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        For JJ.

        You would have fucking loved this.

        See you there, Hunny.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dethroned Irish mob prince, Michael Flanagan, has a death wish. Or rather, he's having impure thoughts about a rival mafioso's sociopathic lover, which amounts to the same thing. 

      Drawn into one of his uncle's schemes, Michael is horrified to find himself used as collateral—a hostage to the mafia family and a terrified houseguest of the mobster in question. But despite his ferocious reputation, Carmine Bartolo Jr seems happy enough when his sadistic partner, Ilya, starts bedding Michael. Almost as happy as Michael himself.

      But of course, nothing in Michael's life is simple.

      Dealing with his own complicated family situation—and that Carmine seems to have a sinister motive behind taking Michael under his wing—is bad enough. But Michael starts to fall, not only for Ilya and the dark passions they share, but also for Carmine, who might be even more of a monster when he's not charming and considerate. And worse, the feelings seem to be mutual.

      Maybe if they can figure out who's trying to murder Carmine they'll eventually get their happily ever after.

      And if the three of them have to kill a few people to get there...they'll probably enjoy it.

      
        
        Warnings/Enticements can be found here.

        Love…but darker
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      The whole mess started the day Michael's uncle dragged him to a meet with the Italians.

      The old bastard wanted Michael there about as much as Michael wanted to go—which was not at all—but Michael had resigned himself to functioning purely as window dressing. He was an unwanted house guest who his uncle would wheel out and flaunt when he needed some clout or sympathy or someone to blame.

      Being that Michael looked so much like his father, all his uncle had to do was dangle him in front of anyone who had known the man, and they would start to nod sadly and shake Michael's hand and soften up nicely so his uncle could slide the knife in with ease. Not that Michael cared much what his uncle got up to. He'd managed to mostly stay clear of the family business before his father had died, so he didn't know anyone or give a shit about what happened to them.

      Even a year after his father's accident, everything about the situation still hurt, especially hearing his father's name spilling from the lips of people who never really knew him. So, no one could blame Michael for trying to find a little fun under the circumstances. And that day, fun came in the form of a narrow waist, midnight black lips, and jeans so tight Michael could practically see the vein snaking its way down the length of the guy's dick.

      Of course, Michael had done what everyone else did the first time they saw the twink. He’d sneered at his long hair and tattoos and smirked at the obvious way the guy licked his lips when he draped himself over Don Bartolo’s kid like a bored cat, picking food from the man’s plate and sucking his fingers between his lips, making it appear as if he was fucking his mouth rather than simply licking them clean. The rent boy was a stark contrast to the other thirty or so men in the room, all smart suits and careful body language. Old. Boring. Badass but boring.

      Bartolo Jr would have fit that same mold if he wasn't younger. And gorgeous. And sexy enough Michael had wondered whether all the flirting and touching was genuine on the hooker's part. The interaction certainly didn't seem as if it was a hardship. Not when the Don's son was clearly reciprocating, touching the guy's leg and whispering in his ear.

      And the meeting would have been like any other if Michael hadn't made the mistake of snorting out a laugh when the twink batted his lashes in such an over-the-top way, Michael couldn't stop himself. He'd never known his uncle could spin in his chair so fast, leveling him a glare that could freeze a volcano and speaking a word in his ear that was so sharp, the threat wiped the amusement off his face before the echo faded.

      Getting distracted at a sit-down was a stupid move and Michael knew it. He had one job, keep his head low and  his mouth shut. And he couldn't even do that right it seemed.

      

      The stories didn’t reach Michael until later, long after the meeting had finished and he’d returned with his uncle’s entourage to the family house. Even then the information was offered as an afterthought, as they stripped off their overcoats in the cavernous foyer while his uncle barked instructions to his crew.

      "And you, you stupid fuck." His uncle hadn’t called him by his name in a long while. "Keep your fucking smart mouth to yourself next time. I don’t need you starting a goddamn war ’cause you think you’re a comedian."

      Michael had scoffed and rolled his eyes, muttering, "He’s just a fucking doxy. Jesus," under his breath. It was no big deal. His uncle was one of those men who always had some side-chick at hand, ready to lift her skirts so he could take the edge off, fucking her over his desk while the help waited quietly for him to be done. Or one memorable time while a horrified police commissioner was sitting across the desk from him.

      The backhand Michael took to the cheek made it pretty clear he was never to use that term again. Turning abruptly on his heel, his uncle left him with a pocket square to dab at the blood oozing from the gouge the family ring had left under Michael's eye, and a couple of the muscle—big, strong guys, animals, street-fighters turned enforcers who had dished out more violence than anyone Michael had come across—to explain to him in hushed, quivering voices about the Don-in-waiting and his Russian boy, the one with long hair and tattoos. Not only Bartolo Jr’s lover but his protector. The utter terror in their eyes told Michael more than the stories of body parts and pain and exquisite cruelty dealt out to anyone who even thought about crossing his man. It was more than punishment. It was horror.

      By the time they’d finished, leaving him hunched in a chair with the sound of the grandfather clock striking midnight echoing around the cavernous room, Michael was trembling. He thought about the sinful mouth, and the dark eyes, and the split second when that gaze had fallen on him—the heat in that look. Like a secret. Maybe even an invitation.

      Looking down at the blood-soaked handkerchief in his fist, he wondered what the guy looked like with blood on his face. Wondered how he would look under him. Wondered how he could make it happen.

      He stood up slowly and stopped wondering. Michal knew his uncle had always regarded him as a spoiled brat. And he wasn’t all wrong. Michael wasn't afraid to tell people what he wanted, even if he usually ended up getting the exact opposite. What he was planning might be the stupidest thing he'd ever done but, honestly, what did he have left to lose?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The envelope was plain but thick. No return address. Or even an address. Simply Ilya’s name on the front in blue ink. Carmine had a fancy letter opener on his desk in the other room but Ilya couldn’t be bothered with the affectation, or getting out of bed—or even sitting up—so he simply ripped the paper open with one long finger. His heart sped up as he slid the little package out.

      Inside was a thick card with a neat handwritten note in the same blue ink as on the envelope he’d let drop to his chest. And a blood-soaked handkerchief. The old-fashioned linen kind. The dried blood was more brown than red and made the fabric crunch in his fingers but still, he held it to his lips and inhaled as he read the note. The message was simple enough. Unsigned but he immediately knew who it was from. As love letters went, this was the kind that might even turn his head.

      "That from your not-so-secret admirer?" Carmine discarded the remains of his own mail to the bedside table and plucked the card from Ilya's fingers, turning it over briefly to admire the blood stains on the back.

      Ilya smiled. "I think I like this one. He spelled my name right, at least."

      "He’s got balls. I’ll give him that."

      "What else would you give him?" Sliding down under the sheets, his teasing hands found his lover half-hard again after their last round, and he wondered if the Irishman was as thick as Carmine. Not many men were. Even if he were close, it would be a challenge.

      Carmine looked down and raised an eyebrow. "You want this one?"

      Laughing, Ilya pushed him back against the mattress and pounced, straddling him in one practiced move. "And you don’t? I saw you looking at him yesterday. I could get him for us. If you wanted. He looks like a screamer. And he's clearly got good taste."

      Carmine hmmed, hauling Ilya closer by his thighs, nails digging into the inked skin there. "Dad was talking about doing some business with them. Negotiating. Maybe Flanagan wouldn’t mind giving him up. As a sign of good faith and all."

      "Ooo. Collateral. Yeah, I like it. We could keep him a while. I do like a captive audience." Ilya sighed out the words as he sank down, burying Carmine inside him, imagining how it would feel to have Michael force his way in there too. "You did say I could get a little something for myself."

      "Yeah." Carmine half-sighed, half-groaned, his fingertips practically finding bone as he pressed hard into Ilya's flesh, dragging his hips down and going deeper than anyone had a right to. The burn made Ilya's chest ache. "I did, didn't I?"

      "You're so good to me." Ilya would have said more but Carmine was already starting to pull out and he wanted to save his breath. He was a screamer too, after all.

      "That's me," Carmine said around a smile at the sounds starting to flow from Ilya’s throat as he tilted his hips back up. "So good. I'll get right on it."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael was still panting slightly when he got to the coffee stand at the side of the park. His timing being impeccable as always, it was just opening as he'd finished his run. The dual benefits of getting out early—avoiding the crowds and getting his caffeine without having to queue.

      Rattling off his usual order, the sweat running down his back chilled in the cool air of a summer morning, making him shiver slightly as he stood waiting. Or maybe his discomfort was down to the number of eyes on him. Normally the stares wouldn't bother him. He knew he looked good after a run—sweat plastering his hair to his forehead and deepening the color on the back of his pale t-shirt so it matched his chest and underarms. His shorts weren't so ridiculously short for his health. He needed the validation—but he didn't get the impression these eyes were appreciating the view.

      He'd clocked the muscle as soon as he saw them. It was hard to ignore the bull of a guy in a leather jacket that was far too warm for a June morning loitering across the path. The man was square, wide as he was tall, his neck thicker than his head. The jacket did little to disguise the bulge of his shoulder holster and even if it did, his pants clearly showed the outline of whatever was strapped to his ankle. What with that and the obnoxious gold chain around his neck, he was hardly subtle.

      But Michael had to kick himself after he picked up his takeout cup and glanced over at one of the park benches beneath the trees to see fucking Carmine Bartolo sipping from his sleek coffee mug looking as if he just stepped out of a GQ shoot. He should have fucking seen him a mile away and steered clear. The muscle might have been packing but the only thing more dangerous than Bartolo would have been if someone had released an angry tiger into the open. And not only because of his reputation. It was six thirty in the morning and the guy was in a three-piece suit for fuck's sake. He looked immaculate, one leg delicately crossed over the other, the sun glinting off the diamond tiepin holding his Windsor knot in place. He looked like a deity, the power dripping off him effortlessly. Michael wanted to worship him. Wanted to get down on his knees and suck his cock in front of God and all these people. It was infuriating.

      There was no way it was coincidence—Bartolo was clearly lying in wait for him, so he decided to be obliging and walked over, glad to be out of the sun, which was starting to bear down, making him sticky when he'd been slick. He expected someone to stop him, but the bodyguard near the stand didn't appear to care. He stopped short of taking a seat. "Your people in the habit of letting any old body get this close to you?"

      Bartolo wasn't smiling exactly but he looked amused. "You want me to frisk you?" The deep timbre of his smooth voice was arousing enough but the thought of Bartolo's hands sliding over his sweat-slick skin made Michael flush, which did make Bartolo smile. Michael's only reply was to maneuver to the far end of the bench, slump down onto the hard seat, and place his coffee cup between them. Bartolo watched him with a wry curl to his lips, taking a sip of his coffee, the way he parted his lips borderline erotic and, glancing slightly to one side, he said, "I think I'll be fine."

      Michael followed the line of his eyes. There was a wiry guy leaning on the railing opposite them with a jacket draped over his arm. Given the way one of his hands was beneath the coat, he was either jerking off or there was a gun pointed right at Michael. He hoped it was the latter.

      "This a social call?"

      "I think you know what this is about, Flanagan."

      He did know. Or at least he could guess. Although why he was still breathing was a bit of a mystery if that was the case. "He told you."

      Bartolo's lips quirked up at one corner. "We share everything. Keeping secrets gets too complicated."

      That made Michael laugh. "Yeah, coz people in our line of work take transparency so seriously." He sprawled back, hooking one arm over the back of the bench, opening his body up to Carmine when all he wanted was to curl into a ball on the ground. "You know you didn't have to come all the way down here to tell me to back off. You could have made it fun. Left a horse's head in my bed or something."

      "Who says I'm not having fun." Bartolo's voice was soft but the way his lewd gaze raked down the line of Michael's body left Michael feeling grazed, stinging and bloody. The phantom sensation made his cock twitch and the thin fabric of the shorts he was wearing did little to hide the fact. Michael's body responding to a simple look didn't seem to bother Bartolo any. In fact, the way he licked his lips as Michael pulled his t-shirt down to cover his crotch had Michael reassessing what the man was even doing there at all. "The bloody handkerchief was a nice touch. Anyone we know?"

      It was Michael's turn to smile then. He rolled his head to grin over at Bartolo and pointed at the ragged scab under his eye. Bartolo nodded appreciatively. "I hope you don't want it back. Ilya is—" He sighed and looked almost discomforted for the first time, tapping one finger on the rim of his cup a couple of times. "—sentimental."

      "Sentimental." Michael could only repeat the word, not even able to make it into a question. From what he’d heard, that was the last thing he could imagine the guy being called by anyone.

      Bartolo rolled his eyes. "He sleeps with it under his pillow." He sounded exasperated and it was hilarious.

      "And how does that make you feel?" It was the best 'therapist voice' he could muster in the moment.

      Bartolo looked surprised, then pleased, and said, "Yesterday, I shoved it down his throat and choked him with it while I was fucking him. He came so hard I've got a bruise around my dick."

      Michael's mouth dropped open before he could stop it, lost to the intensely clear picture which popped into his head. He couldn't think straight, numb as if his whole body had been shot up with lidocaine, and by the time his brain came back online, he actually had to wipe at his bottom lip with his thumb to make sure he hadn't been drooling. He cleared his throat, trying and failing to rid himself of the visual burned into his brain. Or at least until he could get somewhere private enough to think about it really, really, really hard. "So, you came to say…thank you?"

      "Not exactly."

      "Then what? Exactly."

      "I've come to tell you…" Bartolo tapped his mug again, seemingly considering his words. "You don't have all the facts."

      Michael grinned. He couldn't stop himself. "I think the fact is he likes me."

      "He does," Bartolo stated, easy, as if it didn't bother him at all. "But you can't have him."

      "The handkerchief says otherwise."

      "You're not listening to me."

      "He tasted my blood and it got him off." It was churlish to joke. Stupid even. Less of a step too far and more of a crashing suicidal leap into a pit he knew was full of knives. All of Michael's levity evaporated as Bartolo carefully unfolded his legs and turned to face him. He wasn't even trying to be threatening and Michael's guts were turning to water. Michael adored him.

      "You need to hear me, Flanagan. Are you listening?" Michael nodded, the movement as small as he could make it. "Ilya and I are—we share everything. Do you understand? Everything." Bartolo didn't blink, his eyes locked onto Michael's. The intensity of Carmine's gaze burned him in all the right places. "You can stop this now if you want. I just needed you to know what you're getting into before it—escalates. Before Ilya gets—attached. Do you understand?"

      Michael swallowed hard. His throat was dry with want and fear and he prayed to God no one he knew was seeing him undone like this. "I understand."

      "Good boy." Bartolo nodded and stood up as if nothing had happened, buttoning his jacket as if this was simply a business meeting and he wasn't asking Michael to consider fucking his boyfriend or something along those lines. "Think it over."

      Disconcertingly for Michael, three other people in various spots nearby who were clearly part of Bartolo's entourage also got ready to leave at the same time, standing, brushing themselves off or folding newspapers. The guy with the gun on him, however, didn't move a muscle.

      Huffing out a laugh, Michael tried to hide his failure to have even a basic sense of awareness and self-preservation. "You got enough people with you?"

      "Comes with the job," Bartolo sighed. "It's kinda stupid for you to be out here without yours."

      Michael shrugged. "I don't have any." The way Bartolo frowned was almost comical. "I'm not anybody." He was once. Sort of. But since his father had died, he'd been relegated to a position somewhere below dishwater, despite his name. He thought his situation was obvious, common knowledge, and was confused when Bartolo's frown deepened.

      Michael flinched when Bartolo reached down to him. He flinched again when Bartolo gripped his chin, winced when a thumb was swiped hard over his upper lip, pressing the tender flesh hard against his teeth, and almost came in his pants when Bartolo brought his thumb up to his own mouth, sucking Michael's sweat and dried saliva into his mouth with a pleased hum, before saying softly, "You could be someone to me, Michael." Then he left, leaving Michael to gaze after him like a star-struck tween.

      When the wiry guy finally pushed off the railing to follow, the pistol tucked into the waistband of his Levi's, he gave Michael a conciliatory pat on the shoulder as he passed him and muttered, "You should take care of that, kid," and Michael had no idea if he was talking about the tepid Americano on the bench next to him or the raging erection he was doing his best to cover with his t-shirt.

      By the time Bartolo and his crew were mostly out of sight and Michael had stopped shaking, once he’d analyzed and overanalyzed every word and gesture Carmine had made, he had come to a decision. This—meeting? Encounter? Negotiation, maybe?—could be, on reflection, interpreted both as a warning or an enticement. Carmine was giving him a choice. Back off or go all in. It was actually nice. Considerate even. Now all Michael had to do was respond. Which he would get to after he got home and had a long, hard think about how much Ilya had liked his last letter. That way he'd have something interesting to send along with it.
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      It was lunchtime when the car pulled up smoothly at the rear entrance of the club, giving Carmine just enough time to slip out of the car before Sal pulled away again. When Carmine was running late, he appreciated her efficiency more than usual. There were plenty of people who could drive him, but she was the one who always got him where he needed to be with the minimum of fuss.

      The unassuming back door of the club was propped open, as it usually was during the day. At night—when the much more stylish front entrance allowed in the semi-exclusive clientele who came to drink and dance and make the kind of deals that only happened when you had connections in this part of town—the rear exit was closed. There were always three men waiting inside during the evening hours instead of the one on security duty during the day. There weren't many people who would risk storming a made man's business in broad daylight but the night made people stupid, so it was better to be prepared.

      As always, Marcus was waiting for him inside. It was as if he had some weird sixth sense, the way Carmine's second-in-command always seemed to know when and where Carmine was going to materialize. If Carmine didn't get swept for tracking devices regularly, he would have thought Marcus had chipped him in his sleep or something. As it was, Marcus was simply incredibly efficient, the tablet in his hands making him look officious and less like Hannibal Lector loitering eerily behind the door.

      "How was it?"

      Carmine couldn't hide his frustration, impatiently stripping off his jacket and rolling up his sleeves as he stomped down the dimly lit hallway and past the storerooms and kitchen, ignoring the teasing shouts and sounds of industry from the cooks and whoever else was working behind the scene. "How do you think? The stubborn old bastard won't change his mind. I got him to back down on the Mexican thing for the time being. We don't need that kind of aggravation right now, but he still wants to push on with Ancello's plan next month." He took a deep breath, trying to get his head back in the game. "What have we got this afternoon?"

      The screen in Marcus's hands lit up when he tapped it, the stark light from the screen the only thing illuminating the hallway for a moment before Carmine pushed open the double doors leading into the public area of the club.

      The building had belonged to a restaurant chain before his father handed it over to him, a gift for his 21st birthday. Restoring the interior to its pre-Depression splendor had been a labor of love. Carmine had used his own money to strip it, convert it, and bribe the right people to get the licenses for the one business he could truly call his own. It wasn't the hottest club in town but that was by design. He didn't want that kind of attention. What it did have was a solid reputation, upmarket clientele, and an excellent write-up in several lifestyle magazines. And an FBI surveillance van parked out front day and night. But it was a price worth paying, one that came with the job as far as he was concerned. He could live with it. Hell, he even made sure someone took sandwiches and water out to the poor bastards once a day. They didn't get coffee though. He could be courteous, but they were Feds after all.

      With the chairs stacked up on tables and daylight streaming in through the gaps in the large, shuttered windows, which would give an impressive view of the water later that night, it was always strange to imagine the hundreds of people crammed into the space, moving and sweating and spending a lot of money. Still, the only people there at two in the afternoon were the bar manager hauling crates about behind the bar, and the cleaning crew vacuuming the seating in the lounge area. They were all trusted long-term employees who knew to make themselves scarce once Carmine arrived, dutifully packing up their shit the second he stepped foot on the polished wooden floor.

      "Danny and Nico called in to say they'd be running late, but we're on schedule for the sit-down at three. I put through those orders you asked about yesterday for the shop, and the mayor's office called. I told them you'd hit them back this afternoon." Marcus dropped his hands and looked Carmine in the eye when he turned around. "And Ilya is in your office."

      Carmine frowned. "I thought he had a thing at the casino?"

      "He did. He's back." Marcus took a breath. "He looked pissed. I think."

      "You think?"

      "He smiled at me. Like…there were teeth." To give Marcus his due, he didn't even appear shaken. A lesser man would be. Besides, he didn't need to say more. Carmine was on the clock, with plenty of priorities and things which couldn't wait. If it were any other employee, family or otherwise—especially someone who was technically freelance—showing up to interrupt the day Carmine had planned, Marcus would have thrown them out on their ear and told them to get in line with their grievances or take it up with someone less important. But a pissed off Ilya was nothing just anyone could deal with.

      "If the boys get here before I come back down, set them up with some food and..." Carmine waved his hand vaguely as he headed for the stairs and the private offices on the upper level. Not that he needed to give any instruction. Marcus probably knew better than him how to run his business. Marcus had been the one to take Carmine under his wing when Carmine had graduated from college and returned to the family with the expectation of being the one to take over the business from his father eventually. He wasn't much older than Carmine but he had plenty of experience, and if it wasn't for Marcus’s father having married someone who couldn't pass for Italian, he'd likely be Carmine's boss by now instead of his right-hand man. Carmine might run his little corner of the empire, but Marcus was the one who made it happen smoothly.

      Taking the wide stairs two at a time, Carmine tried to get his thoughts in order before he made it to the top. Meeting with his father and his father's advisors always put him in a foul fucking mood but lately things had gotten worse and worse. It was bad enough the old man was as stubborn and single-minded as Carmine was, but the fact he was living in the past was infuriating. It wasn't the nineties anymore. Things had changed and if they didn't change with them, the Bartolos would evaporate as so many of the smaller families had before them. And now his father was listening to the worst fucking people possible and managing to persuade enough of the others to follow his lead that Carmine was fighting a rapidly losing battle. It grated on Carmine that he had all the responsibility and none of the control. Thankfully, as soon as he opened the door to his office, the sight greeting him went some way to making him feel a hell of a lot better.

      Ilya was splayed out in Carmine's high-backed office chair, one leg hooked over the armrest, the other foot lazing on his desk, the seam of his dark jeans straining at the crotch. He had one hand tucked behind his head, the pale elbow—devoid of the tattoos packed over much of his body—pointing straight up and the mishmash of bracelets at his wrists tangling in his long, dirty blond hair. With his head lolling to one side as he watched something on his cell phone, the sound a tiny whine from the single stark white bud in one ear, he looked young. Like a college student. Innocuous almost. As if he was playing at being edgy, wearing eyeliner and keeping his hair long to piss off his middle-class parents. Not like a man who had potentially killed someone that morning.

      Ilya didn't look up from what he was watching. It was clearly more interesting than Carmine hanging up his jacket and loosening his tie. There was a time when that in itself would have driven Ilya into a slutty frenzy. Maybe they were losing their spark. Carmine smiled at the thought. Not a chance, although sometimes he could do with the rest.

      Sighing, he rubbed his aching temple. "How did it go at the casino?" He didn't really want to ask. Not that he was worried about what Ilya got up to, he just hated how, even though Ilya was his in every—and he meant every—way that mattered, Ilya was still at his father's beck and call.

      "Fine."

      "Just fine?"

      Ilya sighed, like he did when he was trying to sound bored but actually had something else entirely in mind. "The guy can still jerk off with his left hand."

      "You cut off his hand?" Carmine blinked. All he could think of was how much of a fucking mess that would make.

      Ilya finally looked up, shooting Carmine a disparaging look. "No." He sounded so offended it almost made Carmine huff out a laugh. "I just, y'know." He made a hammering action. "There was a—actually I don't know what it was. It was heavy anyway. I got video, you wanna look?"

      He waggled his phone and Carmine shrugged, moving behind the chair to peer down. As he leaned over to get a better view, Carmine realized the sound coming from the single earbud was the guy they'd caught skimming the day before, screaming. Stupid fuck.

      Pointing at the screen briefly, Carmine used the gesture as an excuse to get closer, letting his hands skate down Ilya's chest, fingering his nipples through the fabric of his shirt and palming the bulge where he was half hard. His man did love a screamer.

      "That's a card shuffler."

      Ilya frowned at the screen. "Really?"

      "Yeah. Expensive one too."

      "Shit. How expensive?"

      "I don't fucking know. Why?

      "It might be a bit…broken."

      Carmine wanted to cuss him out, but he figured his father might stop commandeering his bodyguard if Ilya broke enough of his toys. "Looks like you had fun. Marcus was worried. You okay?"

      Slowly enough to make Carmine a little nervous, Ilya drew in his legs and turned the chair around to face him. Leaning forward, face beautiful as always but unnervingly blank, he reached into his back pocket and drew out an envelope. "This came after you left this morning."

