fucker a couple of times on jobs. He was a
ghost, liked to paint his face when he was on a hunt, and didn’t
play nice in the sandbox. Everyone knew to stay away from him. If
Aster Mancini sent Luca to deal with a job, everyone was
fucked.

In contrast, Alessandro had a softer
disposition. He was tall with an elegant flair. His dark eyes soft,
his smile warm. If it wasn’t that Wren was his bastard son and
hated Alessandro for killing his mother, I would’ve made more of an
effort to like the guy. Being Maddox’s husband would complicate the
kill once we found evidence. When the time came, I could only hope
that Maddox wouldn’t give a fuck. There was a code even amongst
killers. We didn’t kill pregnant mothers or children. And if Wren’s
suspicions turned out true, it meant Alessandro had done both.

“How long have you known the Brennans?” I
asked, figuring I’d at least get to know the man.

“All my life. Our families were always in
business together.”

“And your marriage to Maddox? Was that
business too?”

He sipped his drink. They’d been married for
three weeks and eye-fucked every chance
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