      Carmine frowned before taking it. He had no idea what it was until his eyes clocked the handwritten name on the front. He'd been looking at a similar envelope for weeks now, propped up in a place of pride next to Ilya's side of the bed. "What does it say?"

      "I don't know." Ilya's voice had a dangerous edge to it. "It's addressed to you. Why is that?"

      "What?" Carmine ripped open the side and peered into the gap for a second before he tugged out the contents. "I'm not allowed to get mail now?"

      "What did you do, Mino?"

      "Nothing bad."

      At least, it didn't appear to be. The contents of the envelope were much the same as the one Ilya had received—a handkerchief and a thick notecard. The card had only one sentence written on it, but it was enough to make Carmine smile. He handed it to Ilya before he unfolded the handkerchief.

      "I'm all yours?" Ilya half laughed out the words as he read them. "Jesus Christ, what did you do?"

      The dried yellowish stain on the white linen was unmistakable. Carmine knew exactly what it was but brought it up to his face and drew the scent deep into his lungs as if to confirm it before he could even think about what he was doing. He closed his eyes and thought about the downy hair on Flanagan's thighs and the way his sweat had tasted. He'd looked so good in the haze of morning light, Carmine had been tempted to take him then and there.

      His reverie snapped when Ilya roughly snatched the handkerchief, and his fantasies, away.

      "Did you make him come?" It was something of a relief that Ilya sounded intrigued, rather than pissed off, as he stared down at the stained fabric, but Carmine actually expected nothing less. They knew each other well enough for their level of trust to be as sociopathic as the rest of their personality.

      "Seems like. Although I'm almost certain he was thinking about you. He looked so happy when I told him you liked his gift."

      "You talked to him? When?"

      Carmine shrugged, trying to sound casual even though his dick had started rubbing up against the inside of his fly. When he started to unbuckle his belt, Ilya's eyes widened and he immediately started to unzip too, always ready to accommodate him, especially after he'd had his own busy morning. Stress relief wasn't technically in Ilya's job description, but he was a dedicated employee, nevertheless.

      When Carmine moved to push his jeans down, Ilya almost let go of the handkerchief before he paused, looked Carmine dead in the eye, then opened his mouth and placed the come stain against his tongue. Flashes of Ilya sucking off Flanagan on that park bench crowded Carmine's mind and he went from mostly hard to steel in seconds.

      He and Ilya had taken other people to their bed plenty of times before. Not that they couldn't amuse themselves alone, but it felt like a crime to wield all his power and money and not take advantage once in a while. Some came willingly, others needed a little persuasion. The occasional one came back for a second time but never a third. Their tastes generally didn't sit well with others. But it was enjoyable to have an extra body between them. His mother always said that it was good to have interests outside the family. But there was something about Flanagan that made Carmine want so bad he could hardly see straight. And given the way Ilya talked about him like a fucking teenage fangirl, he was pretty sure the feeling was mutual.

      Growling, Carmine yanked Ilya up to his knees hard by his waistband, then, turning him, shoved his jeans down only low enough to get access. This wasn't going to be drawn out, so there was no need for foreplay. Neither of them was going to last more than a couple of minutes anyway and even if they did, there was little need between them of pretending to be tender.

      Carmine fucked his lover hard, pressing into him almost dry other than the slight residue left in his passage from the night before and all the spit Carmine could manage. He didn't care about the bruises he would leave when his fingertips bit into the flesh covering Ilya's jaw as he yanked his head around so he could push the fabric farther into Ilya's mouth, biting at his lips in a mockery of a kiss. Ilya's eyes welled with tears as he choked and tried to cry out, his hands scrabbling to hold himself upright against the slippery leather of the chair. For once, Carmine came before Ilya did, only thinking to put his hand to Ilya's dick as he started to come down from his orgasm. Luckily, it only took a couple of strokes before he yelped and made a mess of the seat back.

      It took longer to collect themselves than they had spent fucking—Carmine resting his head between Ilya's shoulder blades, kissing the nape of his neck tenderly before Ilya pulled the sodden cloth from his mouth and spat into it a couple of times.

      "Here. I think I ruined your gift," he said, almost apologetic, holding the handkerchief over his shoulder as Carmine pulled out of him. Carmine didn't take it, too busy thumbing the come back into Ilya's gaping hole out of habit. Ilya never complained. They both had their quirks, so he was in no position to judge.

      "I don't think this was the gift," Carmine said quietly, finally taking the handkerchief from him and placing it carefully on the torn envelope laying on the desk. When Ilya looked questioningly over his shoulder as he squeezed his blushing, bruised ass checks back into his tight jeans, Carmine shrugged. "I told him how much you liked doing that with the other one in your mouth. You should have seen his face."

      "He liked that?" Ilya was wide-eyed, his voice awed. When Carmine nodded, unable to stop a grin from splitting his face, Ilya reared up, cobra-quick, and slapped him hard on the jaw. "You fucker! You should have told me! You didn't even get a picture of his face?"

      Carmine didn't take the smack personally, simply tongued his lip, grateful the delicate skin hadn't split. It was hard enough to get respect around his men without looking like he'd been bitch-slapped. He knew what some of them thought of him. Bad enough he got where he was because he was the boss's son, right, but being queer? Fucking the help? Fucking the help who looked far too young for him and wore goddamn makeup? The old guard didn't like Carmine's 'lifestyle choice' but they put up with him because his father put up with it. Carmine let them cuss him out to his face because he had to.

      There were people, however, from whom he didn't have to take any shit. Or at least there were once upon a time. Most of them were now cautionary tales, spoken about in hushed tones to anyone who raised an eyebrow when Ilya walked in the room barefoot and shirtless. It didn't take long to weed out the people who thought Carmine was anything other than ruthless and callous and a petty fucking bitch when he wanted to be. The people he worked with didn't have to like him but men in his position lived and died—literally—on respect, and he'd worked too hard to get what little respect he had to fuck it up now. "The place across the street might have security cameras."

      "I'm calling Janus right now." Ilya snatched up his phone and scrolled through his contacts. "Where? When? I can't believe you went to meet him without me."

      Carmine answered all of Ilya's questions as he moved to the washroom. He washed his hands, chuckling to himself at the way Ilya cursed at him, only breaking off to phone their tame hacker to plead for a favor before yelling at Carmine again.

      Running his wet hands down his face, Carmine did actually feel a little sorry he couldn't rewatch the moment at the coffee stand: the way Flanagan's lips had parted, the soft exhalation, and the way his skin flushed red at his throat, clearly indicating that far from being horrified by Carmine and Ilya's proclivities, he was into it, into them. That the idea of getting close enough to fuck and come, maybe even bleed, with them wasn't horrifying. That their little games were very far from a turnoff. Christ, maybe if Carmine had asked Flanagan then and there to spread his cheeks, he might have. Maybe not because he wanted Carmine particularly, but in exchange for a chance to touch Ilya. Carmine's cock gave a pathetic twitch at the thought, and he filed that particular fantasy away to explore later when he didn't have to deal with a bunch of criminals all afternoon.

      When Ilya finally finished yelling, he came to lean in the doorway as Carmine shoved the hand towel back on the rail and checked his eyebrows in the mirror. Ilya looked tense, enough that Carmine turned to face him, waiting, ready to take whatever he asked seriously. If there was one person in the world he was willing to take seriously, it was Ilya.

      "You think he'll come? Here, I mean." Ilya was oddly quiet, as if he didn't think he had the right to ask.

      Carmine nodded slow. "Yeah. I think we could speed up the process though. I've got another sit-down with dad tomorrow, so I can talk to him about it then. You should be there." Talk might have been a stretch. He'd learned a long time ago that if he came out and asked for a something the answer would always be no. Better to drop hints like a trail of breadcrumbs, guiding the old man to the destination Carmine wanted while making him think he'd come up with the idea himself. Or better yet, make out that someone Carmine hated had thought of it first. It had actually been shocking the first time he realized not all families worked this way. Less shocking than realizing his father was as ruthless as he was, sharp, cunning, and utterly blind where his son was concerned. Carmine had wondered if his own ability to manipulate people was a failing on his father's part or simply that he'd gotten caught so many times in his youth that he’d perfected the ability to lie.

      "You think—" Ilya pressed his lips together for a second before summoning the courage to speak, even if he kept his gaze on the floor. "You think this guy’s the one to help with your problem?"

      Carmine wanted to roll his eyes but instead reached out and hooked his finger under Ilya's chin, forcing him to look up, even when Ilya slapped his hand away. "You know you can talk to me about this stuff. Hell, you're the only one I trust to tell me if you think I'm doing something stupid. I'm relying on you for that."

      "I know. But I can't exactly say anything in front of the boss, can I?"

      It was true. Ilya was simply a blade to Carmine's father, a gun to be pointed and a trigger to be pulled. Efficient, frightening, the kind of psycho no one wanted in their crew. Except Carmine had wanted him, and, as far as the boss knew, Carmine was the only one who had any kind of influence over him. The perception, at least, turned Ilya from a liability into an asset. But he would never be truly accepted. Could never be part of the family. Wasn't even really considered an associate. As far as Carmine's father was concerned, Ilya had the same status as the fucking furniture and had told him as much repeatedly. Carmine wished Ilya wouldn't take his insults to heart.

      "Well, he's not here. And this definitely isn't his business, is it? It's mine. Mine and yours. This is our business." Carmine stepped away with a sigh, standing tall and taking one last look in the mirror. He'd do. "And yeah, I think we can pin it on him."

      "But not right away," Ilya said, with a frown. "Fun first."

      Carmine smiled, rolling down his sleeves. "Oh yeah. So much fun first."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            four

          

        

      

    

    
      There was something to be said for living in an old house. For one thing, the decor was actually kinda nice, and Michael didn't have to pay rent other than to run the kinds of errands for his uncle a trained monkey could manage. Someone with his experience could have been running their own crew, making their way up the food chain. A year ago, Michael hadn't been doing that, exactly, but he’d had his own tech business that he'd built up by himself, free from any family interference. While it hadn't been a huge earner, it had allowed him to stand on his own two feet. But then his father had died and his uncle decided he couldn't be trusted with outside interests or connections or the company he'd been slowly building up since before he'd even graduated high school. They were someone else's problem now.

      No, the best thing about living in the old house—mansion, really—was that it was, well, old. And creaky. Particularly the floorboards, which people couldn't avoid stepping on when they got to the top of the stairs. Michael dreaded the day his uncle decided they needed to be fixed. But then again, he was pretty sure the old man had never stepped foot in this part of the house. The day after the funeral, Michael had come home to find his large airy suite stripped of all his stuff, which had been dumped in a boxy room in the old servants' quarters. His uncle claimed it wasn't a punishment, only that Michael couldn't coast through life without contributing anymore. That he wasn't about to be given any of the benefits of the family's business without proving himself now his uncle was at the helm. To be fair, Michael had gone on to prove his worth ten times over. But not to his uncle. The guy could go fuck himself.

      The creak gave him barely enough time to click out of the browser window he had open, switching to one of the others he had waiting to provide a decent distraction. It made things more convincing if his door was suddenly flung open. Nobody fucking knocked around here, so if they got a glimpse of gay porn before Michael swiftly slammed down the lid of his laptop, it was their own damn fault.

      "Jesus Christ," he yelled as he swiveled around abruptly in his chair. "Can you fucking not—" There was no point in keeping up the pretense when he saw it was Joe who had barged in. "Oh hey," he said, voice calm and matter of fact as he turned back to the laptop. "I thought you were in Chicago?"

      Michael didn't think twice about closing out of the porn and getting back into the spreadsheet he'd been working on. His cousin was probably the only person in the entire family who he'd had in his corner, and in his confidence, the last year. A few others might have stood up for him if he'd not been so grief-stricken to allow his uncle to railroad him into stepping back. Joe would have gone to bat for him alone, regardless, if Michael hadn't stopped him. There was no point in them both suffering because their uncle was a money-grabbing, power-hungry, piece of shit. Plus, it helped to have someone who could feed him the odd bit of information so he wasn't completely cut off from what was going on and going down.

      "Got back last night. You need to get dressed. The old man wants you ready in five minutes."

      Michael spun around in his chair quicker than when Joe had burst into the room. "Why? For what?" He was trying not to sound panicked but did a pretty poor job of it. To be honest, the worried expression on Joe's face wasn't helping any.

      Joe shrugged, moving around the cramped room to Michael’s closet. "Don't know, but he seems far too pleased with himself for it to be anything good." He raked through the clothes and threw a decent suit and shirt combo onto the small single bed before he started tossing ties, either onto the suit or onto the floor, in disgust.

      "I can dress myself, for fuck's sake." He could but only mumbled the complaint as they both knew Joe was better at this sort of thing. Michael stood, starting to pull down the waistband of his sweatpants as he closed down his laptop with the other hand. "He didn't say anything?"

      Joe shook his head. "I heard Len saying something about a sit-down with the Italians though, so maybe he wants you along for that."

      Michael's heart was about to burst out of his chest and explode like a grenade. And frankly, if his uncle had gotten word he had been anywhere near Carmine Bartolo, it might be the kinder option. It didn't matter he could easily prove that other than a chance meeting at the coffee stand, Michael hadn't been near him and he hadn't instigated that encounter. Michael knew his uncle was just waiting for an excuse to push him off the docks with only a heavy chain for company.

      Clearly his spiraling panic showed in his expression as Joe paused and raised his eyebrows. "Please don't tell me you've done something stupid."

      Michael took a slow steadying breath and pulled off his t-shirt. "Okay. I won't tell you." Joe opened his mouth to speak as Michael reached for the suit pants, but Michael cut him off. "No, really. Plausible deniability, Joe. You're all I've got left here. If I go down, I won't let them drag you into it."

      Joe looked stricken for a second, then simply angry. "Christ, kid. You're gonna give me a heart attack at thirty-five if you keep going like this."

      Michael grinned. "I'll sing Danny Boy at your funeral. Or Barbie Girl if you want. That's more your style, right?"

      "Fuck you," Joe bit out, slapping him hard on the back of his head as he pushed past towards the door. “Oh, and for future reference, nobody watches porn with both hands on the desk, you idiot. You're not as sneaky as you think you are, y'know."

      Christ, I hope I am, Michael thought as the door swung closed. If he wasn't, he was kinda glad Joe had picked out his clothes. At least his bloated corpse would look good if anyone ever found it.
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      The meeting was at a gentleman's club, the kind with diamond-tufted, red leather chairs and dark walnut paneling and fucking butlers gliding around. It was ridiculous, and under any other circumstances, Michael would have enjoyed ripping the piss out of the whole indulgent show. But he wasn't feeling like doing anything much other than throwing up after the car ride, being that he'd been crammed in the back with two of his uncle's sweatiest and most flatulent soldiers. It was bad enough he had olfactory confirmation of what they'd been eating the last couple of days, but the only noise that had come from them the entire journey was out of their asses. They hadn't said a word to him. Worse, they had smiled. A lot. In Michael's mind, nothing good ever came from smiling.

      His uncle seemed to know exactly where he was going once they arrived, striding purposefully, his footfalls muffled by the thin strip of carpeting which led them deep into the building. The club didn't seem like his Uncle John’s style. Though he enjoyed the finer things, this was a bit rich, even for him.

      Michael's father had never liked this kind of thing. He’d appreciated money and nice things, but where business was concerned, he’d usually only ever worked out of the brewery, a pub man until the end. His uncle turned his nose up at what he saw as their shameful impoverished heritage. Not enough to say no to the money and prestige his father’s deals had given him though. The man was a snob but he wasn't stupid. Although, when his uncle led the entourage through to a more private, secluded part of the building, Michael really hoped he wasn't smart enough to figure out what Michael had been up to.

      They ended up at a dead end—a wide corridor with soft lit cream walls, red carpet, and one heavy door at the end, a couple of lounge chairs with curved backs and pale upholstery on either side of it. One of the big lugs his uncle had brought with them lowered himself into one seat as his uncle pointed at the other and said sharply, "Sit."

      Seeing as how his uncle didn't even talk to the fucking dogs that way, Michael figured the command was for him. Making his way over, he did exactly that, grimacing when the chair creaked under his weight. Even that facial expression gave too much away. Knowledge was power to his uncle, so he tried to school his features into something neutral. He couldn’t manage serene, but he’d rather not give away the fact he was about to piss himself.

      Uncle John's finger was in his face immediately. "Don't move, don't fucking speak. Stay." He turned to the guy sitting opposite him, saying more gently, "If he tries to leave, shoot him. Okay, Kev?" Kev nodded, and Michael gave the big man a sweet smile which hopefully said fuck you without him having to break the rules.

      When the door opened, Michael only had a couple of seconds to get a glimpse inside as everyone else filed in. The largish conference room had similar decor to the rest of the place, with huge nicotine-stained oil paintings in rococo frames looking down over a long table holding a cut-glass decanter and a bunch of glasses no one was using. He could vaguely see there were already people inside, men in expensive suits who turned to watch the newcomers join them with guarded smiles shielding outright loathing. Negotiations were a hard thing to take part in when you'd been occasionally stepping on each other's toes for over a century. And killing each other, of course. He saw a couple of faces that looked vaguely familiar. The only one he recognized for certain before he saw Joe's apologetic expression as he closed the door on him was the Don, Bartolo Sr, embracing his uncle and laughing as if they were old friends.

      Michael was fucked.

      Time dragged. It didn't help that there were no windows or anything of any interest to hold his attention. Muffled voices, laughing mostly, reached him from inside the room but he couldn't hear what anyone was saying, and he wasn't sure if he really wanted to given the circumstances. If he'd had his phone to distract him it would have helped, but as soon as he'd pulled his cell out of his pocket, Kev had reached over and snatched it out of his hand. Michael was about to try to get it back, maybe make a quip about how Kev was quick for a big man, but the hulk in question only had to raise an eyebrow at the way Michael was leaning forward in his chair and put a finger to his lips to remind Michael of his uncle's words.

      For what seemed like hours, all Michael could do was sit and squirm, his internal dialogue cycling between every horror he could imagine—which was a lot—and telling himself it was all going to be okay. He was so wired by the time the doors finally opened up again that he shot to his feet so quickly he almost strained something.

      What came out first was the sound of companionable laughter, general backslapping, and friendly banter, somewhat of a contrast to the atmosphere of caution when his uncle had gone in. Then all the guys he had arrived with filed back out. It was startling that, even though they were hardly best friends, not one of them could look him in the eye, passing by as if he was a ghost—as if he'd already ceased to exist.

      Only Joe made any kind of effort to speak to him, and even that was done surreptitiously. His eyes firmly on the hallway ahead of him, Joe squeezed Michael's wrist tightly as he passed and whispered, "I'm sorry, Mike," without so much as a stutter in his stride. Only his uncle deigned to stop and speak with him and, in so many ways, Michael really wished he hadn't bothered.

      "Make us proud, Mikey," was all he said, his face a mockery of regret—which paired well with the cheeky wink he gave when he thought no one was looking—before he slapped Michael on the shoulder and pushed him in the direction of the conference room.

      Michael stumbled slightly, watching helplessly as his uncle and his men left him standing there. Not one of the bastards looked back. Not even Joe, but in a way it gave Michael some reassurance that whatever shit he'd brought down on himself, it wasn't dirtying the one person in the family he had left who loved him.

      When the door shut, he took a breath, straightened his jacket, and turned to where one of the Italians was waiting, holding the door to the conference room patiently while he said his goodbyes. Or whatever the equivalent of goodbye is when your family throws you to the dogs.

      Stepping into the room wasn't as scary somehow as it had been sitting outside, maybe because he at least got to face the men who would be the end of him. He walked in a few feet and waited for the guy who'd held the door for him to close it and then lead him to a place at the table. The man pulled out a chair and patted the back, and Michael dutifully sat, unbuttoning his jacket and folding his hands in his lap as if this was any other business meeting. The gaggle of men who had been milling around congratulating each other on a successful deal waited until he was seated before some started to join him at the table while others said their goodbyes. Michael wasn't surprised when none of the people sticking around sat too close to him, assuming he was at the least prestigious end of the room. He was dumbfounded, then, when he found the reverse was true and Bartolo Sr took the seat at the head of the table next to him.

      Michael started to stand, mumbling out apologetically, "Don Bartolo—" but the old man only patted Michael's hand and indicated he should sit, and Michael wasn't about to argue with that.

      The only thing that shocked him more was when the chair opposite him was pulled out and he looked up to see Carmine Bartolo take a seat. Michael obviously wasn't in his right mind if it had taken him this long to register that Carmine was even in the room. Without having to adjust his gaze, he could see the serene expression on Carmine's eerily calm face. It was unnerving because as far as Michael was concerned, Carmine's presence and the fact he wasn't freaking out could only mean one of two things. Either Carmine had dropped Michael in it to save his own skin or everything was going to be okay.

      It only took a few minutes for Don Bartolo and Carmine to explain what had been decided, but they had to repeat themselves a couple more times before Michael really grasped the situation. And even then he wasn't sure if things were worse or better than he'd imagined.

      This was an exchange—that was the way they worded things—but Michael could see his predicament for what it really was. A hostage situation, with him in the leading role. His uncle and Bartolo wanted to do business but they, understandably, had trust issues. They were both conniving, treacherous bastards after all. And what better way for his uncle to prove he could be trusted with the Italians' money than to hand over his most beloved nephew to their care until the deal was done.

      Michael wasn't surprised the Italians had looked so pleased with themselves, although from his point of view this was a painfully complicated way for his uncle to get rid of him. There was no doubt in Michael's mind that the man's plan was to double-cross them, keep the money, and leave Michael to his fate. And with gun running being his uncle's main source of income, if it started a war, an excuse for more violence probably would earn him a pretty penny to offset any personnel losses.

      Michael sat there in shock, unable to entirely get his head around what the fuck was going on and what being a guest of the Bartolos would mean in practical terms. He wasn't going home, that was clear. He didn't really tune back into the conversation until the old men started discussing what exactly they were going to do with him.

      The room got very quiet for a minute once the subject was raised. It was evident that, while everyone was onboard with the plan in principle, playing host to the stranger in their midst wasn't something any of them wanted to do. They didn't know him or trust him or know how much of a threat he could be to their lives or any business concerns he might be exposed to if they kept him close. The likelihood was he'd be left in a safe house with a couple of guards until it was time for him to go, feet first or otherwise. But no one wanted to take on the responsibility. If anything happened to him while he was under their care, the Irish would want someone's head on the chopping block, and they all seemed rather attached to theirs.

      The atmosphere became so uncomfortable Michael was on the verge of cracking a joke when Carmine spoke up. "I'll take him," he said quietly. A few of the more senior capos made unhappy noises. He was the Don's son after all, and Michael was an unknown quantity. Although, when Carmine added, "I'm sure Ilya would enjoy the company," despite the awkward chuckling from some and the disgusted huffs from others, everyone was suddenly on board with the idea.

      It was a master stroke really. With that one short sentence, Carmine was able to remind everyone how well he would be protected if Michael turned out to be a time bomb, and if it should become necessary, he had someone on hand who could dispatch Michael without any fuss, mess, or potential finger pointing. Ilya obviously wasn't really one of them after all, not family, barely an associate. It would be easy to shift the blame.

      There was more discussion but Michael wasn't really paying attention. All his focus was on trying to get Carmine to look at him, staring over at him with wide questioning eyes he hoped weren't too obvious. Except there was no point. Carmine didn't even so much as glance across the table, focused entirely on listening to his father speak, nodding as he accepted advice and words of caution, his expression serious and not at all concerned about the truly bizarre situation they were both in.

      Eventually, the conversation turned to other matters. As soon as that happened, Carmine leaned his head back and looked over his shoulder to the few soldiers standing at the edges of the room. Within a moment, someone was by Carmine’s shoulder, leaning down to offer his ear, receiving Carmine's quiet instructions with a single nod. Michael only recognized him as the wiry guy who had held a gun on him at the coffee stand when he hooked his hand under Michael's bicep and pulled him from his chair.

      Resisting didn't seem like the best of ideas, but Michael only really relaxed into being manhandled out of the room when Carmine gave him an almost imperceptible nod. Once they were out in the hallway, Michael struggled to take in a deep draft of air, his lungs having to readjust after he'd been practically holding his breath since Joe had burst into his room.

      "What—?" he started, but was almost instantaneously cut off by his handler whispering, harsh and low, seemingly trying not to telegraph that he was speaking at all.

      "Don't. Wait till we get outside."

      Michael's jaw locked tight and somehow he kept his feet moving. He should've realized there were cameras on them, although he wasn't sure why his guard would care about being seen talking to him. Even when the grip on his arm relaxed from bitingly tight to simply suggestive, he resisted making a run for it and let the guy guide him through the building, taking a different route than the one by which he’d entered.

      They came to a stop when they exited onto a quiet side street, waiting while his escort took his cell phone from his pocket. Michael thought he was going to call a car but even before the man at his side had looked at the screen, a limo was pulling up. Nothing so flashy as the monstrosities his uncle rode around in, but neat and sleek. The back was roomy when he was bundled into it alone, the bench seats comfortable enough that he didn't hurt himself, although the force of the shove which got him in had him almost sliding off the leather onto the floor. The door was slammed shut and the world went quiet, muffled and a little eerie given the tinted windows, the black divider preventing him from seeing the driver or out the windshield.

      Michael's head was a white noise of questions, none of which he could grasp long enough to even begin to extrapolate an answer. But before his heart rate had a chance to return to normal, there was activity outside, the shape of the guy guarding the door moving away just before the door opened.

      Carmine slid elegantly onto the seat next to him looking completely unfazed by the day's events. The jacket he'd been wearing at the meeting was in his hand, then casually thrown on the seat opposite them. His sleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms, the chunky watch at his wrist taking on the sheen from his tanned skin. Turning slightly, he looked at Michael with a blank expression on his face, considering him and appearing devoid of any emotion. Which made it all the more shocking when he launched himself forward.

      Michael instinctively moved back, an embarrassing sound of distress coming from his throat as he raised his hands defensively. He knew how to fight, knew how to defend himself, but something instinctual told him if he laid a hand on Carmine right now, it would be the last thing he ever did.

      Carmine's hands came first, grasping him around the jawline, his fingers biting into the back of his neck. What came immediately after wasn't so much a kiss as Carmine violating Michael with his teeth and tongue. It hurt, the way he bit at his lips and fucked his mouth. The back of Michael's head hit the door frame with a crack and the pain made him dizzy for a second. And worst of all, when Carmine's body weight pinned him down, there was no doubt Carmine would be able to tell how embarrassingly hard Michael's dick was getting at being treated that way.

      It ended abruptly. One second, Michael was almost suffocating, then he was alone, feeling oddly cold and vulnerable, sprawled out on the leather, while Carmine sat beside him looking as if nothing had happened. He appeared entirely unruffled other than the flushed sheen to his lips. He didn't even look at Michael, leaning forward to tap on the divider before shooting him a quick glance. His lips curled slightly at the edges.

      "Fix your tie. You're a mess."

      Michael huffed out an amused, yet confused, sound, his body apparently unwilling to move as his mind tried to comprehend what alternate dimension he'd landed in. Carmine looked down at him and frowned at Michael's confusion, sweeping his hair back with one hand like he was a model or something, even though he sounded more like a kindergarten teacher when he explained slowly, "I got your note, Michael. What the hell did you think was going to happen?"
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      The drive to wherever they were going didn't take too long. Thank God, given that Carmine was disinclined to talk and Michael didn't know where to fucking begin. He was pretty sure there would be an explanation when they got to their destination and, frankly, he was willing to wait. In his experience, any time someone had told him they needed to talk, or he'd heard the dreaded 'so this is what's gonna happen' things generally went pretty badly for him.

      They pulled up into a parking lot, shielded from the street by a nondescript concrete building, tall enough to block the view from the street but not tower over them. Even with a canopy of blue above him, Michael felt even more hemmed in, trapped, than he had when Carmine pressed him against the seat of the limo.

      Carmine got out without so much as acknowledging Michael was in the car with him. His disinterest left Michael unsure of what to do, gaping out into the daylight until the wiry guy who'd been his escort to the car bent down to block his view and, smiling, crooked a finger to lure him out.

      As soon as Michael's feet touched the dusty concrete floor, he was spun around by hands unknown and slammed against the side of the car before they frisked him. Thoroughly enough that he let out an indignant, "Hey!" when the hands in question cupped his balls. "At least buy me dinner first."

      "Ah, quit your bitching. I don't like this any better than you do."

      Michael gave the middle-aged guy who'd been feeling him up his best, brightest grin when he was spun around again, his back pinned to the car with one hand on his chest while the wiry guy ran a metal detector over him. "Oh, I don't know. What time do you get off?"

      It was strangely reassuring when the guy chuckled and shook his head, sounding amused as he took Michael by the shoulder, his jacket bunching in the guy's large hand and pulling painfully across his back, and started dragging him toward what looked like steps to the back of an abandoned building. "Same as you, kid. When the boss says I get off."

      After they'd marched along a series of nondescript passageways which could have been the back rooms of any number of businesses in town, Michael was surprised to find he recognized the lavish room they ended up in. He'd not been to Club 286 himself but he'd seen pictures, knew of its reputation, and envied its popularity and the money Carmine must be raking in every night. Everyone knew the club—and all the other businesses under Carmine's name—was a mob front, but that only seemed to add to the appeal of the market share he was capturing. A little drink, a little dancing, and a little danger were too good to pass up for people who wanted to rub shoulders with the seedier side of life without getting dirty themselves. Especially if you could attract the kind of A-listers Carmine drew to him. It didn't hurt that he actively avoided the spotlight. Mysterious and powerful would have been enough of a draw if he wasn't hellishly attractive and knew how to throw a party.

      Michael was a little surprised to find the man in question getting chewed out by a black guy around their age who he recognized as Marcus Venali. Carmine's right-hand man was getting in Carmine's face, jabbing at him with an angry finger even though his voice was soft. Carmine didn't appear to mind, only nodding as he listened, one arm folded across his chest while the other hand curled against his chin. He glanced over when Michael stumbled in. Marcus's mouth snapped shut immediately. Neither of them looked all that pleased to see him.

      Wiry guy and the guy with the wandering hands each took an arm and dragged Michael over to a wooden chair next to a table, dumping him in it so hard he was worried he'd bruised his tailbone. Carmine tutted as he came closer. "You don't have to slam him around like that. Mr. Flanagan is our guest."

      Michael snorted. "Guest. Right."

      Carmine pulled on a comically shocked expression. "You mean you didn't volunteer for this?" He clutched his imaginary pearls before taking a seat opposite Michael. "I'm shocked."

      Michael couldn't help himself. He'd been bottling up his outrage and confusion for fucking hours now and couldn't keep an ounce of self-control any longer. Leaning forward, arms braced on his knees, he hissed out, "You crazy muthafucking bastard, how in the hell did you manage to get me here? Why did you, is the better question."

      Carmine raised his eyebrows. "You thought I was playing with you before? Thought I was kidding around?"

      Michael's brain took a beat to find the answer. "Well, no—"

      "Were you? When you sent me your—handkerchief?" Carmine asked more seriously, a crease forming between his eyes.

      "No." Michael's answer came immediately and without any hint of doubt despite his slight embarrassment of Carmine bringing up him jerking off and mailing the result to Carmine in a room full of strangers.

      "Well, then." Carmine shrugged, relaxing back. "That's why. The how is a bit more complicated but basically a suggestion here, a hint there..." Carmine wafted his hand in a vague motion. "Y'know how it is."

      Michael slumped back, not sure whether he should be laughing or crying. "Fuck me, I wish I did."

      A bottle of water appeared at his elbow. "The boss has the magic touch," the wiry guy said quietly, sounding more avuncular than simpering.

      "Thanks, Petey." Carmine smiled at him, and Michael wasn't sure if it was for the praise or for the two fingers of whisky he'd been brought instead of water.

      Michael eyed the alcohol enviously before he cracked the seal on the bottle and took a long draft. The water was ice cold and did something to calm him. "So, now what?"

      The way Carmine broke eye contact to brush some imaginary lint from his pants as he crossed his legs didn't help Michael's confidence any. There was something smooth, almost calculating, about the way Carmine moved, like a spider wrapping him in silk. "Well, I'm pretty sure your uncle thinks he knows what'll happen to you here, and I'm certain my father had a good time speculating about it with his friends too. But I think first—" Carmine tilted his head and set Michael with a considering look before asking lightly, "You hungry? I could eat. You like burgers?" He tipped his head back before getting an answer. "Pops, can you ask the kitchen for some burgers?"

      The guy who had groped Michael's junk stood up from where he'd been leaning against a table, waiting. "Sure. You a vegetarian, kid?" Michael blinked, automatically shaking his head, too stunned by the casual question to do much more. Pops nodded, then looked to each person in the room, asking, "Burger? Burger?" getting a positive reply from each person, either a grunt or with something specific attached, like, "No onions for me, Pops. Marie's been complaining I'm gassy." The whole scenario was weird.

      "This is so fucking weird," Michael mumbled, scrubbing his hand down his face. He was exhausted.

      Carmine looked around, confused. "What's weird? I spent half the fucking day dealing with those dinosaurs, which takes all my energy. It's lunchtime. I'm starving. You look as if you're about to keel over and I'm telling you now, you'll need your strength later."

      Michael almost managed to keep the question to himself. Almost. "Why? What's happening later?"

      Carmine's lips curled up the way Michael imagined a tiger might smile. "Ilya will be back." He leaned forward on his elbows, apparently so he could get a better look at Michael's expression when he said, "He's going to be so happy to see you, Michael. So fucking happy." Michael had never heard anything so terrifyingly threatening in his life. Carmine looked delighted.

      The moment they were having was lost when a door opened and the big guy Michael had seen before at the coffee stand moved quickly toward them. Carmine sat upright, not taking his eyes off Michael while the man whispered in his ear. It took a couple of seconds before Carmine said, "Yeah, okay. Let him in."

      A minute later the door was opening again and Michael was surprised to see Joe, of all people, walk through it, a heavy duffel bag over one shoulder and pulling a suitcase beside him. He looked a little nervous as Petey and Pops took the bags but when his gaze landed on Michael, his shoulders slumped in relief.

      Michael didn't even think, getting to his feet and quickly making the few steps it took to reach his cousin and draw him into a tight hug.

      The way Joe wrapped his arm tight around Michael's head and tucked his face tight into Michael's neck might have looked affectionate from the outside, but the closeness gave Joe the opportunity to whisper, "There's cash, two credit cards, and your passport in the suitcase," before Carmine was calling Michael's name sternly from right behind him.

      Michael stepped back, even though Joe was reluctant to let him go. Michael forced a smile and turned slightly to his captor. "Don't go getting jealous. He's my cousin."

      "He knows who I am, dumbass," Joe said, sounding nervous. His voice steadied as he acknowledged the most important man in the room first. "Carmine." Then got weird again when he nodded over to the lieutenant who was standing by. "Marcus." All three of them were around the same age so it figured they must know each other, despite running in somewhat different circles. Joe had certainly kept that close to his vest, but then he probably knew how Michael's father had felt about Michael getting too involved with the criminal side of the family business. And, generally, any involvement with other parties ended up in someone getting a beating eventually.

      Joe glanced at where Pops and Petey were rifling through the bags he'd brought. "I tried to grab as much stuff as I could. Clothes mostly, your laptop. Kev tossed your cell. Sorry."

      Michael nodded appreciatively. "You really think I'm gonna be here that long?" He half-laughed as he said it, thinking he could lighten the mood. The way Joe's eyes flitted to Carmine then back to him dissuaded Michael of the idea pretty quickly.

      Stepping closer, Joe lowered his voice, not so much that Carmine wouldn't be able to hear but enough to make what he was saying stay between the three of them. "The old man's talking like you died, Mike. He's not expecting you back at all."

      While it was good to know his instincts weren't completely off, the news somehow struck Michael hard. As a child, he'd loved his uncle, worshipped him almost as much as he had done his own father. It shouldn't have been a surprise to hear, but a small part of him that remembered how the old man used to throw him in the air and swing him around until they were both breathless from laughter ached at the news.

      Angry tears pricked at his eyes. He bent his head and balled his fists, fighting back against his grief. "Wow, that didn't take long."

      It was strangely comforting when Carmine's hand landed on the back of his neck, squeezing almost too tight. He was grateful too that when Carmine spoke it was clearly directed at Joe not him, uncertain of whether he could say anything without losing it, one way or the other.

      "He seemed to capitulate uncomfortably quick to the idea of us taking your boy. I did wonder."

      Joe hmmed. "Your father seemed to come to the conclusion that he would only take Mike rather than anyone else pretty quickly too. Which made me wonder."

      Carmine was still for a second, obviously gauging whose side Joe was on. Clearly, he came to the right conclusion when he huffed out a laugh. "Well, let's just say that quick decision took weeks of convincing and leave it at that, shall we?"

      "Jesus Christ, kid." Michael looked up to find Joe shaking his head, exasperation on his face and his hands on his hips. "Was this the stupid thing you didn't want to tell me about?"

      Michael huffed indignantly. "I haven't done anything yet."

      He flinched when Carmine yanked him closer and he felt Carmine's breath in his ear. "I've got something upstairs in my desk drawer that says different." Michael shivered as his skin started burning, Joe's bark of laughter only making him blush harder and faster.

      Carmine shook him, then let go, leaving Michael to die of embarrassment. "We were about to eat. You wanna stick around? The burgers here are pretty good." It was an empty offer born of politeness but Michael appreciated Carmine making the effort.

      Joe obviously did too. But he shook his head when he held out his hand to Carmine. "I've seen your prices. A bit rich for me," he joked, then said more seriously, "I can't be gone too long or they'll notice. Another time maybe."

      Carmine gave a polite nod and shook Joe's hand, firm but friendly. "I understand."

      Joe smiled as if he thought Carmine really meant it, then frowned when he looked back at Michael, seeming unsure for a second before he said, "I'm gonna have to tell Pat about this."

      Michael groaned and rolled his eyes. "Do you have to?"

      "I think you know I do. He won't be any angrier than he usually is."

      Michael could imagine Pat's reaction already and had to disagree. "Oh, I think he will be."

      Somewhere a clock struck and Joe sighed like he was Cinderella. "I gotta go," he said, drawing Michael into a quick hug again, looking over Michael’s shoulder to Carmine to add, "Look after the kid, will ya? He's not as tough as he thinks he is."

      It didn't reassure anyone when Carmine shrugged as if Michael's well-being wasn't his problem and replied, "He'll learn."

      But then Marcus was at Joe's elbow, murmuring, "I'll see you out," and Michael couldn't do a damn thing other than watch Joe walk away.

      Carmine didn't watch. Instead, he walked over to where his guys had finished sorting through Michael's things. The clothes were gathered into a jumbled laundry pile, but they'd picked out a few items for Carmine to take a look at. The cash, cards, and passport Joe had mentioned weren't among them so Michael figured they were safe in the hidden compartment he had custom built, so as long as they didn't toss the case, he should be able to get a hold of them if he needed to.

      Carmine immediately put the laptop to one side, as well as Michael's tablet, before picking through the rest of the books and trinkets. Only one seemed to interest him, a dark brown frame with a crumpled picture in it, which he held up over his shoulder.

      "My mom," Michael replied, the question implicit. The reply was a simple nod. They knew enough about each other at least that Carmine didn't need him to elaborate.

      Carmine threw all the stuff, apart from the electronics, on the pile of clothes before saying to Pops, "This can come back to the apartment with us." He pointed at the laptop and tablet as he spoke to Petey. "Those can go in my office." Both men snapped to it, clearing Michael's things away without a word.

      "You can earn them back, don't worry," Carmine said, as Michael sorrowfully watched Petey climb the stairs to the upper level.

      "Yeah. How am I going to do that?" Michael mumbled before his brain caught up with what Carmine had said before. "Wait. You said the apartment, like…"

      Carmine looked expectant as he retook his seat, gesturing for Michael to do the same. "You'll be staying with me," he said when Michael didn't respond. "No point in getting you here then leaving you to waste away in some safe house, regardless of what my father thinks. You're too pretty for that. Plus, you gotta earn your keep like the rest of us."

      "Oh, yeah." Michael licked his lips, his mouth suddenly dried up with fear. "You gonna keep me barefoot, pregnant, and in the kitchen?"

      The door opened and a guy in an apron and hairnet came in, carrying far too many plates in his arms. Carmine only turned his chair to face the table a little squarer. "Maybe. Can you cook?" When Michael shrugged, Carmine gave a small smile, clearly not surprised or disappointed. "Guess I'm going to have to try really hard to knock you up then."

      The burger the cook put in front of him looked terrific but Michael didn't taste a thing as he forced the food down. The other guys appeared happy to eat, their appetites clearly not affected by the stranger in their midst. Their conversation was tempered somewhat, happily chatting then trailing off after giving Michael a quick glance, as if they were unsure what they could and couldn't say while he was sitting there.

      In fact, the atmosphere was surprisingly relaxed until Marcus's phone trilled and everyone froze for a second before the conversation started back up again. The interruption seemed pretty normal until he realized everyone but Carmine and Marcus was carrying on eating and chatting while at the same time getting to their feet, gathering their half-finished plates, and then walking out of the room.

      Marcus didn't leave but came over, pausing at Carmine's side for a second to hold out his tablet for Carmine. Running his eyes over what looked like a diary page from a distance, Carmine wiped his mouth with a napkin in one downward stroke then pointed at something and said, "Bump him 'til tomorrow and move this 'til Wednesday." Then the door was opening and Michael's heart was suddenly trying to beat out of his chest.

      Ilya walked in with his head down, eyes glued to the screen in his hand, messy hair tied up in a loose ponytail, his black jeans so ripped they looked as if he'd been through a shredder and the black cutoff t-shirt showing off his tattooed arms and lithe body as the fabric moved loosely around his thin waist. He looked so different from the creature Michael had seen before, somehow calmer and more confident, controlled and powerful. Michael was a little lightheaded but he wasn't sure if it was from fear or his dick getting hard. Maybe both. Fear boner. That was a thing, wasn't it? Yeah, he definitely had one of those, and lack of blood in his brain was making his vision blur.

      "Mino, did you eat?" Ilya asked casually, without looking up. "The boys said you ordered already but I'm—" As he raised his head, he must have seen Carmine's smug smile first but then his gaze landed on Michael almost immediately. He stopped dead in the middle of the room and dropped his voice to a whisper as he finished what he was saying. "—starving."

      Slowly, Carmine got to his feet and walked over, moving behind him to wrap his arms around Ilya's waist and hook his chin on his shoulder. "I ordered out. Do you like it? I know you don't like surprises, but I thought you might approve of this one."

      Ilya's expression was oddly vulnerable but so intense that Michael was frozen, not daring to even blink in case the movement ignited Ilya's prey drive. There was nowhere to run to after all.

      "Well." Ilya straightened slightly, tipping his chin up and pushing back against Carmine. "I might forgive you this once, although…I'm not sure I can finish the whole thing."

      "We can split him," Carmine said, without a hint of irony, as if Michael was dessert. "It's more romantic that way."

      Michael couldn't help the small sound which came from his throat at the barrage of imagery that flung into his mind. He really hoped it didn't sound as much like a whimper to their ears as it did to his.

      Ilya's face lit up. "Oh. He likes it."

      "He does." Carmine’s hands smoothed down the insides of Ilya's thighs, then dragged back up, his fingertips skimming the V of his crotch. "And he doesn't even know what it is yet."

      As if in a daze, Ilya broke free of Carmine's hold, gliding toward Michael, his gaze unwavering even when he crouched down in front of him, bouncing slightly, and placed his elbows on Michael's splayed knees. Ilya smiled. "Hi."

      "Hi." Michael didn't smile, still too scared to move but getting enough courage to form one small word at least.

      Ilya looked elated. "I'm Ilya," he said, as if they were having a normal conversation.

      "Michael."

      Turning his head slightly, Ilya tapped one cheek with his finger. Michael wasn't sure what he was doing, but then when Ilya repeated the action, Michael was astonished that Ilya expected him to put a kiss on his cheek as if he was an elderly aunt or something.

      Immediately, Michael leaned down, too afraid to do anything else, pausing once he was halfway there to glance up, gauging Carmine's reaction. When Bartolo only raised one eyebrow as if he was admonishing Michael for even thinking about not going through with it, Michael closed the distance and placed his lips on Ilya's skin.

      It wasn't as if he hadn't kissed a guy before—wasn't as if he hadn't done things which were far more intimate—but something about the connection was electric. The frisson was reminiscent of other instances when Michael had done something in the full knowledge it was a terrible idea—like almost getting caught on purpose. Like not knowing if he was going to get away with something. Like being in real danger. Although this was probably the most dangerous thing he'd ever done—kissing the psychotic lover of a mafia boss right in front of him probably ranked up there with throwing yourself in the path of a train for giggles or slathering yourself in fish guts and jumping into a shark pool.

      But Ilya's soft, smooth cheek was delicate under his lips, warm to the touch, and he smelled so fucking good. Michael thought he could spend an hour with his face in Ilya's hair and die happy. Michael didn't linger but made sure the kiss wasn't simply a peck. Much like the note he had sent Ilya all those weeks before, he wanted to infuse all his misguided ardor into that one small moment so Ilya would know Michael wanted him more than he wanted to keep breathing.

      When he sat back, Ilya looked up at him, smiling softly with a slightly surprised expression. "Do we get to keep him?"

      Carmine nodded, even though Ilya wasn't looking. "Yeah. For a while at least. They might want him back though so we have to be careful with him." Ilya pouted and turned to glare at Carmine, who only laughed. "Oh, not that careful, love."

      "You promised me fun."

      "And fun we will have—"

      Marcus interrupted, clearing his throat. Carmine cursed under his breath and checked his watch. "Ah, but my fun is going to have to wait. You'll have to start without me." He looked up at Petey, who was making his way back down the stairs. "Can you drive Ilya and Michael to the apartment, then get back here asap?"

      Petey nodded, then was waylaid briefly by Marcus, who appeared to be giving him some kind of instruction. Michael wasn't paying much attention to them though, not when Ilya was getting to his feet, towering over him where he still sat. When Carmine came to stand next to him, pulling on his suit jacket and adjusting his cuffs, Michael could hardly breathe. Together they looked fucking beautiful—Carmine all slick and polished in his light suit and diamond tiepin and Ilya like a wild animal in matte black beside him. Michael almost whimpered again.

      "I shouldn't be too long, a few hours maybe," Carmine was telling Ilya, as Michael struggled to stand, his legs like jelly. It looked as if Ilya was going to protest, but Carmine put a gentle hand on his forearm. "It's just a couple of the guys coming in to report, so unless there's a major problem I won't be long." He glanced quickly at Michael before smiling back at Ilya. "Go easy on him, okay? He's had one hell of a day already."

      Turning quickly, Carmine took hold of Michael by the neck, his fingers pressing tightly as he dragged him close. "You. Be good."

      Michael started to panic a bit and blurted, "What does that mean?" But Carmine only smiled and let him go, walking away as if Michael simply wasn't important anymore. Ilya did the same, heading for the door, and Michael could only stand there, totally confused, until Petey came over, gripped him by the shoulder, again, and led him back out to the parking lot and whatever his fate was going to be after that.
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      Michael's father had been a hoodlum on the streets of South Boston from the age of ten, when he started selling loose cigarettes to bums until he made it lucky in construction and gambling. Everyone agreed he'd done pretty damn well for himself, and Michael had grown up in something which could only be described as the lap of luxury. Money was no object. Whatever they wanted, they got, and if they couldn't buy it then they'd buy someone who could get it for them. The family had limousines, boats, multiple properties all over the country at their disposal, and the main house in the city was a fucking mansion.

      Walking into Carmine's apartment made Michael feel like a pauper for the first time in his life, and something shriveled inside him when Ilya casually said, "This place is okay. Carmine's house in the Hamptons is really nice," without looking up from the handful of mail he'd been handed by the guy at the desk as they walked in.

      The lobby had reminded him of a hotel he'd stayed at in Monte Carlo, except fancier and with more security. Michael figured that while most mobsters he knew dressed nicely, he could understand why Carmine's crew were all so well turned out. They'd have to look pretty good to even get a foot past the doorman downstairs. The exception being Ilya, who resembled someone who'd stepped out of a Hot Topic backroom, but Michael couldn't imagine anyone attempting to stop him doing anything or going anywhere he wanted.

      Once out of the private elevator, following Ilya from the apartment's spacious foyer—with its white and burnt umber decor, large round table, and huge contemporary chandelier hanging low above it—Michael was led into a massive living area split down the center by a divider. It seemed kinda pointless, being that the wall consisted primary of a hole large enough that it was hard to understand why it was there at all, until Michael spotted the fireplace that served both sides of the room. On the far side there was a long table with chairs enough to seat about twenty people and, where he was standing, a square of comfortable couches open at one end, which could seat the equivalent number with the added bonus of a spectacular view over Central Park from the floor-to-ceiling windows. The walls were white, the floor dark wood, the pillars bare polished concrete. The furniture looked as if it was all custom-made and there were more colorful pillows than Michael had ever seen in his life. The place stank of money. It was fucking beautiful.

      Michael lingered by the door watching Ilya fling the mail onto the coffee table in the center of the seating area and flop onto one of the couches while Petey supervised the bellhop, who was instructed to put Michael's bags in the guest room. Michael was half afraid he'd get lost before he managed to find his new accommodations, although he could hear their voices echoing, so hopefully the apartment wasn't so big he'd end up in the wrong wing or something.

      They were done far too quickly and Petey appeared at Michael's shoulder while he was still loitering there like a mook trying to figure out what to say.

      "You need anything else, Ilya?"

      "No, we’re good, Petey, thanks. I'll see you tonight at the club."

      "Sure thing," Petey said cheerfully, then lowered his voice as he cuffed Michael on the shoulder and sighed. "Be good, kid. And good luck."

      Michael turned, wanting to get some fucking clarity on what being good actually meant, but Petey was already halfway across the foyer as if he couldn't get out of there quick enough.

      When Michael turned back, Ilya was smiling again, his legs crossed with one foot on his knee, his arms splayed out along the wide furniture. He appeared to be considering Michael, his head tilted and eyes assessing, his gaze roaming the length of him. After a few moments, Ilya dropped the hand that was laying along the back of the couch and patted the cushion next to him.

      It took Michael a second to get his feet to move, fretting about whether he should take his shoes off before he stepped on the plush cream rug or if he should simply throw himself out the window to plummet thirty floors and be done with it. Ilya seemed to find his reluctance amusing at least and chuckled when he got close. "You afraid of me or something?"

      Michael scoffed as he took a seat, perching on the edge of the cushion as far away from Ilya as he could without his butt technically straying from the spot Ilya had directed him to. "Uh, yes," he said emphatically, hoping that was the right answer.

      Ilya pulled his leg up onto the couch, bent at the knee so he could lean over a little closer as he turned to face Michael square on. "You'd be surprised how many people aren't. You didn't seem scared of me last time we met. You couldn't keep your eyes off me if I remember right."

      It sounded like a question even though he wasn't sure if Ilya wanted a reply. "I didn't know who you were then."

      Ilya looked surprised. "Is my reputation not good enough for you guys to take notice?"

      Michael shook his head. "No. My—my father kept me away from a lot of the business, a lot of the deal-making. He wanted me to follow other channels, so I never really got involved with any of the other families much."

      "Did you know who I was when you sent your note?" Ilya grinned when Michael nodded. "Why would you do something like that?"

      Michael's breath shuddered out of him. "I don't know, I guess—I thought—I just wanted you to know I admired you."

      "Admired me?" Ilya tipped his head back and laughed. "For being a crazy psycho killer? That's what people say, don't they?" His countenance darkened when Michael nodded. "What do they say exactly?"

      Michael knew in that moment what it felt like to stand on ice and hear it crack under your feet. "They say a lot of things. Stories. I-is it true you did a pregnant woman?"

      Ilya's brow furrowed as he thought it over. "No. No, I don't think so. If any of them were knocked up, they didn't know." He clarified when Michael obviously telegraphed that he wasn't following. "There's always begging. Always. I've had a few 'don't hurt my baby's,"—Ilya acted out a mother's distress a little too convincingly for Michael to doubt him—"and they get a pass. Don't tell anyone though," he added quickly. "I'd rather have ‘baby killer’ on my resume than have people think I'm going soft. I hope you're not too disappointed."

      "No!" Michael’s voice was horribly loud in the room, his voice echoing a little against the hard surfaces. "No, I—not disappointed. You do seem…different though. Than before."

      Ilya grinned. "Oh that! Did you like it? The act drives the old fucks insane, having a silly twink pawing at their golden boy. It's Carmine's idea actually. I can be myself around the crew but during negotiations a little distraction doesn't hurt. I don't mind. It's fun. Plus, they do half the work with their preconceptions."

      "Smart." Michael nodded.

      "He really is." Slowly, Ilya stretched out a finger and hooked the tip into the belt loop of Michael's trousers, tugging slightly. "Do you like him?"

      "Carmine?"

      Ilya fixed him with a sarcastic stare. "No, the bellhop. Of course, Carmine. I hear you've been spending time together without me." There was a pout. It looked deadly on so many levels.

      "No, not really. We talked for a few minutes at the park. And then there was this morning. In the car."

      "What did you talk about in the car?" Ilya's fingertips walked across Michael's thigh. One pushed at his belly slightly, the faint pressure enough to make Michael relax back against the couch. Although relax might have been the wrong word. He was exposed, all his vulnerable fleshy parts laid out with only a few thin layers of fabric between him and Ilya's sharp edges.

      "N-nothing. He didn't really s-say anything."

      Ilya hmmed as he drew down Michael's zipper. Michael squeezed his eyes shut tight when Ilya's fingers probed at him through the gap. "Was his mouth busy doing other things?"

      "No," Michael said too loud and too quickly. "Not like—not like that."

      Ilya stopped, a questioning expression on his face. Michael wasn't sure what he was considering, until he pulled his hand free and decisively started to unbuckle Michael’s belt. "Not like that? What was he doing instead?"

      Michael was torn. First, he didn't know if he was supposed to tell Ilya about Carmine kissing him or not. Plus, he was pretty certain he was about to get his dick sucked but really wasn't sure if he should let it happen, being that Ilya belonged to Carmine. And then Carmine had said he should be 'good' but did 'good' mean telling Ilya the truth and not letting him give Michael a blow job, or did it mean lying about the kiss and letting Ilya do whatever he wanted to Michael? And then, of course, Ilya, despite his aversion to butchering babies, was very definitely a sociopath who could just as well cut him to pieces for giving the wrong answer or simply because he felt like it, whether he gave him the right answer or not—except Michael had no fucking idea what it was Ilya wanted to hear. His day was turning out to be so fucking stressful.

      Of course, when Ilya drew Michael's rock-hard cock out of his suit pants, spat into his hand, then sat there with his fingers wrapped around his aching scarlet prick waiting for an answer, the head poking from Ilya's fist was the one that decided to do all Michael's thinking for him.

      "He kissed me," he panted out, his fingers biting deep into the cushions where he was holding on for dear life. "Just once."

      Ilya nodded approvingly and started pumping his hand. "See, was that so hard?" He smiled and it was all teeth, adding, "Tell me all about it. I like details," as he bent down and drew Michael into his mouth.

      Somehow, given he was getting the best blow job of his life, Michael managed to describe the way Carmine had kissed him, going into as much excruciating detail as he could, terrified that the moment he ran out of things to say, Ilya would stop.

      Except when Ilya did stop, it was to hurriedly shimmy off his jeans, grab a condom from fuck knows where, and start rolling it onto Michael before he'd had a chance to protest.

      But even when Michael's brain caught up to what was happening, all he could say was, "Oh god, no. No, Ilya. Please no."

      "Please yes." Ilya was gleeful, his eyes sparkling as he climbed into Michael's lap, straddling him in such a way that Michael's attempts to struggle free were pointless, caged beneath Ilya's long limbs. "Sorry about the rubber but Carmine's extra careful about this sort of thing."

      "I-I don't think we should do this. I definitely—" Michael's words were cut off like his air supply, Ilya's grip on his windpipe stealing his breath, quick and efficient, no matter how hard Michael clawed at his forearm.

      "You don't have to do a thing, sweetheart. Just sit right there and stay hard for me, okay?" Ilya's sharp teeth were so close, his fingers like ice picks in his throat, Michael would have been scared to breathe even if he'd been given the choice.

      Ilya's hole was slick when he reached back and lined Michael up against him, resistant at first then yielding as Ilya forced himself down by increments measured in grunts. When he was fully seated, Michael trapped tight inside him, he finally released his grip on Michael's throat, completely oblivious to the way Michael coughed and gasped for air. He looked pleased, if anything. "Oh God, you're pretty thick," he purred. "Longer than Carmine though."

      Michael's eyes pricked with tears. "Ilya, please. Don't—"

      Arms snaked around Michael's neck, a mockery of something sweethearts might do, Ilya’s leaking dick smearing precum over the front of Michael's shirt as Michael instinctively tried to move away. "He won't mind, y'know." Ilya sounded matter-of-fact. "He likes you. He wouldn't have brought you here otherwise. And I think you'll like him. He can be a little rough but you get used to it. And I like you. Do you like me, Michael?" Ilya rolled his hips, only a little, taking Michael impossibly deeper, as he whispered, "I really want you to like me."

      Moisture made Michael's vision swim before he felt a tear crest and trail down his cheek, overwhelmed and half out of his mind with fear and pleasure. "I do," he whispered back. "I do like you."

      Ilya leaned forward, his voice low in Michael’s ear, the drag on his cock delicious as he lifted up. "Then stop fucking around and fuck me like you mean it before he finds you with your dick inside me."

      When Ilya put it like that, it seemed to make perfect fucking sense. Michael planted his feet on the floor, put both arms around Ilya's waist, and started thrusting up into him with no finesse whatsoever. Even though Ilya had been a steel cage around him moments before, he laughed and became boneless, as if the entire composition of his body changed, turning light and pliant. Michael found he could lift him easily, driving him back down onto his cock hard before lifting him and doing it all over again.

      Ilya felt amazing, tight and hot, and even though Michael longed to experience his silky smoothness rather than the latex between them, he was glad he had something to stave off his orgasm a little longer.

      Thankfully, Ilya appeared to be having a good time too if the loud and enthusiastic moans and grunts and cries of, "Fuck, yes, like that. Oh God. Right there. Fuck, come on," were anything to go by. He didn't stop talking although his hands stayed firmly on the back of the couch and he only rested his forehead against Michael's temple as he writhed in his lap. It was hard to tell who was using who, what with Ilya's cries of ecstasy as Michael fucked into him as if he was a sex toy.

      It took a surprisingly short time for Michael to gasp out, "Oh God, I'm close. I'm coming." Ilya squeaked indignantly as Michael thrust up hard into him two or three times as his orgasm ripped through him, wild and uncontrollable.

      "Shit, sorry," Michael gasped when he was done, trying to catch his breath and scrape up enough coordination to be able to get his hand on Ilya's dick.

      Ilya didn't seem bothered though, only smiling down at him before licking at Michael's tear-stained cheek. "Don't worry about it. Carmine can finish me off."

      At first, Michael was a little confused, but then to his horror, over Ilya's shoulder, Carmine loomed into view.

      "That was some show," Carmine said, his voice calm. The fact he wasn't shooting Michael in the face was worse somehow than if he'd killed him on the spot. In this situation, Michael would have expected fireworks, Carmine's explosive temper or a threat, at least. In their world, people didn't fuck with other goodfellas' property, especially not their significant others. With anyone else, Michael would have been a dead man.

      Instead, Carmine only smirked, and Michael instantly went soft and slipped out of Ilya's asshole, his dick at least having the sense to beat a tactical retreat when the rest of Michael was frozen in fear.

      Ilya didn't appear surprised at all to find Carmine there. In fact, he got to his knees and scooted back on the seat, hollowing out his back and thrusting up his used ass as if that had been his plan all along. "You're back early," he said quietly, obviously addressing Carmine although he kept his eyes on Michael, drinking in his panic.

      "I told you I wouldn't be long." Carmine's voice was matter of fact, his expression neutral as he thumbed Ilya's asshole before unbuckling his belt and then unzipping his pants so he could and pull out his cock.

      Michael couldn't see it, but he saw the way Ilya's eyes rolled back in his head when Carmine took him by the hips and pressed into him.

      "You should kiss him," Carmine said, as his hips started to snap forward, and Michael was surprised to find Carmine was talking to him. "And pull his hair. He likes that."

      "I do," Ilya groaned against Michael's lips.

      When Michael carded his fingers into Ilya's thick dark hair and curled his trembling hand into a fist, Ilya moaned, deeper and filthier than he had the whole time Michael had been fucking him. It was beautiful, the way Ilya melted for Carmine, his moist lips parting, the red tender flesh framing his mouth that Carmine encouraged Michael to bite; he bucked when Michael followed Carmine's instructions on how best to twist Ilya's over-sensitive nipples until he was begging, and he keened when Michael kissed him exactly as Carmine described, moment to moment.

      Michael was fucking astonished when he found himself getting hard again and took the initiative to take Ilya's throbbing cock into his spit-slick fist with his own and jerk them both off together. Ilya was suddenly wrenched from his grip, Carmine pulling him upright and holding him tight to the line of his body as he thrust into him without mercy, making Ilya scream as they both came, Ilya laying thick ropes over Michael's bare thighs and fist as Michael’s own body jackknifed and a thin dribble of come was released as he came for the second time in less than an hour.

      It wasn't until Carmine lowered himself down to sit on the coffee table, Ilya settled in his lap, looking exhausted but glowing, that Michael's brain started to function again. He looked down at the state of himself and then looked at the two of them, flushed and smiling. In other circumstances, he might have thought of something smooth to say but in the moment all he could come up with was, "So when you said I should be good, was this what you meant?"

      Ilya laughed and let his head fall back onto Carmine's shoulder. Carmine seemed very pleased as he nodded. "Not exactly this, but yeah. You looked as if you didn't hate it."

      "You scared the shit out of me, you asshole."

      Carmine smirked. "I hope not, otherwise you're paying to get the couch dry-cleaned." He absently smoothed his hand over Ilya's flushed chest. "I told you he was going to be pleased to see you."

      "You did," Michael said, groaning slightly as he sat forward, finding a dry spot on his shirt to wipe off the come on his hand. He wasn't even sure whose it was. "So," he said, trying to sound normal while in the least normal situation he'd ever found himself in. "What happens now?"

      The way Carmine's lips curled up at the edges paired with the predatory expression on Ilya's face when he raised his head, Michael wished he hadn't asked.
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      "You decent?" Marcus called from the foyer.

      Carmine had to smile, yelling, "Kitchen!" rather than move a muscle. The reason Marcus had a key in the first place was so Carmine or Ilya didn't have to go to the trouble of letting him in. But having walked in on them fucking enough times, he now had the good sense to call out before stepping into the apartment. Even though the concierge always buzzed up to let them know someone on their approved list was coming, it didn't mean they would necessarily be done by the time they showed up.

      Besides, Carmine was snug in the comfortable breakfast nook—the sun streaming in through the huge window, the stock prices scrolling on the flatscreen on the wall while he went through some papers, gentle birdsong playing on the surround sound occasionally punctuated by the noise of whatever Ilya and Michael were getting up to in the bedroom. He was having a good day.

      Marcus looked around when he walked in as if he was expecting to see birds flitting around the place. "What the fuck is this?"

      Carmine took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Pops was telling me his Jenny listens to this while she's studying, so I thought I'd give it a try. See if it helps me concentrate better or…something."

      Marcus nodded. "It's nice. Better than the other shit you usually listen to."

      "You have no fucking taste." Carmine gestured to the satchel Marcus was holding. "You got something for me?"

      Marcus hmmed. "Good news. And bad news. Which do you want first?"

      Carmine sighed, already starting to sense his good humor slipping away. "Just once I'd like good news and better news. Fuck it. Give me the good stuff."

      Dutifully, Marcus slid the satchel he was wearing on his shoulder onto the tabletop. He was starting to unbuckle the straps when a bloodcurdling scream echoed through from the other side of the apartment. Carmine had to chuckle at the way the sound stopped Marcus in his tracks, all the muscles in his body tensing at once and his hand twitching to the hip he wore his gun on when he was packing. It was even funnier when he turned to Carmine, looking more scandalized than shocked when he asked, "Is that Flanagan?"

      "Ah." Carmine flapped a dismissive hand in his direction. "Don't look so worried. The kid's having the time of his life."

      Marcus shook his head and went back to unstrapping the bag. "I'm sure Ilya is having a fine old time. Not sure Michael would agree by the sounds of it."

      Carmine laughed. "Hell, I was talking about Michael. Honestly, Marcus…" Carmine drew both his hands down his face, wondering if he looked as weary as he felt. It had been a long fucking week. "He's more fucked up than Ilya in bed, I swear. It's as if it’s a competition between the two of them, who can take the most pain. I had to get them to promise they wouldn't break each other permanently. I had to fucking negotiate Ilya down from stabbing to breaking fingers, for fuck's sake, and I swear Michael looked disappointed when I did. They're fucking beautiful to watch together but Christ. I'm exhausted."

      Marcus, who probably knew more about Carmine's sex life than he had ever wanted to after they'd shared a place before Carmine had met Ilya, only shook his head. "I'd say of the three of you, you're the one who needs to get his head examined, being you're the idiot who took the pair of them on in the first place." His lips set into a firm line of determination as he finally finished what he'd started and drew a laptop from the satchel. "You took one hell of a risk to get Flanagan here, Mino."

      "I know, I know." Carmine and Marcus had been back and forth about his insane plan since Carmine had broached it months before Michael was even the one in his sights. He knew Marcus disapproved, and Marcus knew Carmine wasn't about to back down, so there was no point getting into it again when they had work to do. Especially when he recognized the computer Marcus put on the table was the one he'd confiscated from Michael the week before.

      "About fucking time," he muttered as he pulled it in front of him. "Your guy doesn't usually take this long."

      "Ignoring the fact that Janus is only my guy when he fucks up and your guy when he comes through, our guy doesn't usually look as if he's going to come in his pants when he's talking about code and security protocols and all that other technical bullshit either." Carmine frowned up at Marcus, feeling even more disconcerted at the serious expression on his face when he said, "Turns out your fucktoy is a bit of a genius."

      Carmine snatched the piece of paper Marcus was holding out of his hand. "Don't call him that."

      Walking over to the kitchen to fetch a mug and drain the rest of the coffee left in the pot, Marcus shrugged. "Don't go getting attached. And I mean it. The genius part, anyway."

      Carmine scowled as he punched in the passcode and browsed his way through a few of the files. "All looks pretty innocuous."

      It was disconcerting when Marcus smirked, his lips curling up a little before he reached in front of Carmine and pressed a complicated series of keys. The whole screen shrank then flipped to a different desktop entirely. And when Marcus clicked on something which looked like a game icon, Carmine was confronted with a set of spreadsheets that, at first glance, were nonsense. Until he looked closer.

      "You've got to be kidding me," he murmured. He pointed at one of the cells. "Is that right?"

      Marcus nodded and sipped his coffee. "Yup." He looked offended when Carmine glanced at him in disbelief. "What? I checked! I had Lou go through the numbers and do a little digging. He says it's legit."

      "Christ. Twenty grand a day? We need to get in on this."

      Marcus nodded. "The kicker is—" He waited until Carmine looked right at him. "—he's not sending any of this up the line."

      Carmine slumped back in his seat. "He's keeping the money all for himself?" Not even he—the son of the man in charge—did something so bold. Carmine had multiple businesses and schemes, and even a couple of scams, bringing in an income which made whatever Michael had going on look like small change, but every penny Carmine earned belonged to his father and the family and he got a percentage. It was a damn good percentage, but that only came because he grafted harder than a lot of the street-level guys who only sold enough weed to get by on their cut. But even they knew who they were working for, and it wasn't for themselves.

      Marcus shook his head. "That, I don't know. It does look like he keeps about ten percent that he uses to support himself, reinvest, or whatever, but the other ninety percent goes into an offshore account somewhere."

      "And then what?" Carmine was very surprised when Marcus only shrugged. "Your guy couldn't figure it out?"

      "Did I not just mention how he practically creamed himself over this? He said, and I quote, 'Not I, nor all the hackers in the world, could break this security.' Then he said something about not being gay but he'd suck the dick of whoever coded this every day for the rest of his life if they could explain how they did it. He reckons he’d need a supercomputer, at least six months, and fucking dragon's teeth to even get close to finding out where the money is going. Like I said…" Marcus took another sip. "Genius."

      "Well, I'll be." Carmine scrolled a little, letting his eyes roam over the numbers. He clicked out and went to another file that had rows and rows of names, bank account numbers, and credit card details. "You know his uncle talks about him as if he's an idiot? Like Uncle Vincenzo used to talk about his kid?"

      To be fair, in Vincenzo's case, his son had been a feckless, lazy, selfish prick who was too stupid for even his own father to tolerate. Ending up in prison was the best thing that could have happened to him. He could have coasted along in there and not had to worry about having to work for a living, except of course he couldn't help running his mouth and using his name to fuck with some people he really shouldn't have been fucking with. When he'd gotten himself shivved, no one, not even Vincenzo, was really cut up about it.

      Marcus shook his head. "I know. And I'm not sure which came first, y'know? Has the old bastard always thought that and treated him badly, so Michael started his own business without reporting it to get back at his uncle and not put a target on his back? Or has Michael been playing him for a while and deliberately acting that way in front of him so he doesn't have to give up any of his cash?"

      Both of those scenarios made sense to Carmine. It could have been either, although Michael didn't strike him as particularly scheming. A thought occurred to him. He pointed at the screen. "How long has this been up and running?"

      Marcus frowned, clearly not seeing what Carmine was getting at. "Not sure exactly. But more than two years."

      Carmine nodded. "Yeah, Michael's father was in control then. And the way Michael talks about him, I can't see Michael trying to pull anything over on him. They were close. And I can see this being the sort of business the old man would have been into. Maybe he even set this up for Michael, coached him through it, introduced him to some people? He started in gambling after all. I know he had the brick-and-mortar places, but expanding into the online side doesn't sound like something he would pass up."

      "But his dad kept it from his own brother?" Marcus said, doubtfully. "You think he would do that? I always thought they ran the business together?"

      Carmine had to smile. "Really? So you think you know every last detail of everything I do?"

      A laugh burst out of Marcus. "Yes! You'd be fucking useless without me."

      Carmine slapped him on the chest. "Hell, I'm useless with you. You just make sure no one else knows it."

      There was movement in the corner of his eye, and when he looked over, Ilya was padding into the room, his hair tied up in a messy bun with dark strands falling all around his face, shirtless and barefoot in only baggy gray sweatpants, and where his pale skin wasn't tattooed it looked like he'd gone ten rounds with a tiger. Ilya smiled brightly when he saw they had company.

      "Oh, hey, Marcus."

      "Ilya." Carmine felt a frisson of satisfaction when Marcus had to swallow hard as he glanced over, then quickly looked away. He knew Marcus's tastes didn't run to Ilya's type exactly, but he'd defy any guy's pants to not get a little tight around the crotch when his guy was looking freshly ruined. "How's Michael?"

      Ilya grinned, bracing both arms on the kitchen island and tipping his head back, eyes closed. "He's an animal," he sighed, all wistful as if he had just called him a dreamboat. "I think I might love him a little bit." He looked apologetically over to Carmine. "You don't mind, do you?"

      "Whatever makes you happy, love." Carmine really meant it. Ilya was his fucking world but that didn't mean he had to be greedy. "Did you break him already?"

      Ilya shook his head. "He wanted to take a breather and get some sleep. I thought I might head down to the gym if you don't need me."

      "Yeah, that's fine," Carmine muttered, his thoughts drifting back to Michael's laptop before he realized what Ilya was saying. "No, wait. Don't let him sleep yet. Get him in the shower and cleaned up first, make him walk around a bit. Make him eat and drink something too. I don't want him passing out or having a bad trip or something when he comes down from the endorphins." Ilya was already nodding and pulling bottles and snacks from the fridge and was halfway out the door when Carmine added as an afterthought, "And put a shirt on before you go downstairs. You don't wanna scare the neighbors." Ilya vaguely waved a breakfast burrito over his shoulder, but Carmine wasn't wholly convinced he wouldn't be getting another very carefully worded letter of complaint from the management before the day was out.

      He tapped the table a couple of times, trying to get his brain back into the right headspace. "Who else knows about this?" he asked Marcus, pointing at the laptop.

      Marcus took a deep breath and blew it out as he thought. "You. Me. Janus. I didn't tell him who the laptop belonged to but it's possible he could have worked it out. But he's also smart enough to know he'd be dead before he hit the floor if he ever mentioned any of our business to anyone. I printed out the financials in the office, had Lou take a look at them, then shredded all of it without anything leaving the room, so I don't know if he would connect them to Michael accidentally. He knows better than to think too hard about any of that stuff. Michael, of course. Unless Ilya gives him a brain injury and he forgets." It was hard to tell if Marcus was joking or not. "And, of course, one other person." Carmine frowned in confusion until Marcus said, "Whoever it is Michael is squirreling the ninety percent away for."

      Carmine nodded and slowly closed the lid of the laptop. "Well, let's keep it that way. Lou, I trust. Janus…I don't." He sighed and looked out the window for a second while he considered what to do. "Please remind him from me, in the most serious of terms, that loyalty is a prize worth more than gold. Then give him double what we normally pay him."

      "Jesus, Carmine, you think that's necessary?"

      "I do. And when he's being all giddy and grateful, tell him if he's really good, I might let him talk to the guy who wrote the unbreakable code for ten minutes."

      "Jesus Christ. What does he get if he's really, really good?"

      Carmine laughed. "Then he gets to suck Michael's dick."

      Marcus didn't look as if he thought the joke was that funny. Or maybe he didn't think Carmine was kidding. He knew Carmine wouldn't offer up any of his own guys like that, but then, Michael wasn't one of his guys. Carmine wasn't sure exactly what he was in that moment.

      Initially, Michael had been a bit of fun, something to please Ilya with the added benefit of helping with Carmine’s little problem further down the line, but now… Ilya liked him. A lot. And Carmine was finding him good company in a way he hadn't anticipated. Michael Flanagan wasn't what he'd expected at all.

      Sure, Michael had grumbled when Carmine had sent him off to wash dishes in the kitchens, telling him he had to earn his keep when he accompanied Carmine to the club during the day. The job was supposed to be humiliating, to remind Michael of his place. But then when Carmine had sneaked a peek through the doors to the kitchen only a couple of hours later, Michael had been standing at the stove, wearing an apron around his waist, stirring a big pot of something and talking in what sounded like fluent Spanish and making all the Mexicans in the room roar with laughter.

      He was also respectful of Carmine's crew, taking their shit with quiet good humor. He hadn’t batted an eye that Carmine's driver, Sal, was a woman, and instead picked her brains about a car he was thinking of buying.

      Plus, when he was fucking Ilya, he managed to keep his eyes locked on Carmine's, as if the experience was something they were sharing. Like he was grateful. Like he wanted to be there.

      And now it turned out he was some kind of computer genius? Carmine had a plan, for fuck's sake. It was a good one. One which could solve all his problems. Now, this fucking kid was fucking everything all up. It would be such a waste. Such a waste.

      Carmine sighed, deep and heavy, looking out over the view of the city, only the sound of Michael and Ilya laughing in the other room bringing him back. "So, tell me the bad news."

      He didn't like the way Marcus sat down and folded his hands on the table in front of him. "You might need a drink for this."

      "If I had a drink every time you gave me bad news, I'd be an alcoholic by now."

      "Alright," Marcus said. Oddly, he reached across and took Carmine's coffee cup as well as his own from the table and put them on the seat next to him. "Sanchez got wind that your father has been talking to Moreno. I got a call from Sanchez's people. Word on the street is that Moreno and your father are set to start doing business within the month. Sanchez is not happy, Mino. Not happy at all."

      Carmine brought his fist down so hard on the table everything, except Marcus, jumped and rattled. "I'm gonna kill him."

      "I know."

      "That fucking stupid old man."

      "I know."

      "Does he not realize how fucking long I've been working on this? Does he not care that he's making me look like a fucking idiot?"

      "I know."

      "He's gonna get me fucking blackballed if he fucks up another deal for me! Or fucking shot! Jesus Christ!"

      "You want that drink now?" Marcus sounded so fucking calm. Carmine would have shot him on principle if he'd had a gun in his hand.

      "Yes, I want a fucking drink!"

      By the time Marcus got back from pouring him what looked like a pint of whiskey, Carmine had managed to subdue his murderous rage into something that allowed him to think again. "I'm gonna need to talk to him."

      "Your father?"

      Carmine scoffed and took another drink. "What would be the point? He'll just pat me on the head and tell me not to worry, like I'm a kid, then do whatever that fucking snake of a consigliere tells him to do. Christ." He had to cover his eyes with his hand, anything to block out the rage and the disappointment and the grief. He and the old man had never exactly been close, but now? Any trust and respect they did have was evaporating faster than he knew how to deal with it. He felt like that raccoon trying to wash cotton candy in water and wondering where the hell it disappeared to as it dissolved to nothing. "Maybe I should fly down to Bogotá. Talk to Sanchez in person."

      "No need." Marcus put the coffee cups back on the table, which was a good sign although Carmine was happy to stick with the alcohol for the time being. "He flew up this morning."

      Carmine was suddenly sick to his stomach. "Crap."

      "Yup." Marcus sipped his coffee. "Like I said. He's pissed."

      Carmine closed his eyes. He thought about the deal he'd spent the last two years working on. He thought about his father giving him his first gun. He thought about the way Ilya had kissed him that morning when it had been just the two of them waking up together. He thought about gutting the piece of shit who had been turning his father against him—opening him up and getting his hands in up to his elbows to scoop his guts out in one movement while the guy was still screaming.

      Sighing, Carmine looked back over to Marcus, who was waiting patiently, struck as he often was at how fucking lucky he was to have Marcus's rock-steady hand on his shoulder. "Can we set up a meeting for tomorrow? I'm gonna need some time to get the numbers together."

      Marcus nodded. "That was their suggestion too. Christian said they'd be happy to come to the club. It's not exactly neutral but I made it sound as if them coming to us was a show of good faith…" He made a gesture in lieu of saying the words 'yadda, yadda' aloud even though Carmine knew that was what he meant.

      Carmine nodded and talked logistics for a while—who to keep on the premises, who to clear out, what to serve for lunch, how to keep the feds watching the place distracted long enough to get Sanchez's crew in and out…

      "What do you want to do with Michael?" Marcus paused, looking up from where his pen was hovering above his tablet when Carmine didn't answer right away. "I know you've been wanting to keep him close, but it might not be the best idea if this is going to get heavy."

      Carmine tapped the table a couple of times as he considered what to do. Logically, he should keep Michael as far away from this as possible. This was a delicate situation which shouldn't involve any outside parties. But there was something scratching at his instincts, something that didn't have to do with him being a possessive asshole for once. "Nah, he should be there. Not in the room but close. Just in case."

      "In case of what?"

      Carmine had to smile at Marcus's exasperated expression. "Honestly, I have no fucking clue. Human shield?"

      Marcus huffed out a laugh. "Well, I guess you've had worse plans."

      "Have I though?"

      Marcus laughed out loud. "Bitch, I was there the day you brought Ilya home."

      Carmine smiled fondly at the memory. "Yeah, and look how that worked out."

      Marcus sighed and nodded as he started writing again. "I maintain it's luck, not judgment, that has these things work out for you, Mino. Luck, not judgment."

      "I'll take it." Carmine sighed as he rubbed his aching temples. "Whatever it is, I'll fucking take it."
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      The ache between Carmine's eyes, which had started as soon as Marcus had mentioned Sanchez, was throbbing by the time he actually got to sit down with the man the following day. Some of the blame could be laid at the feet of the truly heinous amount of whiskey Marcus had forced him to drink. Although the hangover was more his own fault for polishing off the rest of the bottle as the night had worn on. It wasn't the smartest way to work but it was the only way he was able to motivate himself through his tasks as he poured over figures and made several phone calls he really didn't want to make.

      The lack of sleep wasn't helping any either. Ilya had interrupted him a few times in an effort to persuade him to come to bed. Eventually, Carmine had yelled across the apartment for Michael to come take Ilya away and entertain him long enough for Carmine to get some work done without him hovering. The sounds of them going at it from the other room weren't enough to drag him from his computer screen, even though he was sorely tempted. Jealousy might have been a better feeling than the sharp resentment in his gut at having to miss out on the show.

      By the time Carmine had done all he could to fight this particular fire, dawn was breaking. Michael had woken as Carmine was stripping off his shirt and politely slid out from under the sheets, thankfully understanding, despite appearances, there wasn't room enough for three in the Californian King. He’d seemed a little surprised when Carmine grabbed his wrist as they exchanged places, even more so when Carmine quietly thanked him. "Ilya worries but he doesn't get how things work. Not really. He didn't grow up in this, so he doesn't fully grasp what's at stake."

      Michael nodded knowingly. "If there's anything I can do… I don't just mean—" He gestured at Ilya's sleeping form. "I know you can't share a lot with me, with it being family business and all, but if you need anything…"

      Carmine didn't speak but let his hand run down to take Michael's then, unthinking, brought it up to his lips, kissing his fingers before letting him go. Michael left without a word but there was a curious expression on his face that lingered in Carmine's thoughts when Ilya woke up enough to awkwardly turn over and drape himself over Carmine's chest, his body warm and supple, like an ermine stole. Holding each other tight, rest came in fits and starts, until Carmine's cell trilled loudly with Marcus's ring tone when he called to get Carmine out of bed.

      The morning had been frenzied, what with trying to juggle the normal day's workload and attempting to unravel the Sanchez mess on top. But before he knew it, Carmine got the call to say Sanchez and his crew were pulling into the parking lot and it was too late to do anything but button his suit jacket, smooth back his hair, and pray to God and all His angels that he could fix this.

      The building had been cleared out of everyone but essential—i.e. trustworthy—people. It meant they might open late that night but the staff who got the afternoon off wouldn't complain. Carmine always paid them regardless. Generosity and loyalty went hand in hand after all, he found.

      The club itself consisted of the main lounge, the stage lounge, and the offices upstairs, but there was a smaller room that was secure and comfortable where Carmine did business when it needed to be handled confidentially. A couple of Sanchez's guys came in first to sweep the place for bugs, which was cute. The intrusion made Marcus bristle. He always took it as a personal criticism when he thought someone was questioning whether he was capable of doing his job, but Carmine would have done the same thing in Sanchez's position, so he couldn't be mad.

      In the end, there were only a handful of people who stepped in. Carmine had Marcus as his right hand at the table, so to speak, although they were seated on a comfortable couch together. Ilya was there as his bodyguard, leaning against the wall nearest Carmine. Lou came as muscle but also as the numbers guy. Carmine liked his people to be multifaceted, so when the big man had shown an aptitude for math, he'd paid for him to get a degree in Forensic Accounting. That kind of thing bored the pants off Carmine but it made Lou happy. He sat imposingly in a big armchair at a table behind the couch Carmine and Marcus were on. Pops and Petey were there too, ready to do what they did best—which was whatever Carmine told them to do.

      Sanchez's side of the room was a mirror image: the couch, the table and armchairs, and the crew he'd brought in with him. Carmine recognized all his guys. They had, after all, been doing business together for a while on a small scale. Plus, Sanchez was much like Carmine, sticking with the same close core of trusted people, cultivating the kind of loyalty in them that other men in their position could only dream of having. Which is why the situation had the potential to turn into a nightmare. Every man in there would die for the guys on his side of the coffee table.

      "I wish I knew what to tell you, Nick." Carmine tried to sound as sincere as he felt and not simply worn down.

      "Seriously." Sanchez looked a little tired too, and not only because of the jet lag. "What the fuck is going on with your old man, my friend? I mean, no disrespect, but is it bad judgment or some brain thing? What he's doing is fucking nuts!"

      Carmine held up his hands to show no offense was taken. Sanchez Sr had been forced to hand the business over early when he started to make some questionable decisions years before his death, so Carmine knew he wasn't saying it lightly.

      "Oh no, no I don't think so. But he's getting bad advice from somewhere, that's for sure."

      "It's disrespectful," Sanchez said forcefully, sitting back in his chair and spreading himself out, jabbing a finger forcefully in Carmine's direction for emphasis, his suit jacket falling open as if to reinforce the point. "Not just to me but to you. He should be taking your counsel above anyone else's on this matter. You're his son, for fuck's sake. You're the one who's going to have to clean up his mess after he's gone."

      "Look, I know this is a bad situation right now, and I know we intended to go ahead by the twelth but if you could give us six more weeks—"

      Carmine was interrupted when Sanchez waved his hand. "What are you talking about? There's no going ahead. How can we go ahead if your father is dealing with that scum Moreno?"

      Carmine tried to not drop his head or raise his voice. He knew if lost his temper, there'd be no saving anything. He couldn't help but sense the tension rise in the room when he sighed deeply. "Nick, please—"

      "If it were solely the Moreno problem, that would be one thing." Marcus's counterpart, Christian, was a soft-spoken guy who looked more like a tennis pro than the ruthless businessman Carmine knew him to be. Much like Marcus, when he talked, everyone knew the words out of his mouth held the same weight as his boss's. "But we have concerns about what went down with the Flanagans. We're less than happy about the situation."

      Everyone at Carmine's back froze. Carmine didn't even need to see them tense up; he could feel it as if the temperature had dropped ten degrees.

      "And what situation would that be?" Marcus asked slowly.

      Christian looked between him and Carmine, apparently surprise and confused by their reaction. "Uh, the fact that Michael Flanagan is missing? Word on the street is your family had something to do with it."

      "Yeah," Sanchez said, too loud in the small space. "Don't play dumb. We know you're involved, Carmine. You think you can disappear people we work with and we don't notice?"

      The Bartolo contingent in the room all let go of the breath they were holding at the same moment. Apart from Ilya, who had the good sense to try to cover his laugh with a cough, though the disrespect only appeared to annoy Sanchez further. Marcus looked flabbergasted, turning his whole body to face Carmine before murmuring, "What did I say about luck?"

      Disregarding his headache, Carmine tilted his head back and nodded wearily at Petey, who was doing a commendable job of keeping a straight face.

      Without a word, Petey walked over to the double doors, opened them, stepped out into the hall, and yelled at the top of his voice.

      "Michael!"

      A second later, a voice screamed back. "What!"

      "We need you up here!"

      "I'm busy!"

      Carmine put his head in his hands, muttering "Jesus Christ," to himself so he didn't have to look anyone in the face while this shit show was going on.

      "Get the fuck up here!"

      "All right, all right!" Michael's voice at least sounded as if it was drawing closer, even though he was still yelling. "Those cases aren't going to unpack themselves you know. Why do you need so much fucking champagne anyway? Nobody decent drinks that crap."

      Carmine drew his hands away from his face in time to see Petey playfully push Michael into the room. Michael was laughing as he stumbled in until he saw the room was full, then his face fell. "Oh shit, I'm sorry. I didn't know you had company—"

      "Mikey?" Sanchez was on his feet and moving around to greet him before Carmine had a chance to say anything.

      "Nick?" Michael looked surprised but quickly delighted as Sanchez stepped up to him and drew him into a tight hug. He was almost laughing when he said, "I didn't know you were gonna be in town."

      When Sanchez pulled back, taking Michael's face roughly in both his hands and kissing him on each cheek, Carmine didn't miss the way Ilya straightened up from where he'd been leaning on the wall. He only had to raise his hand to stop Ilya from taking more than one step toward them, relieved the subtle command was enough to stop him from possessively ripping Michael from Sanchez's grip.

      Michael didn't notice, too busy looking horrified when Sanchez practically yelled in his face, "I thought you were dead, you asshole."

      "Dead?" Michael glanced over to Carmine, who only shrugged, before he laughed and gave Sanchez a nudge back. "Why in hell would you think I was dead?"

      "Apparently," Marcus said, exasperated enough to break out his dry, sarcastic tone of voice, "we're horrible monsters who randomly disappear other people's family members for no reason at all."

      His gaze fell pointedly on Christian, who was suitably shamefaced. But that wasn't half as awkward as when Sanchez returned to his seat, clearly expecting Michael to join him on his side of the room—and Michael didn't.

      In fact, Carmine was surprised to find Michael looked pissed. "Well, isn't that interesting." He tapped his chin, making a show of thinking as he slowly and deliberately walked over to where Ilya had settled against the wall. When he settled there with him, leaning back, not only against the wall but with his shoulder pressed to Ilya's, Carmine almost laughed when he heard the intake of breath from Sanchez's men. It often amused Carmine to watch Ilya walk around a room where people knew who he was, the way there would be a space around him, like a shark swimming through a school of fish, enough clear water between him and the closest man just in case he decided to bite.

      The fact Michael felt comfortable enough to violate that unwritten rule, that he did it smiling and that Ilya did something so bizarrely human as to offer him a stick of gum as they huddled together, was a show of strength. One that not only benefited Michael but made Carmine look so damn good, he was tempted to suck the kid's dick himself.

      Michael shook his head as he folded the gum into his mouth. "Why the fuck would anyone think that? I'm on vacation."

      "Michael." Sanchez almost looked disappointed.

      "What? Uncle John knows where I am. So does Joe. He said he'd tell Pat. You didn't talk to any of them?"

      A look passed between Christian and Marcus that Carmine didn't like. He liked the way Marcus cleared his throat before he spoke even less. "Joe's been hard to get hold of. He's okay," he added quickly when Michael looked distressed, "but your uncle has him locked down tight."

      "Also, your friend from the FBI has been asking a lot of questions," Christian said, then flinched as if he was bracing himself.

      "Fuck," Michael barked out, more explosively than Carmine was expecting, one hand flying up to grip his hair. "You spoke to him? What did you tell him?"

      Christian opened his mouth to speak but Sanchez cut him off with a hand on his arm. "He knows better than to try to talk to us directly. But we heard he's been making enquiries. Clearly he's concerned about your whereabouts."

      "Fuck," Michael repeated.

      "It's a surefire way to find trouble, Mikey."

      "I know, I know. I'll deal with him."

      "You better."

      There was a lapse long enough that Carmine prompted Marcus with a lift of his chin. "So, now we have one matter resolved, shall we return to the other?"

      There was a brief murmur, and Michael pushed away from the wall, jovially saying, "I'll let you get back to it.” He nodded at Sanchez. “We can catch up over dinner, maybe?"

      Carmine was ready to say they would meet him downstairs for some lunch in a short while, but Sanchez was flapping his hand in Michael's direction. "No, no, you stick around."

      Marcus glanced over at Carmine, sheer panic in his eyes, prompting Carmine to sit up. "Nick, Michael is a friend but I don't think—"

      Sanchez scoffed, dismissing him in a way that Carmine sure as hell wouldn't take from anyone else. "I just want to ask him one question. Just one."

      "Okay," Michael said, settling back next to Ilya. "Shoot."

      "I've known Carmine a long time," Sanchez began, sounding matter of fact. "We do business. I won't go into it for both our sakes, but you and me? I've known you longer. Since you were a baby. Done business with Pat for a long time. I wanna know, from you—do I trust this volpe on this deal or not?"

      Carmine barely managed to stop himself from yelling what the fuck at the top of his voice. The fact Michael let out a breath like he'd been punched in the gut was a clear sign he felt the same way. "Jesus, Nick. You realize the kind of position you're putting me in asking something like that?"

      "If they're holding you against your will, we can walk you out of here right now, Michael." Christian said the words so easily, clearly unaware Carmine would burn down the fucking building with them all in it to keep him.

      Michael let out a laugh, which dismissed the notion instantly. "Oh, it's not that. I just—I don't know a thing about whatever deal you guys have going on, so how can I possibly give an opinion on it? The deal might be shit. Might be great. I have no fucking idea."

      Sanchez waved his concerns away with a gesture. "Fuck that. Forget all that. Forget the deal. This isn't about business. I want to know, do you trust this guy? Will he keep his word? He's making me promises and I wanna know if you think he'll keep them."

      Carmine slowly turned in his chair, his elbow running along the back until he was fully facing Michael. To his surprise, Michael was already watching him, the expression on his face the exact same one he'd been wearing earlier that morning after Carmine had kissed his hand.

      "Don't look at him," Sanchez barked. "Look at me."

      Michael didn't. "I trust him," he said, almost sounding surprised at how decisive his words came out. "I can't speak to the deal, but I trust him with my life." When he tore his eyes away, Carmine felt rocked by the loss. "But then he likes me. Does he like you?"

      Sanchez answered Michael's cheeky grin with a scowl. "Are you fucking kidding? The kid fucking loves me."

      There was a slight murmur of amusement before Christian scrolled through the tablet in his lap. "So, six weeks you said? That'll take us to the twenty-third, yes?"

      "Uh, yes." Marcus was slightly flustered for a second but got himself together quickly. "That should be more than enough time for us to resolve the, uh, other issue."

      Sanchez looked at Christian questioningly. "Fine?" When Christian nodded, Sanchez got to his feet, buttoning his jacket. "Fine. We can finesse the details later. Shall we eat? My body clock is all fucked up. I hope that chef of yours hasn't changed from last time, 'cause I still dream about his Pabellón Criollo.”

      Thankfully, Marcus took charge in ushering everyone out of the room, the Bartolo contingent all a little stunned at the way things had changed in a matter of minutes while the Colombians seemed to mostly be thinking with their stomachs. Sanchez wasn't entirely happy when Carmine asked Michael to hang back so he could have a word, although he was placated when Michael reassured him.

      As soon as the doors closed and they were alone, Carmine grabbed Michael by the shirt front and smashed him back against the wall so hard, the gum in his mouth went flying over Carmine's shoulder. "What the fuck was that?"

      "That was me saving your ass," Michael hissed, leaning forward to get in Carmine's face. "Are you out of your fucking mind, dealing with him? I love the guy but if you misplace a fucking cent, he'll take both your legs below the knee."

      "Do you know who you're fucking talking to?" Carmine bit back, pulling Michael slightly away from the wall so he could smash him against it again. "Who the fuck are you to speak to me like that?"

      Michael pushed back against him and suddenly things got interesting. "I'm the guy who could go downstairs and say I've changed my mind, and whatever deal has been keeping you up all night won't be a fucking problem anymore because I can kill it with a word and Sanchez will walk me out of here."

      "Oh really? And who are you gonna run back to? Uncle John, who's been planning your wake since he left you with me? Or," Carmine said, and he couldn’t help but slow his words as he smiled, "maybe whoever's taking ninety percent of the profits from your little online gambling empire? Who is that again? Remind me?"

      Whatever smart-ass comeback Michael was brewing up died with the question. Carmine thought for a second the guy was going to pass out, he went so pale so quickly.

      "No. No, you can't possibly—" Michael's eyes flitted about as if they were scouring his brain for an answer. When he landed on the right one, his expression was as distressed as Carmine had ever seen on a person, before a wave of determination came down over him like a steel shutter. His jaw tightened in defiance. "I tell you what," Michael whispered, taking his finger and jabbing Carmine in the shoulder with it as if he'd lost all sense of self-preservation. "You really wanna know? Why don't you have Ilya come in here and see if he can torture a name out of me? Let's see how that goes for you."

      "Or how about I send you home so you never see Ilya again? How about that?"

      Michael did actually flinch like Carmine hoped he would. But he really wasn't prepared for the expression of sorrow that followed. "You think I don't know this is a temporary thing for me? I know you'll get bored of me eventually and I'll either end up in the river or back home. I'd actually prefer the bullet to come from you if it comes to that, truth be told." Michael laughed at the surprise Carmine must have shown on his face. "You have no idea, do you? What's it’s been like for me, even before my father was gone? I wasn't kidding when I said this was a vacation for me."

      Carmine felt as if he should have known this already but something about the way Michael was talking had him perceiving things differently. "You hate him, don't you? Your uncle?" Michael's lips pressed together tightly. "So, who do you work for in that case?"

      Michael shook his head. "I-I can't tell you. If you wanna cut of the money, I can pass the message along if you give me my fucking laptop back. But otherwise…"

      "It's not about the—" Carmine sighed, knowing he should consider the offer for appearance’s sake. The fight was going out of him but at the same time he was reluctant to let Michael go. "You're fucking up all my plans, you know that?" he said, quietly. When Michael didn't reply or attempt to move, Carmine's eyes drifted up to his.

      There was a moment when things could have gone either way, but something compelled Carmine to move, pressing his body closer to Michael's, then pausing as if he was waiting for permission before catching his mouth in a kiss. It was nothing like their first kiss in the back of the limo the day Carmine had spirited Michael into his life. This was almost tender. Hell, he wasn't even sure he'd ever kissed Ilya like this. And Ilya sure as hell had never melted under him the way Michael did—his lips insistent but with quiet desperation, as if they both needed closeness, intimacy, but had no way to ask for it other than to kiss each other sweetly, firm but gentle, their arms wrapping around each other tightly and bodies rocking together in a way that didn't need the promise of sex to make it feel real.

      They were so tangled up in each other that they didn't have time to pull apart when the doors opened and they were interrupted by Ilya's mildly mocking tone. "Well, this looks cozy. Can we all join in or…?"

      Carmine couldn't help the self-satisfied smirk which forced his mouth into a smile. "It's nice to share, love. Plus, you've had more than your fair share lately. Am I not allowed a taste?"

      Thankfully, Ilya smiled back. "Maybe," he said, with mock-petulance that was fooling no one. "For dessert. If you're good. You should probably get him downstairs, though, before the Colombians start thinking you're setting him in concrete up here or something."

      Carmine nodded, straightening his jacket and wiping his mouth before he looked to Michael and said, "We'll finish this later."

      It was strangely satisfying to see Michael more shell-shocked than after any of the times he'd spent writhing in pain-pleasure with Ilya as he replied quietly, "Yeah, okay," and crept out of the room.

      Ilya sidled up to Carmine's shoulder, looking impressed as they watched him leave. "Jesus Christ, what the hell did you do to him?"

      Carmine shrugged. "I was just—nice."

      He laughed when Ilya glared at him as if he was a monster. "There's something fucking wrong with you," Ilya said before following Michael out, and it was hard for Carmine to disagree.
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      "Fifteen minutes?"

      "No."

      "Thirteen minutes?"

      Carmine looked at his watch, with no other purpose than to fuck with Michael. His 'guest' had been attempting to negotiate with him all morning. And he was crap at it. It was no wonder Michael's father had kept him away from the business side of things. He was a disaster. And worse, he was persistent. Maybe Michael's whining wouldn't have been grating on his nerves so badly if Ilya hadn't been summoned by Carmine Sr at the crack of dawn, sending him off to God knows where to do God knows what. At least if Ilya had been around, there would have been something to distract Michael from his endless pleading.

      Tilting his head up to look up at the man standing over him, Carmine sighed. "No."

      Michael cussed under his breath, flailing his arms as he moved away finally to stamp around the office and wear a path into Carmine's rug, shooting angry glances at Carmine as he huffed and puffed. Carmine wasn't going to give an inch, though. He'd made it very clear to Michael that he could have his laptop back under very specific circumstances. Namely, that he told Carmine exactly who he was working for. Carmine wouldn't budge on that. Unfortunately for him, neither would Michael. The unfortunate part being that Michael seemed to think he could get access to his laptop by wearing Carmine down.

      "Ten minutes?"

      "No."

      "Ten minutes and you can look over my shoulder the whole time?"

      Carmine rubbed at his temple. "Michael, I'm trying to work here."

      "Ten minutes, you can look over my shoulder the whole time, and I'll suck your dick afterward?"

      Carmine paused long enough for a glimmer of hope to pass over Michael's face, then looked away. "No."

      "God fucking dammit,” Michael wailed and threw up his hands again. Storming around to Carmine's side of the desk, he spun Carmine's chair to face him and dropped to his knees, his hands folded in supplication. "Please, Carmine. Please. Most of the operation is automated but if I don't check in with it every once in a while, the whole system could all go to hell. Please. I'll do anything." He looked a little panicked when Carmine raised one eyebrow to indicate just how stupid an offer like that was, especially to a man like Carmine. "Okay, almost anything. Please. Please."

      Even though Carmine found himself enjoying the heat from Michael's hands when he started to run them over his thighs, he wasn't about to cave that easily. "Maybe there is one thing that could make me change my mind."

      Michael sat up, not exactly bringing them to the same height but still, tantalizingly closer. "Tell me."

      Carmine leaned forward, his head tilted in such a way Michael couldn't have missed what he was going to ask for even before he murmured the words. "I think you should kiss me."

      "Just a—Just a kiss?"

      "You know what I like, Michael."

      "Just a kiss," Michael repeated, his voice breathy and wanting.

      "No promises," Carmine whispered, his breath catching on the wet places where Michael had licked his lips in anticipation.

      When they met, the sensation sent a zip through Carmine's spine which was almost as good as sex. The taste of him was so sweet, even under the coffee Michael had been chugging all morning. Carmine ran his fingers down the sides of Michael's face, letting slip a small moan of satisfaction into Michael's mouth when Michael gently touched his neck, toying with the short hairs at his nape.

      There was something so powerful about the gentle pressure of their soft lips and tender touches, as if the pleasure came not from anything physical—there was barely enough touching skin between them to be able to justify it—but from knowing Carmine fucking owned Michael in these moments, that he was able to lay him open as easily as if he'd cut him with a blade.

      Carmine loved kissing Ilya, of that there was no doubt. Even after all their time together they still kissed and laughed and got each other off. Even with Michael in the mix, Ilya still craved Carmine's attention and Carmine felt no sense of loss now some of Ilya's time was taken up with another man. It was surprising to Carmine, how he could smile knowing Ilya and Michael were together, how fucking turned on he got when he'd walk in on them fucking. How they managed to make him feel a part of the experience when all he was doing was watching from a chair in the corner or holding Ilya's hand as he gasped every time Michael's thrusts rocked him, or holding Michael down to stop him from squirming away while Ilya made him scream for mercy. It was nice. Ilya and Michael had something together that Carmine couldn't give to Ilya, but then it was becoming clear that Michael did something for Carmine he couldn't get anywhere else either.

      After the morning when Carmine had kissed Michael's hand as he'd left their bed, and then later when Carmine had kissed him after the whole Sanchez fiasco, the opportunity for intimate moments between them had happened more and more.

      They didn't talk about this change in their relationship. If anything, Michael appeared a little embarrassed about how much he liked this particular brand of Carmine's attention. More embarrassed than by any of the perverse things he did with Ilya.

      Although Michael never exactly initiated anything. He'd never had the audacity to walk up to Carmine and lean in to steal a kiss as Carmine increasingly found himself compelled to do, his movements halting as if he cared about ensuring Michael wanted him to before closing the final distance.

      Michael never reached out to caress the back of Carmine's hand, never pressed his lips to Carmine's wrist, never pulled him against his body and held him, their faces tucked into each other's necks, simply breathing together. But Michael would shoot Carmine brief, searching looks, his head coyly bent, an expression on his face as if he was afraid to ask for something so gentle, so intimate. And that was enough.

      Carmine wondered if Michael's reluctance to ask for something he clearly wanted was because he thought it was too unmanly to want featherlight touches and tenderness. They had both been brought up thinking weakness was a fatal disease—that sex with men was fine as long as it was an act of violence. And while Michael appeared to genuinely enjoy the rough stuff even more than Carmine did, it was clear he'd denied himself this pleasure, this other sensation, one which  Carmine didn't even know he'd been missing himself until Michael had come along.

      There was a give and take as they moved together that he'd never experienced before, both parties equal for once and with none of the expectation of their intimacy going anywhere beyond what they were indulging in. The kiss was the be-all and end-all.

      And what made it even better was how much Michael clearly liked it, almost sobbing as the intensity between them increased, not with strength but with an intimacy which left both of them trembling, even if Carmine hid his reaction better as they pulled apart.

      As Carmine gazed into Michael's eyes, drinking in his vulnerability in the moment, his lips wet, eyes shining and huge, his face looking so young, Carmine couldn't help but smile softly as he said, "No."

      "Motherfucker!" Michael shoved him back so hard his chair wheeled back about a foot. "You are an absolute piece of shit." The way Carmine chuckled loudly at his distress wasn't helping calm him at all but it certainly was entertaining.

      Carmine was already thinking up ways of how he could fuck with Michael next, when there was a brief knock on the door and Petey let himself in.

      It took about half a second for Carmine to clock that the man looked worried. "What's up?"

      Petey glanced apologetically at Michael, who had the good sense to retreat, sprawling petulantly in a comfortable chair at the other end of the room, which was far enough away that he probably wasn’t able to hear anything when Petey took his place at the desk, bent down, and whispered in Carmine's ear.

      "A fucking fed just walked in the front door." As if that wasn't shocking enough, Petey added, "He's asking for Michael."

      Carmine must have looked surprised, as Petey shrugged, looking as if he didn't know what to make of it either. Instinctively, Carmine looked over to Michael, who was frowning, obviously sensing Carmine wasn't happy but also like he hadn't heard what Petey had said.

      Getting to his feet, Carmine grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair, pointing at Michael as he started to cross the room. "You. Stay here and behave."

      Michael looked like he was about to agree before a sly smile played over his lips. "And what if I don't? What if I come downstairs and make a spectacle of myself? Maybe if I had my laptop—"

      Carmine pounced, bracing himself on the arms of the chair, forcing Michael to shrink back. "I know a guy," he started, pushing up his sleeve to the elbow and making a fist before he held it up in front of Michael's face. "I'm not exaggerating when I say his cock is this big. I've seen the thing. The fucking head of the thing is as thick as my fist. I will call this guy, ask him to come to the apartment. I'll handcuff you to the bed and I will have my friend fuck Ilya in the ass until he tears him apart from the inside out while you watch, do you understand?"

      Without waiting for a reply, he got up and left the room to the sound of Michael calling out, "Wait? Is that a punishment or a reward, Carmine? Punishment or reward?" echoing after him.

      Carmine couldn't help but smirk as he pulled on his jacket, even though Petey was looking slightly horrified as he walked briskly beside him. "You know Solomon is straight, right?" The guy's dick was legendary, so Carmine wasn't surprised Petey knew who he'd been talking about.

      "Do you know what the difference between a straight guy and a bi-curious guy is?"

      Petey nodded, like he was already too tired for this shit. "Four shots or two hundred dollars," he said as he handed over the fed's ID card, sounding like he'd heard it all before.

      "Yeah, well, in Solomon's case it's five hundred." Carmine opened the ID to find a blurry picture that could have been anyone in a suit, and a name, Richard Monaghan, that he didn't recognize. He was surprised to see Petey looked scandalized when he snapped the ID closed and handed it back. "What? Do you know how fucking difficult Ilya is to buy for at Christmas? He'd slit my throat while I slept if I bought him socks and a bottle of whiskey like you chumps. The housekeeper was not happy about the cleanup afterward though, I can tell you."

      "Please don't," Petey said as they got to the stairs. "Really. Don't."

      "You frisked him?" Carmine murmured as they started down.

      "That's the weird thing," Petey whispered. "No gun, no back up, no bugs. Not even a cell phone. I don't like it."

      Carmine didn't like it either. Especially when he got a look at the guy. He wasn't young or one of those jaded old-timers either, although he didn't appear much older than Carmine, with a similar air of confidence about him. The fed looked entirely unaffected by his surroundings, standing in the middle of the main lounge, his hands stuffed in the pant pockets of his cheap polyester suit, making the jacket bunch up and come off even cheaper. He already looked as if he'd crawled out of a thrift store, but the ten dollar haircut and the dumb smirk he was wearing as he gazed around at the molding on the ceiling gave him an air of apathy that was unusual even for law enforcement.

      "Agent Monaghan." Carmine tried to sound cheerful, even though he couldn't bring himself to smile. "I hear you got yourself a little turned around."

      Monaghan looked over at him and smiled, looking unimpressed at being confronted by someone of Carmine's reputation. "Not really. I'm here to see to Michael Flanagan."

      Carmine chuckled. "Well, you should probably try Hell's Kitchen. I'm sure someone over there can help you out."

      It was a little surprising when Monaghan actually looked irritated at Carmine blowing him off. Carmine knew he was good at getting under people's skin, but they rarely had the balls to show it. "He's here. I know he's here. You know he's here." He stopped for a second and tilted his head in a way that had Carmine's bells ringing. "He doesn't know I'm here though, does he?"

      "And why would you say that?" Carmine asked, genuinely curious.

      "Because," Monaghan singsonged the word. "If he did, I'd be talking to him, not you."

      "Interesting." There was a self-assurance about the guy which irked Carmine, but he found himself admiring him too. Clearly the man thought he had some kind of hold over Michael, and the control freak in Carmine was intrigued to find out which one of them Michael would choose over the other. Maybe have Petey set Michael on the ground and see who he'd run to, like a dog in a divorce court. Carmine didn't have to think too hard before he nodded over at Petey, who hurried back up the stairs immediately.

      Carmine offered a chair as he sat down himself at one of the tables, but the guy only shook his head, opting to leave the fifteen-foot gap between them. "You're not New York based." Carmine knew all the people assigned to Organized Crime in the city, so it was no surprise when the guy shook his head.

      "Saint Louis, right now."

      Carmine nodded and crossed his legs, as if they were having a normal conversation. "But you're from Down East."

      That did surprise the guy, enough that he shifted his feet and crossed his arms across his chest. "Originally. You can tell that?"

      Carmine smiled. "Can't get rid of that accent entirely. Although…did we meet already? I'm sure I don't know you, but you look familiar."

      Monaghan shrugged. "You ever run guns in Portland?" Carmine shook his head. "Then probably not."

      Their polite conversation was interrupted when Petey came back down the stairs. Alone. He sighed when he bent down to whisper in Carmine's ear. "Michael freaked, and I mean freaked, when I said Monaghan was here. He's waiting at the top of the stairs and said he'll only come down if it's just you, Marcus, and Monaghan in the room."

      Carmine wanted to roll his eyes, but then he remembered how Michael had reacted when Christian had mentioned a fed at the Sanchez meet. It didn't register much at the time as they were all under surveillance of one kind or another in this business. He figured this might be the same guy and the fact he might be connected to not only Michael but Sanchez as well—despite his head telling him to put a bullet in the guy on principle for thinking he could simply walk into his place—he decided to trust Michael.

      "Clear out as far as the kitchens. Get Marcus." He was suddenly glad Ilya wasn't back from taking care of whatever errand his father had called him out for that morning. He was pretty sure he'd get chewed out later for leaving himself vulnerable, but his guys wouldn't be far away and Carmine was pretty sure he could handle one unarmed skinny guy, no matter how well the guy had been able to spar at Quantico.

      Petey did as he was told and as soon as the door closed behind him, there was a flurry of footfalls as Michael flew down the stairs.

      Carmine had spent a lot of time with Michael in various situations and stresses over the previous few weeks, but he'd never before seen the blind rage pouring out of him as he stormed across the room toward Monaghan, hissing, "What the fuck are you doing here? Are you out of your fucking mind?"

      The only thing more surprising was the equal intensity with which Monaghan yelled back. "And what about you, you stupid fuck? What the hell was I supposed to think when I got that cryptic message from Joe, huh? I thought you were dead."

      "You think I can't take care of myself?"

      Monaghan threw up his hands, his voice rising in pitch and volume so much that Carmine almost missed Marcus coming in behind him. "Clearly not! I leave you alone for five fucking minutes and—"

      "Oh. My. God." Marcus's voice was quiet but his surprise cut through the argument enough that Carmine turned his head to see what had broken his unflappable friend. And thank God he did, as a lot of things happened fast after that.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Monaghan grab Michael roughly by the arms, which was bad enough, but then from over Marcus's shoulder he saw the door open and Ilya walk in. That was enough to give him a sinking feeling, but as soon as Ilya saw Michael, and the man shaking him, his gun was out of his belt, pointed keenly in his outstretched hand, cocked and ready to fire before he'd even blinked. Carmine's reaction time was enough, at least, he was able to shout out, "Ilya, no!" He expected Ilya to stop but he didn't expect his mask of anger to morph into one of betrayal.

      And when Carmine looked over his shoulder, he definitely didn't expect Michael to be standing in front of the fed, his hands out, shielding the man and pleading, "Don't. It's fine. I'm fine. Please, don't."

      Ilya's face screwed up, scowling as he hissed out, "He's a cop, Michael. He had his hands on you."

      "No, he isn't," Michael said, pleading, talking in the same tone of voice he used when they lay in bed and whispered like lovers. "He's my brother."

      Carmine let out a disbelieving laugh, although when he looked over at Marcus, his friend only nodded with wide, astonished eyes. "It is," Marcus said, looking blindsided. "Even with that dodgy nose job, I'd know him anywhere. It's Patrick Flanagan."

      Of course, when Carmine glared back over, Monaghan, or Patrick, popped his head out from behind Michael and grinned the very same shit-eating grin that Carmine had seen on Michael's face often enough for the similarity not to be a coincidence.

      "Well, shit."
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      "Are you out of your goddamn mind? The Bartolos? Really? What were you thinking?"

      Patrick was pissed, possibly beyond pissed, but Michael had to smile. There was no doubt he was going to get his ass kicked, chewed out, and subjected to an unbearable speech about being a disappointment by the time Patrick left. But Michael was so fucking pleased to see his big brother he didn't even care.

      It had been weeks since they'd talked, months since they'd seen each other, but now, huddled together in a dark corner of the lounge, despite having a face on him that could sour milk, Patrick looked good—a little tired around the edges, but good.

      "To be fair, it wasn't my idea." Michael winced. "Well, not exactly my idea."

      Patrick threw up his hands and leaned in. "What the fuck is that supposed to—" He paused when he realized Michael was having a hard time keeping his focus away from where Carmine and Ilya were leaning against the wall on the other side of the room. Carmine had one hand on Ilya's cheek, probably trying to placate him with his familiar soft tone given the look on his face, although Ilya's sights were firmly on Michael, projecting his expression of pure betrayal.

      Patrick appeared confused by Ilya's expression for a moment, his gaze bouncing between Michael and Ilya a few times before he groaned. "You're fucking the Russian? The kid is a fucking sadist, Mikey.”

      "He's older than me," Michael mumbled petulantly.

      "That's not the point and you know it. Christ." Patrick pinched the bridge of his nose. "I thought maybe Carmine had got his hooks into you 'cause I know what a pervert he is, but I figured you'd have more sense than to—"

      Michael flinched again; he couldn't help it. He'd never been able to hide a damn thing from his brother. It only took a second for Patrick to interpret the reason Michael was grimacing.

      "Both of them?" He sounded incredulous, then somehow resigned when he repeated, "Both of them." Patrick's mouth flapped like a fish until he groaned, running both hands slowly down his face as he mumbled to no one in particular, "I swear to God, there's something wrong with you. Like, seriously wrong. We should have gotten you tested. I told Mom we should have gotten you tested."

      "Hey, you said you were the one who persuaded Mom not to do that." Michael wanted to flick him in the forehead like he did when they were kids but it didn't seem like the time or the place.

      "I lied." Patrick drew out the word as if he was a ten-year-old.

      Then Michael, being the mature one, pinched him on the thigh where he thought no one in the room would spot him doing it. Patrick didn't yelp but Michael could tell he wanted to, even when all he did was ineffectually slap at Michael's hand. It was hard not to regress when they were around each other.

      "How's Mom?" Michael asked, tentatively. "Is she mad?"

      "Nah, I covered for you." Patrick made it sound as if it was no big deal, even though Michael knew he hated lying to her. "I told her you were working on something. She's fine. Although she wants both of us up there soon." Michael always worried a summons meant there would be bad news, something which required the family to sit down in person and talk it through, but Patrick only smirked at the concern on his face. "She got some new garden furniture. The kind that comes in a pack. She needs us to put it together for her."

      Michael huffed out in disbelief. "For fuck's sake, she knows we can just pay someone to do that for her, right?"

      "Yeah, well, you can tell that to her face the next time you see her and get a clip 'round the earhole like I got. She wants family time. Wants to see us bonding or some shit. Like we can't do that over dinner at that fancy place in town she likes."

      Michael nodded in agreement, but then a thought came to him, quickly followed by a lump in his throat. "I guess Dad's not here to do that stuff, is he?" he said, quietly. It was the sort of thing he would have loved.

      Even though the success his father had experienced—catapulting him to the upper echelons of the criminal underworld—ultimately forced him to hide his wife and his eldest son away to keep them safe, it was the sort of thing he'd do—dropping off the planet with Michael for a couple of days so he could sneak up to Maine to build furniture for his wife, play catch with his boys, drink a cold beer on the porch looking out over the lawn he'd mowed himself, eating her terrible meat loaf and dancing with her in the kitchen to old songs.

      Patrick nodded, not having to articulate how his absence still rocked them both to their core. "We'll go soon. If you can get away, that is." He sat up, taking a deep breath and blowing it out, shaking off the remnants of his Richard Monaghan persona and whatever it was that made him Michael's goofy brother, and becoming Patrick Flanagan, heir to the most feared Irish gang on the East Coast and looking impressive with it.

      "Explain to me exactly how the fuck you ended up here, Michael." His tone was commanding, although he sounded slightly pained when he closed his eyes and held his hand up as Michael opened his mouth. "Leave out anything that involves your dick in anyone or anyone's dick in you, if you don't mind."

      Michael smirked. "You're no fun." But then the steel glint in Patrick's eyes reminded him exactly who he was talking to and he cleared his throat before he started to detail everything that had been going on since the last time he saw his brother. Or rather, since he'd last reported to his boss.

      By the time he got done, Patrick had barely twitched, sitting there with his elbows braced on his knees, staring at his hands clasped between them, absorbing every word like a sponge. When Michael ended with, "And then you walked in," Patrick nodded and sat back.

      "What are your instincts telling you?"

      It hurt Michael to hear those words in his brother's voice. They were straight out of his father's playbook. Not simply the line the old man used to spring on them all the time but the echo of him in Patrick's manner, his tone. Patrick had been cut from the same cloth, never aspiring to emulate their father—not like some kids did, hanging off their father's coattails and their name, chasing the notoriety and the money—but doing so because, at heart, they had the same values, the same drive, the same ice-cold approach to business while making sure family came first. And the same tone of voice, of course. It was chilling. And an unwelcome reminder that when the three of them had been in the same room, Michael was the odd one out. It was grief and jealousy and longing all rolled into one.

      Michael considered the question, understanding what Patrick was really asking him and answered truthfully. "Carmine didn't get me here out of the goodness of his heart, I know that. Although, he talks to me now as if he's changed his mind about whatever he had planned. I think something’s going on internally with the Bartolos higher up, though I couldn't tell you what. Nick might know more about it than me so you should reach out to Christian, maybe. Carmine's guys are really careful what they say around me but I'm sure they'd back him up one hundred percent. His crew is solid, loyal to him, and not out of fear. I think Uncle John's involvement is incidental. Carmine doesn't like him. I think Ilya would slit his throat if I ask him nicely."

      "No, don't do that," Patrick said quickly, as if Michael had been doing anything but firing out hyperbole like he always did. "I'm not ready to deal with that yet."

      "Is it fucking with our plans? Me being here?" It was the one thing Michael had been worried about. He knew the broad strokes of the machinations Patrick had working away but, much like their father, Patrick tended to keep Michael out of the loop for his own protection. Michael had one job, which was to bring in as much money as he could without their uncle catching him or finding out where Patrick was, but other than that he had to keep his head down.

      "Infuriatingly, no." Patrick said the words as if it pained him that Michael had done something right, even if it was by accident. "It's actually better if you're out of his line of sight for the time being. As much as I hate to say it, you're probably safer here."

      Michael shook his head. "A few weeks ago I would have disagreed but now...yeah, you're probably right."

      "Do you trust him?" Patrick looked Michael in the eyes, his expression serious. Not only the concerned big brother but his boss asking possibly the most important question of his life. "Carmine. Can we trust him?"

      Michael sighed. It was hard to be objective, not when he couldn't help but recall the tender way Carmine would reverently run his finger over Michael's spit-slick lips after they kissed, how he trusted him with Ilya, who Carmine would clearly burn down the world for, how he'd hold him so tightly—as if he was afraid to let him go.

      "Yes," Michael said, although he almost hated himself for it. "Well. As much as we trust anybody, I guess."

      "Which isn't much," Patrick added.

      "Yeah, but you've shown him your face now. Plus he's going to be able to deduce what scam you've got going on with the feds since you walked in here as one. He knows everything about our gambling sideline now, plus he's seen me naked, so I'd say he knows a fair amount more than he should already. I think he could be an ally. Business-wise, I think it would be a good move. Nick likes him."

      "You had to bring up the sex thing, didn't you?"

      Michael scowled at his brother. "We don't—not exactly—"

      Patrick's full-bellied laugh drew some attention from the other side of the room but he didn't care. "Yeah? You really expect me to believe you've been holding hands and braiding each other's hair?" The way Michael's skin heated obviously told Patrick everything he needed to know.

      Patrick shook his head as he stood up and buttoned his jacket. "Jesus Christ. You're fucked up, you know that?"

      "You might have mentioned it once or twice," Michael muttered as he hauled himself out of his chair and followed his brother across the floor.

      Carmine was waiting for them wearing his game face. "I ordered some food as I figured we might be a while." He didn't even glance at Michael. "I hope you're hungry."

      "I appreciate the hospitality," Patrick said, sounding sincere. "I'm sorry to spring this visit on you the way I did. I know you've got a business to run."

      Carmine waved him off. "You're Michael's family. That comes first. I'm glad we can sit down together to be honest. Plus, there's nothing going on today that can't wait 'til tonight. Are you in town for a while?"

      The two of them made polite conversation as Carmine slowly walked them over to one of the tables which had been set up for a meal. Ilya didn't waste a second in intercepting Michael, moving quickly to his side, taking both his wrists and pushing up his sleeves. It took a moment for Michael to realize Ilya was inspecting the places where he’d seen Patrick grab him.

      "He didn't hurt me, Ilya," Michael said low. "He's my brother. He wouldn't do that."

      Ilya pressed his lips together and didn't look up, intent on turning Michael's arms over again and again, smoothing over the unblemished skin. "I lost count of how many times my brother put me in the hospital, so that means shit to me." Michael wanted to argue with him, but he'd seen Ilya naked, seen the scars he bore and felt the odd way his bones lay beneath his skin in places, read between the lines of the fragments of confessions handed to him when Ilya hurt him just right and Michael asked where he'd learned such exquisite cruelty.

      Once he was satisfied, Ilya stepped in close, head bowed, still somehow unable to look Michael in the eye. "No one is allowed to hurt you but me, understand?"

      Michael wanted Ilya to do it right then, wanted to touch him and provoke Ilya into something, but Michael's brother was in the room and, in a way, it hurt almost as badly to have to be on his best behavior. "What about Carmine?" he asked. "Does he get to hurt me?"

      Ilya smiled then, and the wickedness behind it made Michael's dick twitch when Ilya finally looked him in the eye. "Carmine doesn't want to hurt you, silly. He wants to have you. He'd fucking eat you whole if he could but even that wouldn't get you close enough. He only wants to make you hurt so he can watch and know he made it happen. But, don't get it wrong. He only gets to do that to you because I let him. You're mine, Flanagan. No matter what your brother says. Your brother might have your heart, but everything attached to your dick belongs to me." Michael felt lightheaded all of a sudden and he swayed on his feet. Ilya seemed pleased and nodded. "Say, 'yes Ilya.'"

      Michael had to swallow hard and even then his words came out thready and weak. "Yes, Ilya."

      For the first time since he'd walked in, Ilya relaxed. He seemed pleased when he took Michael's wrists in what would appear to anyone else like a friendly gesture. Looked delighted when he squeezed them so hard, Michael felt his tendons rasp over his bones and something click painfully. They drifted apart as they walked to the table and sat down as if nothing had happened, both of them knowing that where Michael's skin had been unblemished minutes before, it was already bruising and blooming beneath his sleeves.

      Carmine and Patrick both pretended not to notice anything had happened although Michael knew they were both too wily to let anything escape their notice. Marcus was his usual discreet self, helping the conversation flow and remain light while Petey fetched their food for them and they ate. It was only once they were done and coffee was placed on the table that the talk turned to business.

      "I can't believe we haven't run into each other before now," Carmine said as he passed a cup over to Patrick and began pouring another for Marcus. "Were you kidding about running guns in Portland?"

      "No." Patrick sipped his coffee and made an appreciative noise as he set the cup back in its saucer. "Although, we had to clear out of there once our cops started getting heat from outside. I hated to leave it, but we needed to keep them sweet for—well, reasons."

      "I can appreciate that." Carmine nodded. "I'm surprised you need any in your pocket with this whole fake fed thing you've got going on. You're gonna have to put me in contact with whoever makes the fake IDs for you, 'cause that is stellar workmanship."

      Michael huffed out a laugh, feeling a little self-conscious when all eyes landed on him. "I'm definitely not feeling like being accommodating in that regard after the shit you've been giving me about my laptop all week."

      "Ah." Carmine stirred his coffee, smirking down at it as if the beverage held all the sweet memories of Michael begging on his knees. "You can't hold that against me."

      "Well, there's definitely something I won't be holding against you anytime soon."

      Patrick rolled his eyes. "Can you not? For like, five minutes?" He shook his head when Michael grinned at him. He did a good job of sounding more like a boss than a big brother when he turned back to Carmine and said, "I'm assuming you'll be returning Michael's property to him now?"

      "I guess I have to. A deal's a deal, right? I'm assuming Patrick is Mr. Ninety Percent?" Michael had to concede being that Patrick had revealed the thing he'd spent all that time trying to keep from Carmine, but Patrick seemed okay with the arrangement, so he nodded, albeit reluctantly. Carmine appeared unsurprised. "I do wonder if I should ask for a cut, seeing as how Michael's under my roof."

      "You could do that," Patrick said, suddenly sounding less than friendly. "But since you're fucking him, I'll be asking for the same amount back in management fees." He looked surprised when Michael made an indignant huff. Patrick turned to him with an accusing expression on his face. "What? You wanna act like a whore, I'm going to treat you like a whore. Shut the fuck up and drink your coffee."

      Ilya stiffened, the hand Carmine placed on his knee doing little to soften him, at least not until Michael rolled his eyes and was clearly unperturbed by his brother talking to him that way.

      "I think we should discuss that though," Patrick said, making everyone mildly horrified for a moment. "Apart from the obvious, I'd really like to know what the hell you were thinking, maneuvering Michael away from my uncle like you did."

      It was interesting, the way Carmine's eyes flicked briefly to Marcus—whose expression very clearly said 'I told you so'—and then surprisingly seemed rather regretful, something shockingly vulnerable for someone like Carmine to do in front of someone like Patrick.

      Carmine took a deep breath and folded his hands in front of him. "I have to be honest with you, when I arranged for Michael to come here, initially my intentions were not…honorable."

      Everyone in the room knew instantly he wasn't talking about sex, or even that he’d handed Michael over to the sexual sadist he shared a bed with. It was no surprise to Michael, not really. The fact Carmine didn't seem able to look him in the eye was, though.

      Patrick sighed heavily, uncrossed then recrossed his legs, and looked to the ceiling as if he was trying to restrain himself from reaching across the space between them and throttling Carmine for even thinking about hurting Michael in the first place.

      "I appreciate your candor," he said finally, through gritted teeth. "I'm assuming you're no longer thinking about killing my brother?" He said it so lightly, as if they were deciding on red or white with their meal. "Because we will have a real fucking problem if anything should happen to him now."

      Carmine shook his head. "Oh, that was never—that's not—we're having some issues. Family problems. I can't really—" He grimaced and waved his hand dismissively. "You know how it is."

      Patrick nodded. "I completely understand. We're in much the same position, as you probably gathered. Family can be…challenging."

      Michael's lips curled up in something like a smile. The way they had of dancing around a subject, using pauses and twisting their language slightly askew, to say nothing and yet everything—it always made Michael wish for once they could say things straight out. Their lives would be so much easier if they could tell Carmine, 'we know our uncle killed our father for his position and his money and we're doing our best to get our family business back before he kills us both.'

      "They do put us in such a difficult position," Carmine said, pointedly, nodding back.

      "I suppose you heard about Nick Sanchez? What happened with his father?"

      Carmine nodded and sighed. "Terrible. So sad the old man left him so soon after retiring."

      "True, true." Patrick almost sounded sincere. "But then, and I hate to say it, sometimes it's better than to linger, getting decrepit and infirm."

      Carmine actually looked a little surprised by what he was saying. "You think so?"

      Patrick nodded once. "I think Nick would agree with me."

      Carmine tilted his head, as if Nick being the one to off his old man, or at least give the order to have him killed, hadn't occurred to him before. "I guess he did know him best. They were close?"

      Patrick smiled. "Close enough. You could say my father and his brother were the same way."

      Carmine glanced over to Marcus, who seemed rocked by the information, before he wiped the flat of one hand across his mouth. "I had no idea."

      "That's okay." Patrick reached over the table to top up his coffee cup, doing the same for Carmine's after. "Why should you? You have to understand though, this is why it's so important to me that Michael is taken care of. And of course, why my presence in town needs to be between us for now."

      "Of course. Absolutely." There was a look on Carmine's face he'd seen a couple of times before, as if his brain was working fast, strategizing and fitting pieces together quicker than he could explain to anyone. "I'm guessing it can be a bit trying, having to work under the radar."

      Patrick shrugged. "I've been doing it half my life, to be honest. You get used to being discrete. Although I have to say it's been nice to talk like this, out in the open, so to speak."

      "Well, as long as Michael is staying with us, you're more than welcome to drop by."

      There was a lot more in the offer than Carmine was saying outright but it was as if Patrick could hear him loud and clear. "That's so kind of you. I appreciate it. It would be good to have some mutual support. Y'know, while we work through our family issues."

      Carmine beamed. "I was just thinking the same thing. Maybe once they're resolved we can work on doing a little business together."

      Patrick beamed back, looking so fucking pleased with himself, Michael groaned and rolled his eyes. "Sounds like it could be fun. I might even let you keep the kid a bit longer."
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      Carmine stood at the breakfast bar, casting an eye over his schedule for the next week and wondering how much longer it was going to take Ilya—and Ilya's boyfriend—to get done showering, when Michael finally sauntered into the kitchen.

      He was wearing a light Henley, which showed off his collarbones and the pleasing shape of his chest, over the snug blue jeans cupping his ass, and sneakers that had seen better days, but it was his face that caught Carmine's attention. He couldn't stop himself before he blurted out, "Have you been crying?"

      Michael blushed, ignoring the remark as he went to the fridge and poured himself a glass of ice water. It was only when he came closer, leaning up against the counter with one hip next to Carmine, that Michael sighed and said, "Ilya's got these…clips." He made a pinching motion with his thumb and forefinger and Carmine knew instantly what he was talking about.

      "Alligator clips." Michael nodded and appeared as if he might well up simply thinking about them. Carmine wanted to laugh. "Jesus. He had you hooked up to a fucking car battery last week but a couple of alligator clips made you cry?"

      "Hey," Michael said, indignant as all hell. "First, that wasn't a car battery, you oaf. Second, it was not a couple, and third—Christ, they fucking hurt, man. I don't know what it is about them but fuck…"

      Carmine had to shake his head. "You know if you cry, he's only gonna want to do it more?"

      "I know."

      "I thought you liked that kinda thing?"

      Michael almost smiled. "I do. I–it's complicated."

      Carmine didn't know what to say. Hearing Michael, or Ilya for that matter, beg and cry was definitely one of his top five favorite things, but he didn't totally understand what they got out of wanting to hurt like that. It apparently made them happy, and horny, so he wasn't about to complain. He tried to make sure they didn't hurt themselves in a way they couldn't recover from but beyond that, their proclivities were a mystery to him. Besides, he was finding other ways to amuse himself.

      Smiling, Carmine leaned in a little to ask quietly, as if it was a secret, "You want me to kiss it better?"

      It was a surprise when Michael's lips pressed tightly together, and Carmine thought for a second that Michael was going to refuse him. It was actually more shocking when instead he murmured, "What are we doing, Carmine?"

      Carmine straightened up. "What do you mean?"

      Michael seemed more uncomfortable than when he'd had Ilya's teeth biting into his balls. "I mean—I don't know. This thing with the…" He wafted his hand between them.

      Carmine felt a little shocked. "You don't like it?"

      "No, I do, I just—" Michael sighed heavily, as if he was drawing up every ounce of will inside him. "I know where I stand with Ilya. I know what I like and I know what he likes and we know what we are to each other. We're sort of friends and we enjoy what we do in bed. And none of it interferes with his relationship with you. It is what it is, y'know? But you…and me…"

      The realization hit Carmine like a truck. "Are you—are you worried more that what we do together is like I'm cheating on Ilya somehow, or that you think I don't mean the things I say? Like I'm just messing with you?"

      Michael made a noise as if talking about his feelings might actually kill him. "Both. Maybe. I don't know. With you this thing feels more complicated somehow." Michael looked up at him, seemingly irritated. "If you would just fuck me, things would be so much easier, but this kissing and hugging crap, I can't…" He sighed, the breath shuddering out of him, and Carmine desperately wanted to touch him.

      Carmine glanced toward the other side of the apartment even though he couldn't see the bedroom door from where they were standing. He wasn't sure if they had time to start a conversation about this, not with the car picking them up in less than fifteen minutes. Even so, he stepped a little closer, keeping his voice low. "It's not complicated, Michael. Just like Ilya can be cruel with you in a way he can't be with me, I can be gentle with you in a way I can't be with him. And he knows this. We don't keep secrets, I told you that from the start. You think he doesn't know? You think he doesn't encourage me? You think we don't talk about you when we're in bed together? Things weren't bad between us before you came here but—Christ—I think things might be even better now. You're not a wedge between us. Honestly, sometimes—sometimes I think you might be the glue." That made Michael stare up at him in shock. It was a good look on him and Carmine gave up trying to resist.

      Cupping Michael's jaw with one hand he drew him close, close enough he could feel a whisper of Michael's lips against his own as he said, "And although I don't need to fuck you to get what I want, Michael, one day I will make love to you. And it'll be so slow and gentle it'll make Ilya's alligator clips feel like a cake walk in comparison. I'm going to fucking worship every inch of you, and when I come inside you, you're gonna feel so fucking cherished you'll know for certain no one will ever love you as much as I will in that moment. I'm gonna fucking ruin your life, Michael."

      When their lips finally met, Carmine thought there could be nothing so satisfying as Michael trembling against him, until he tasted the salt of Michael's tears as they spilled down his cheeks and were smeared by the kiss.

      They pulled apart when they heard footfalls behind them. The smirk Ilya was wearing fell away when he caught sight of Michael's face. "Are you crying?"

      Carmine snorted, reaching his hand out for the watch Ilya was holding that he'd left, forgotten on the bedside table. Ilya shook his head, taking Carmine's wrist and then sliding the band on himself. "Jesus Christ, it took me thirty minutes and some considerable fucking physical effort just to get him to tear up. You whisper in his ear for a few minutes and he's a blubbering wreck. You gotta show me how to do that, Mino."

      Carmine pushed a stray hair behind Ilya's ear, then kissed him, firm and a little dirty, just the way they both liked it, before smiling. "Not a chance. Besides, you've got your skill set, I've got mine. It's probably better if we stay in our lanes. That way we might have a chance to keep up with him."

      "Christ." Michael sniffed and wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands. "You guys make me sound like a nymphomaniac."

      "If the shoe fits." Ilya laughed. "Come on, Sal is going to be downstairs in ten minutes."

      Carmine rolled his eyes. "Yeah, like we weren't waiting on you."

      "I gotta look my best," Ilya said, indignantly. Carmine gave him a once-over. He looked fucking delicious as always but hadn’t dressed any differently than he usually did. They were only heading to the club for business as usual after all. The guys who reported to Carmine would be coming in for a sit-down that afternoon, and the lawyer who oversaw most of his legitimate business said he needed to drop by for some signatures, so Marcus had managed to slot him in early to keep him from accidentally bumping into anyone who shouldn't be there.

      They were almost down to the parking garage when Ilya's cell buzzed, the tone loud in the quiet elevator. He frowned when he opened the message.

      "Everything okay?"

      Ilya nodded. "Yeah, I got to make a call before we go."

      Carmine didn't even bother shrugging. That was the way it happened sometimes. He wasn't so important himself that, when he got a call from someone higher up than him, he wouldn't have to drop everything and jump to it.

      He didn't think anything of it either when the elevator doors opened to the underground garage, a black town car ready and waiting. It didn't even cross his mind anything was amiss when Ilya hung back, lingering near the elevator for a second as he brought his phone to his ear and turned away. The first instant he knew for sure things had gone bad was when he heard a shout. He couldn't make out what it was initially as he was distracted by something barreling into him.

      The hit came so hard Carmine's feet left the ground and he was horizontal in the air, headed for the concrete, before his brain computed that the word yelled had been "Gun!"

      The rest was only snatches, coming back to him in pieces, as if his mind had only been able to process the incident as a series of snapshots when everything happening so quickly.

      Like Michael saying something stupid—-Carmine couldn't even remember what, only that he'd been laughing when he reached for the door handle.

      Like the interior of the car being wrong but he couldn't say why.

      That there was a guy in the back seat with a gun pointing in Carmine's face.

      A loud noise that sounded like two shots from a suppressor.

      The shout—the shout that had come from Michael.

      A squeal of tires, then Ilya yelling. Carmine even said, "I'm okay, I'm—I'm okay," a few times before he realized that he'd bashed his head on the ground pretty hard and it might have been a lie, but also that Ilya wasn't talking to him. And when he rolled over, he saw Michael lying on the ground, motionless, as Ilya skinned his knees sliding to Michael’s side and shook his limp body.
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      Sal asked Carmine three times if he was sure he wanted her to drive to the pool hall and not the hospital. He wasn't sure if she was asking because she was genuinely worried about Michael or if she thought Carmine had hit his head harder than he was making out. Either way, it made the whole situation worse somehow. He didn't remember a time when she'd ever questioned his order before.

      The blood pouring from Michael's arm had scared the shit out of Carmine when he'd first seen it, so he couldn't blame her for second-guessing him. It hadn't reassured Carmine one bit when Ilya had ripped open Michael's shirt sleeve to find that the bullet had only taken a sliver out of his bicep rather than shattering the bone or slicing him up inside. All the time they were checking Michael’s pulse and tearing at his clothes to check if he'd been hit anywhere else, Carmine couldn't help but measure the space between the wound and Michael's heart in milliseconds.

      Michael was still passed out when Sal arrived, seconds after the other car had left, screeching up and then scrambling out of the driver's seat when she saw them huddled on the ground. Between the three of them, they’d dragged Michael into the car, his dead weight something none of them wanted to think about too hard. Of course, he started to come around almost as soon as Sal put the car in Drive, so the pool hall seemed like the best choice. Or rather, it was the least likely location for whoever had done this to be lying in wait to try to finish the job.

      The pool hall technically belonged to Marcus's brother-in-law, but Carmine had a big enough piece of it that he could come and go as he pleased. It usually only took about twenty-five minutes to get from Midtown to Jackson Heights but Sal made it in fifteen, so quickly that they arrived before any of the rest of the crew. Carmine had called Marcus en route, not wanting to go into details over the phone but giving him the broad strokes so that the back rooms of the pool hall could be cleared out. A couple of paramedics who were on payroll were waiting too, the sight of their green jumpsuits and huge bags making Carmine want to sigh in relief when he saw them waiting next to the dumpsters in the back alley as Sal pulled in beside them.

      By the time Marcus arrived, just after Lou and Petey had muscled their way into the shabby back room to get instructions, one of the medics was done shining a light in Carmine's eyes and prodding his skull. Marcus looked horrified when he saw the blood on the paper towel when Carmine pulled the ice pack away from the graze on his temple. "Jesus Christ, how bad is it?"

      "We were so fucking lucky." Carmine wanted to close his eyes and thank some deity but didn't dare risk having to relive that moment again. "What the fuck happened?" It might have been too soon to hope for answers if he was asking anyone else, but Marcus wasn't just anyone.

      Marcus drew him to the side slightly, even though no one would have the balls to listen in when Carmine was about two seconds away from snapping and beating someone to death. "The car they used was stolen about two hours ago. It wasn't even reported until after the hit. The owner lives in the building a couple of floors down, so it had all the tags and passes to get into the garage." He took a deep breath. "Apparently the security guard recognized the car and waved it through. He and the regular driver know each other, so it didn't occur to him to double check and, get this—" He shifted his stance and lowered his voice to a whisper. "—the guard got a call as the car pulled up to the gate so he was too distracted to get a proper ID on who was actually driving."

      "That's smart." The praise wasn't even begrudging. It's what he would have done.

      "Did you get a look at the shooter?"

      Carmine felt a little ashamed he had to shake his head. "It happened so fast." He glanced over to where the medics were tending to Michael. Or trying to. He was doing his best to persuade everyone he was fine and his injuries were nothing, although Carmine wasn't sure if that was because he was simply trying to tough it out, that the bang to his head was making him stupid, or if he was trying to put on a brave face for Ilya, who was standing over him with his arms folded across his chest, looking as if he was about to rip the hands off anyone who touched his precious.

      Carmine shook his head. "Christ, if Michael hadn't been there…"

      "Is he okay?"

      Carmine raised his eyebrows. "Aren't you supposed to be asking about me first?"

      "Mino." Marcus sounded hurt at the implication but Carmine clapped him on the shoulder reassuringly.

      "He's okay. His arm needs stitches and there's a lump on his head as big as a goose egg. They want to take him in for a CT to check for a fracture. He said he wouldn't go but I threatened to call his brother. Petey and Lou can take him once I persuade Ilya to let him out of his sight."

      "What about you?"

      Carmine made a dismissive noise. "I'm fine." He was. The scrape on his face was probably going to be annoying as it healed and his shoulder was aching like a bitch where he'd landed with all his weight—and Michael's—on it but he'd live. "A bit scraped up. Could have been worse." So much worse.

      When the door creaked open, all heads turned. Lou held it open, saying, "The doc's here," before the man himself walked in. Calling in the family doctor might have been redundant being that the paramedics were there, but Carmine was glad Marcus wasn't taking any chances. He felt relieved until Lou added grimly, "And the boss's car just pulled up."

      Carmine and Marcus turned to each other in slow motion. That was something neither of them had expected. Letting the consigliere know someone had tried to hit Carmine was one thing but the old man coming to see him seemed odd. He was Carmine's father, but outside of business he'd never taken much of an interest in him, much less shown affection. His concern had always revolved around his expectations rather than any caring emotion. What was even stranger was how he'd gotten to the pool hall so soon.

      Carmine's first thought was that he didn't even know his father was in town. His second was that maybe he'd already been anticipating having to drive to the city that morning and was already on his way. His third was that he should put those thoughts firmly out of his mind for the time being. If there was ever a more important time to plaster on his game face, it was now.

      Marcus seemed freaked but Carmine shook his head. "It's fine."

      "Jesus, Mino. How do you wanna handle this? Play dumb?"

      It only took a second for Carmine to consider how he wanted to handle his father. Often the best defense was to act as if you didn't have the first clue about what was going on. Ignorance, or at least the appearance of it, was bliss. "No. I'm gonna try a different tack." Marcus didn't seem convinced. When he opened his mouth to argue, Carmine cut him off. They didn't have time to debate. "I'll take care of it. Just relax."

      Neither of them had any time to do anything else as, seconds later, the door opened up again. A couple of his father's heavies came in first, then his father appeared, looking somber. He was wearing black. As was the consigliere, Ancello, who slunk in behind him.

      Immediately, the don walked over to Carmine. For a second, Carmine thought the old man was going to say something nice or even go as far as embracing him. He felt as if he should have known better when his father took him roughly by the chin and yanked his head around so he could get a better look at the scrape down the side of his face. If Carmine didn't have a neck injury before, he certainly felt as if he did after that.

      "Why is the doc over there with the mick? He should be treating you."

      He made to turn and call out to the doctor, who was preparing to suture Michael's wound closed, until Carmine said, "I'm fine. I've been seen. Let him work, Pops."

      Carmine's father frowned, his face grim as he snarled, "What's Flanagan doing here anyway?"

      Carmine took a deep breath and steeled himself. "He saved my life. God, I'm so sorry. I hope this isn't gonna make things difficult for you." He tried to do as good a job as he could to sound contrite.

      His tone must have been convincing enough as the glare on his father's face fell away to something that resembled confusion for a second before he asked with suspicion, "What is that supposed to mean?"

      Carmine furrowed his brow and glanced between Ancello and his father a couple of times before saying, "The Flanagans? I'm supposed to be watching out for the kid and now he's got hurt?" He pursed his lips and tried to pretend to look brave. "How mad are they gonna be? Do you want me to talk to them? I know he's not badly hurt but they'll want compensation. I can talk to them if you want."

      Ancello blinked at him a couple of times. "Do you—do you think the shooter was there for the kid?"

      Carmine shrugged. "I honestly don't know. It all happened so fast."

      "Who was it?" His father sounded murderous. "Tell me who did this."

      Carmine feigned confusion and threw up his hands. "I don't know. Not yet. But Marcus is on it. We'll find the bastard, Pops, I swear. It might just have been we were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Could have been a carjacking or another one of those conspiracy nuts, I don't know. But I will," he said seriously, all the deceit leaving him. "I'll find them and I'll make them sorry."

      The way his father looked at him, it was almost as if the old man was proud for a moment before the expression dissipated like a mirage. "You better. We can't have people around here thinking they can take pot shots at us whenever they like. It's bad for business."

      "Yeah. I know," Carmine agreed. Business always came first. "You want me to smooth things over with the Flanagans?"

      Ancello shook his head. "I'll deal with them. Negotiations are at a delicate stage."

      Carmine shrugged as if he didn't suspect Michael's uncle wasn't going to be thoroughly disappointed to hear how he'd pulled through. "I understand."

      "Make sure your animal keeps a close eye on him though," Carmine Sr grumbled, glaring over at where Ilya was still hovering, scowling at the needle sliding in and out of Michael's flesh as if he could do a better job of it himself. "I'm glad you've got him keeping a close eye. Although maybe if he'd been doing his job this morning, we wouldn’t have to be meeting in this shithole."

      Carmine nodded, agreeing only that he was sure his father would have dressed differently if he knew he'd be standing in the musty back room of a pool hall rather than on the nice clean floor of the mortuary he was expecting. "We got through it. That's the main thing."

      His father grunted, turning to walk away, before he gave Carmine one last assessing look, pointing a finger in his face and growling, "We don't need a war on our hands, Carmine. Find those bastards and finish it."

      Carmine replied, "Yes, sir," but he wasn't sure his father heard him as he was already sweeping out of the room, his entourage following in his wake.

      In the dead silence that remained when the door closed, Marcus walked up and stood directly in front of Carmine. He clearly didn't know what to say, so Carmine simply pulled him into a hug and they held each other tightly for a handful of seconds. When they pulled apart, it was as if everyone in the room could breathe again.

      "Hey, Carmine?" Michael said, a little loud after all the quiet. "If I'm out of line, put it down to the head injury, but does your father want you dead?"

      The room went very still for a moment before Carmine chuckled. "Lucky for the doc here, you've got a concussion."

      Michael swayed slightly in his chair. "Lucky how?"

      "'Cause if you didn't, you mook, I'd have to put a bullet in your brain and he would have been sewing you up all this time for nothing."

      The ripple of laughter that when around the room dispelled the last of the tension in everyone but Marcus. Carmine's smile fell away to mirror his expression when he turned to quietly say, "Go with Petey and Lou. Get him to the hospital and keep him quiet, for fuck's sake. Gag him if you have to."

      "What about you?"

      Carmine shook his head. "They won't try anything twice in one day. Not without showing their hand."

      "You're gonna hunker down here and wait for us?"

      "No. I'm gonna do what my father told me to do." Carmine grinned. "I'm gonna find the bastard who tried to shoot me and I'm gonna finish this."
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      Michael hadn't been to the warehouse before. When he'd left the apartment—or rather snuck out as soon as Ilya had been called away—he'd caught a cab to the club first, expecting to find Carmine there. Marcus had appeared surprised to see him and once they had gotten past the inevitable round of—“How are you doing? Should you be out of bed? Does Ilya know you're out by yourself?”—Michael had felt thoroughly humiliated and coddled enough that Marcus had Sal drive him downtown. As much as he appreciated the show of support, Michael was half hoping someone else would get hurt soon so everyone would stop treating him like an invalid.

      Sure, he still had a headache that wouldn't quit and his arm ached a bit—and there was a bruise on his hip that not only looked spectacular but felt even better when Ilya pressed his sharp fingers against it—but after two weeks of being confined to his bed and the apartment, he'd had enough. The doc had cleared him to get up and about days ago as long as he took it easy, but it was a whole other problem trying to get Ilya and Carmine to stop fussing over him like a pair of old women.

      The drive to Red Hook didn't take too long, although the warehouse was a lot closer to the water than Michael had imagined for some reason. Thankfully, Sal knew how to make conversation about something other than Michael almost taking a bullet for her boss, which passed the time, and before too long they were pulling up. She didn't get out when they parked outside the dilapidated red brick building, only waved out the window to a skinny guy in a hoodie and jeans who was smoking as he leaned against the door next to the 'no smoking' sign. Michael didn't recognize him, but the guy seemed to know who Michael was, opening the door for him and then nodding as Michael went inside.

      The interior was much as Michael expected—boxes and crates piled up in some sort of order, hazy light coming through yellowed panes up high, metal steps to the upper levels that ran around the sides of the large open space. The cavernous room was gloomy even in the middle of the day, with dust motes bejeweling the rays of sun that made it to the concrete floor. It was quiet too, his footsteps echoing as he walked toward an open door at the back and the only other sign of life, muffled voices coming from beyond it.

      Behind the door was a hallway, better lit at least so that he could see Lou standing at one end, his huge arms folded across his massive chest as he bobbed his head. Michael thought he was rocking in time to the grunting coming from the open doorway next to him until he got close enough to see he had one earbud hooked up to his phone. Lou stopped dancing as soon as he spotted Michael, seemingly unsurprised to see him.

      "Carmine busy?"

      Lou shook his head and smiled. "Never too busy for you."

      Michael grinned at him as he walked by. "You're such a charmer, Lou."

      Michael didn't have any expectations when he walked into the dim room, lit only by the light from the hall. Still, seeing Carmine with his shirt sleeves rolled up above his elbows, his hands and forearms splattered with red, laying into some bloody figure handcuffed to a chair, wouldn't have been on his list. "I'm not interrupting, am I?"

      Carmine stopped mid-swing, his fist hovering comically in the air for a second before he dropped it, along with the fierce expression on his face that turned into something soft and affectionate when he saw Michael standing there. Which was weird given the whole ambience. "Oh hey."

      Carmine turned to Pops, who was standing nearby, and nodded. Pops passed off a towel to Carmine as he replaced him in front of the chair, leaning down to slap the guy and whisper something that made the kid start to sob before Pops started in on him himself.

      Carmine didn't pay any attention, not to what Pops had said or the wet sounds of the beating that followed, simply wiping his hands as he walked over as if he'd been doing the dishes. "You sure you should be out of bed?"

      Michael ignored him. "Is that the guy?" The who shot me didn't need expressing.

      "Oh him?" Carmine glanced over his shoulder in time to see Pops break one of the guy's fingers. The scream made Michael wince. "No. The kid tried to force himself on Pop's granddaughter. We're teaching him that the friend zone is not a thing."

      "Christ. She's, what, fifteen?"

      "Fourteen."

      "And you're not gonna kill him?" Michael would have.

      Carmine shrugged. "He's only seventeen. I figure this way he can spread the good word to all his friends so I don't have to bloody my hands like this twice a week."

      "He's a…kid.”

      Carmine seemed confused. "I'll pay his hospital bill," he said, as if it should have been obvious, before he looked down at himself. "Although I'm gonna invoice his parents for my dry cleaning. The kid's a bleeder, look at the fucking state of me. We're pretty much done here. You wanna grab some lunch? I'll change obviously—"

      "I was hoping we could talk." Michael didn't want to be blunt, but he'd learned that trying to corner Carmine could be tricky. As much as he loved the man, he was a little too good at avoiding a subject when he didn't want to confront something.

      Michael had been trying to pin him down for an explanation about what had happened—or at least what he suspected had led to him getting shot at—since he'd ended up with a ripped-up shoulder and a permanent headache. Carmine had other ideas, being the slippery fuck that he was, deflecting Michael's requests to talk by saying it was too soon, or that Michael needed to rest, or simply by throwing Ilya at him like a pork chop to a guard dog. Getting five minutes alone with Carmine in the apartment was proving impossible so Michael figured catching him off guard when he was at work was his best option. The expression on Carmine's face clearly said otherwise.

      Carmine looked down, wiping his hands slower and slower. "You really think now is the time?"

      "No." Michael had to agree. "The best time would have been two weeks ago. Or two days ago." He ducked his head, trying to get Carmine to look at him. "Or any of the other times I asked you to talk to me."

      Carmine's eyes did flick up but only for a fraction of a second before he turned his head away. "Pops."

      "Boss."

      "We're done. Drop him at St Agnes. Call Elliot later to sort out the bill."

      "Sure thing."

      Without another word, Lou came in to help Pops carry the kid out, the toes of his sneakers scraping a line in the dust for the blood trail which followed them. Michael had seen healthier looking carcasses in the butcher's window. It wasn't lost on him that once the two guys had gone, he and Carmine were finally alone together.

      Carmine contemplated the blood under his nails. "There's nothing to say, Michael."

      "Nothing to—" Michael couldn't help but throw his hands up. "Are you fucking kidding me? Someone tried to kill you, Carmine."

      "Yeah, well, they missed, didn't they?"

      "No." Michael shook his head violently and regretted it almost immediately as pain spiked through his eyes. "No, they didn't. That bullet was right on target and you not being in its path was sheer dumb luck."

      "What do you want me to do?" Carmine's voice was loud suddenly in the small concrete room. "You want me to get down on my knees for you? Want me to wash your feet and suck your dick?"

      The thought had crossed Michael's mind, at least about that last part, but he shook his head again, slower and more carefully this time. "I just want you to tell me what's going on."

      Carmine's jaw twitched. "There's nothing going on." He was pretty convincing. Enough that Michael might have believed him under different circumstances.

      "Liar."

      Carmine stepped up to him, so close they were almost touching and so quick it took Michael's breath away. His tone was ice-cold. "What did you call me?"

      "I-I heard you," Michael said, his voice trembling despite himself. "You and Ilya. Talking about your 'little problem.'" Carmine scowled and stepped away, turning his back on Michael. "I've seen what you've got in your pants, so I'm damn sure you weren’t talking about that."

      "You've got that right, at least." Carmine turned back to face him. "You don't know what the fuck you're talking about."

      "Then tell me!" Michael hadn't meant to shout but he had two weeks of frustration burning inside him and his curiosity was like gasoline pouring over it. "I know something's going on. I know someone's trying to hurt you. Why would you cut me out like this?"

      "Cut you out?" It was a little disconcerting when the fierce expression Carmine had been wearing when Michael first walked into the room crept back onto his face. "You were never in, sweetheart." When he took a step toward Michael, Michael took one back without meaning to. "Who the fuck do you think you are, coming in here and demanding things of me? Have you forgotten who you're fucking talking to?"

      "You know I haven't," Michael only managed to whisper as he took another step back. The first one had been a mistake. After that one, it was as if his body couldn't stop. Everything in him was screaming that he should run, except for the one steady voice who knew whatever was coming would be so much worse if he did.

      "You think 'cause I give you permission you to fuck Ilya that you have some sort of entitlement?" Michael shook his head but Carmine kept coming. "This is none of your business. You're not part of my family. Or my crew. Or even a business associate. Hell, you're not even a guest. You're a sex toy. Something to entertain Ilya until he gets bored and takes you apart to see how you work. You think you're the first?" Michael wasn't sure what hurt more, the way Carmine said it or the smile which crept onto Carmine's face when he saw how much it stung Michael to hear the words. "You come in here, to my place of business, yelling at me and calling me a liar? What makes you think you can do something like that?"

      "No, Carmine. I didn't mean—"

      "You think that just because Ilya thinks you scream pretty, you're protected somehow?"

      "No, I—"

      "Are you delusional enough to think that if I told Ilya to put a bullet in your brain that he would hesitate for even a second?"

      Michael tried to talk; his mouth even moved but no sound came out. When his back hit the wall behind him, a rush of air made him squeak.

      "What you and Ilya have is nothing compared to what he and I share. Nothing, you understand? You're a dick with a person attached to it. I could cut it off, get it stuffed, and Ilya would be just as satisfied."

      "Carmine." Michael's words were breathy, insubstantial as mist as Carmine closed in on him. The only thing pinning Michael to the wall was his fear until Carmine's knee slid in between his legs and Carmine planted his hands on either side of Michael's head. Michael could smell the blood on them. "I only wanted to help."

      "Help?" Carmine laughed. "You? Help me?" He leaned in close, a mockery of the times he had done the same thing before sharing a gentle kiss. "What could you do for me, little rabbit, that I can't get someplace else and twice as cheap? You think you're so special? You think that sweet mouth of yours tastes so good I'm not eating elsewhere when you're not trailing after me like a lost dog? And as for helping me with my little problem—" Carmine paused, tilting his head and trapping Michael's gaze with his own. "Maybe we could ask your dear old dad for his recommendation? How did that work out for him? When you were helping him with his little problem? Remind me."

      "You son of a bitch."

      Carmine's face morphed into a cruel mocking pout. "Oh, no. Are you trying to hurt my feelings?" Pressing in so close that his lips rasped against the shell of Michael's ear, he whispered, "You're gonna have to try harder than that, darlin'. You think this is bad? I haven't even lost my fucking temper yet."

      Michael couldn't help the small sob which escaped him or the tear that escaped down his cheek. When he heard footsteps coming toward the open door, he turned his face away from the light so whoever was there didn't have to see how humiliated he was.

      Carmine didn't move, not even when Lou's voice quietly said, "Boss. You want me to send Sal back to the club?"

      He was so still for a second, Michael thought Carmine might actually be thinking about sending him to the hospital with the kid. There was a weird feeling of relief and loss when Carmine finally backed away. "No. You and her take this one back to the apartment. I can ride with Pauly back to the shop."

      Lou paused for a second as if he was thinking about questioning the order but in the end said, "Sure thing, Boss," before stepping back to wait.

      For a second, Michael couldn't move. Carmine hadn't laid a finger on him and yet Michael felt as if he'd worked him over as badly as the kid they'd dragged out of there. After an age of not knowing if his limbs were even working anymore, he peeled slowly off the wall, keeping his eyes lowered so he didn't have to look at Carmine turning his back on him or, worse, see his cold dismissal.

      Thankfully, Lou didn't feel the need to comment on the state of him. Sal frowned at Michael through the rearview mirror when he got in the car, but the way Lou immediately turned up the music on the radio, she obviously got the message that it was best not to even try to ask what had happened. One good thing about goodfellas, they knew how to mind their fucking business.

      Michael didn't register a thing as they drove. The streets passed by in a blur, not so much because of how fast Sal took the corners on this occasion but because Michael was so deep in his head, the world was simply a smear against the glass. He felt as fuzzy as when he'd opened his eyes after he got shot and almost as disoriented too—not knowing whose blood was whose, not knowing who was dead or alive. He certainly felt less than fully conscious when the car door opened and he realized he hadn't even noticed when they had pulled into the parking garage at the apartment building.

      Lou wouldn't let him go up alone, walking with him in silence, a hulking mass of calm next to Michael in the elevator. The car stopped once on their way up but whoever was standing there when the doors opened thought better of joining them and decided to take the next one. Michael wasn't sure if that was because of how scary Lou looked or how half-dead he felt. He wouldn't want to be trapped in a box with either of them under the circumstances.

      When they got to the sixtieth floor, Lou let them in the apartment. Michael thought the place was empty for a second, but Ilya stepped into view before he'd even gotten his jacket off.

      "There you are! I was fucking worried. You okay—?"

      "My head hurts." Michael couldn't even look at him. "I'm gonna lie down."

      He didn't wait for a response, didn't linger around the corner to eavesdrop after he heard Ilya ask Lou in a stern voice, "What the fuck did he do?"

      His room felt too bright once Michael was in there, so he flicked the switch that brought down the shades before splashing some water on his face in the small bathroom. Then Michael trudged to the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress, wondering what in the hell he was still doing there. The arrangement had seemed like fun at first when it was only a game to him. Except he realized now that Carmine had never been playing.

      Michael had always known who Carmine was. He had a reputation. Even amongst the kind of people his family did business with, he was feared. So it shouldn't have been a shock to find him merciless and cruel. Michael had forgotten all about it somehow when the Carmine who held his hand and pulled Michael's head to rest on his chest had been so present for the weeks he'd been living under his roof. The man he'd met today had been a stranger. To Michael, this Carmine had been a theory, a spooky story. And now he was real, Michael wasn't sure how the hell he could stay there any longer.

      Maybe if Carmine hadn't brought up his father he wouldn't be feeling so wrung out by the encounter. But he had. And worse, he'd asked the one question that had been keeping Michael awake at night more than any other.

      It wasn't as if Michael wasn't already wracked with guilt over the death of his father. Dealing with the loss was just as hard for Patrick but at least he had the excuse that he'd been miles away at the time. Michael had been under the same roof. Maybe if he'd known. Maybe if he'd pushed his father into letting him help, giving him a bigger role in the business, he could have done something. But maybe what Carmine said was true. Perhaps it was his fault. If his father hadn't wasted so much time trying to protect his son instead of protecting himself, then he might still be alive. Maybe if Patrick had been the one to stay and Michael had been sent away, maybe Patrick could have saved him. Maybe maybe maybe...

      There was a sound, no creaking steps here to give fair warning, only the door opening, then Ilya appearing. He looked calm leaning against the doorframe, not angry or playful. Just calm.

      "I hear Carmine was in one of his moods."

      Michael huffed out a laugh. "Is that what you call it? Very diplomatic."

      Ilya shrugged. "He's really something when he gets like that, huh? It didn't occur to me you'd never seen the other side of him before." He shifted on his feet, not so much looking uncomfortable with the situation, more that he was having to screw up all his courage when he asked, "Was it bad?"

      Michael sighed. He really didn't know how to answer. "I kinda wanna go home," he said, turning to look at Ilya finally. "So, yeah. Pretty bad." Ilya did look angry then, and Michael knew it was directed at him purely for suggesting such a thing. He also knew he wouldn't be going anywhere if Ilya had anything to do with it.

      "I'll talk to him."

      Michael had to smile. "You can if you want. But he can't take it back. The things he said. They’re the kind of things you can never take back."

      "I know. And he won't apologize for saying them either. But I'll talk to him all the same."

      "Okay," Michael said, nodding slightly then having to hold his head when it started to throb.

      "You need some Tylenol?" Michael hmmed a yes and held out his hand when he heard the bottle snick open. "You need anything else?"

      "No." He popped the pills and drank from the glass of water that followed them into his eyeline. "No, I just need to sleep, I think."

      "It'll be better," Ilya said, almost sounding bright. Definitely sounding as if he meant it. "You'll see. Take a nap and I'll fix it. It'll be fine."

      Michael had to smile as he leaned back against the plush pillow. "If you say so. I don't know how, but I guess stranger things have happened."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      "I don't see what the problem is."

      "You—you don't see what the problem is?" Carmine was about to tear his fucking hair out. The day had progressively gone from bad to worse…to whatever the fuck this was.

      Over breakfast, despite promising that he had his best guys out on the street and would have answers by lunchtime, Marcus had told Carmine they were no closer to finding the guy who had shot at him, which set Carmine up to be in a horrible mood all day.

      Then Michael had shown up at the warehouse for some goddamn reason and that hadn't exactly ended well. Whatever way Carmine tried to spin it in his head—that Michael had caught him at a bad moment, or that Michael was a grown up and would get over the things he'd said—the confrontation left a bitter taste in Carmine's mouth, even worse than the look in Michael's eyes as he'd skittered away.

      And now, Carmine had been stuck in a meeting half the fucking night with his father and a bunch of equally idiotic old men, sitting around a table in the back room of the old social club, drinking whiskey that tasted like someone had wrung it out of the threadbare carpet, talking in circles and getting nowhere. Carmine was about to lose his goddamn mind. "Are we looking at the same contract here or—?"

      "Kid." His father's tone was less than patient, as if Carmine was the one being difficult. "Watch your tone."

      "I didn't mean it like that." Carmine turned to the idiot who clearly didn't have the wits to read a spreadsheet but was stupid enough to speak up anyway. "Sorry. I mean no disrespect"—Carmine definitely did—"but the numbers are pretty clear. This wouldn't be a great deal for us. What we'd lose in revenue—"

      "So, you're an accountant now?" His father sounded about as tired and irritable as Carmine felt.

      "I know enough to see something about this doesn't add up. And I'm not just talking about the dollar amount."

      If he didn't know him better, Carmine might have thought that his father was about to beat him to death with his bare hands. More likely he was on the cusp of getting someone else to do it so he didn't bloody his shirt sleeves. Of course, if Carmine hadn't been so distracted by his roiling rage, he might have seen it coming when his father blindsided him with an infinitely worse suggestion.

      "Y'know, you look tired, Carmine." His father leaned in a little over the table, getting as close to appearing concerned as the old bastard could ever manage. "Maybe you've got too much on your plate already for us to be bringing you in on this."

      Whichever way Carmine tried to twist that statement in his mind, it wasn't good. "It's just been a long day, Dad. I'm fine. Do you need a break? We can always pick this up tomorrow?"

      "Me? No, I'm good. I was talking more—" He waved his hand vaguely in the air. "—generally. You have a lot going on right now what with all the businesses you're juggling and the thing with the shooting. I was talking with Gino earlier about maybe getting you some help for a while. Y'know, just until things settle down."

      "Help." Carmine's mind completely whited out for a second before he rebooted. "I think I'm okay. Marcus does a great job. The dealerships are running smoothly. The club is doing better than ever. The import business is definitely looking up—"

      "Still," his father said, sincerely. "You could always do with a break. I know how it is, remember? I was in your shoes once."

      No, you weren't, Carmine thought. When his father had been his age, he'd been beating up mom-and-pop storeowners who forgot to pay protection and running numbers while his old man sold guns and stolen liquor from a single warehouse unit out in Queens. When his father had taken the reins, he'd been much older than Carmine, and while he'd made the business into something which made people sit up and take notice, it was Carmine who had built on those foundations and expanded. Once upon a time his father had encouraged him, made an effort to teach and support him. Carmine didn't know when things had changed but now…

      "Maybe it might be worth considering handing over the import side of things to DeLuca for a while. Just until you've resolved that other problem, you understand. I want you to make sure you get the guy, Carmine. I can't have people going around shooting at my guys. You need to make him an example."

      "DeLuca," Carmine repeated. "The import side." He knew his tone made him sound like an idiot, and although he would have loved to claim it was intentional—it never did well to show exactly how smart you were to anyone—in that moment he was struck dumb.

      The idea his father was proposing was awful for two reasons. First, despite the phrasing, the suggestion wasn't really a suggestion. If his father ordered him to hand over any or all of his businesses, he had no choice but to do it. His father was the head of the family and what he said was law. Second, if his father made him do this, it was the start of a very slippery slope, and Carmine could see all the way down, right until the point he got a bullet in the base of his skull in the middle of the night. If he wasn't careful, he was done.

      "That's interesting. Yeah, you might be right. How about the three of us sit down next week and talk it over? I'd feel better knowing I'm not dumping all my problems on him. He's a good guy and I know he has his own business going on. I don't wanna overburden him."

      It was the best he could do in the spur of the moment. With any luck he would be able to deflect long enough his father's interference wouldn't be an issue anymore.

      Thankfully, his father seemed to be happy enough with that and nodded. Although when Carmine opened his mouth to try to continue picking over the contract his father had placed in front of him and the other guys, the old man announced that maybe they should take some time to digest what they'd discussed already and reconvene in a few days. A few backslaps and goodbyes, and Carmine found himself out on the pavement, waiting for Petey to bring the car around, wishing he could take a fucking holiday. He suddenly felt very old.

      He didn't really register when someone sidled up beside him. The dark suit and gray hair could have belonged to any of the old-timers coming out of the club but Carmine was glad when he saw it was Anthony Torno. The guy lit up a smoke, illuminating the multitude of deep-set creases in his face for a second in the flare of his lighter. "Bad business," he muttered. Carmine was tempted to ask him to narrow it down until Torno offered, "The Flanagan kid okay?"

      Carmine nodded. "Yeah. For the most part." His heart clenched a little at the thought of how broken Michael had sounded that morning. You son of a bitch. "He's pretty tough."

      "You ever meet his old man?" Carmine shook his head. Torno hissed and blew a pall of smoke out hard. "He was a tough SOB. Shrewd, scrappy…a good man to do business with, bad guy to piss off. Ah, and he loved those boys of his."

      "I think the feeling was mutual. Michael talks about him fondly."

      "It was a damn shame what happened to him. A damn shame."

      Carmine could only hum his agreement. Car accidents happened all the time.

      "Of course," Torno went on, sounding amazingly hazy for someone who seemed to know exactly what they wanted to say, "it somehow made it worse when his eldest wasn't there to take over and that brother of his had to fill in 'til Pat gets back."

      "I heard Patrick was in witness protection," Carmine lied. Well. Not lied exactly. He'd definitely heard that; it was one of the many rumors flying around about Patrick's whereabouts. He just knew that particular one wasn't true.

      "Horseshit. Someone made threats about Flanagan's wife and the kids way back, so he shipped her and the kid off to places unknown until it all died down. The kid opted to stay there, working on the down-low."

      "But that must have been…?"

      "Years ago, I know."

      "So why didn't he come back to take over the business?"

      Torno smiled at Carmine, his teeth oddly white as he flicked his cigarette stub onto the ground and scraped it to death with the toe of his shoe. "You should know better than most that sometimes an accident isn't necessarily accidental."

      Carmine nodded knowingly before actually registering what the guy was saying. "What do you mean, I should know?"

      Torno shrugged and pulled his coat tighter around his shoulders. "Well, much in the same way that a random shooting isn't necessarily all it seems."

      Carmine huffed out a laugh. "You mean, like someone deciding to steal a car one day and using it to shoot at a well-known wiseguy?"

      "Exactly." Torno nodded. "Hypothetically, if someone was to do it that way, or hire someone to do it that way, no one can trace anything back to them." Carmine suddenly thought it might be worth their while if he told Marcus to stop searching for the guy who shot at him and start looking for someone who might have turned up dead instead. "That way anybody could have hired the guy. Friend. Foe." He paused. "Family."

      Carmine blinked, turning slowly to face Torno. "Anybody?"

      Torno turned, staring him dead in the eye. "Anybody."

      "Hypothetically."

      Torno looked grim but nodded as he repeated, "Hypothetically." What he was saying, or rather what he wasn't saying, didn't sound hypothetical at all.

      Up until that point, Carmine had suspected, dismissed, half-believed, and hoped he'd been wrong about his father. There had been scraps of evidence, inferences, and intuitions. But although Torno or anyone else in the family would never say anything to directly implicate or disrespect someone higher up than them, particularly Carmine Sr, that one word was as good as a signed affidavit. His father had done it. And it was no secret.

      Carmine nodded. "My money's on the Mexicans," he said with a sigh, lying through his teeth. "They know I've been getting Dad to put the deal they want with us on hold. Either them or those guys from that thing last year."

      "They still holding a grudge?"

      Carmine shrugged. "Wouldn't you? Either way, I'll get to the bottom of it."

      "You do that," Torno said, clapping him on the shoulder as his car pulled up. "You need anything you let me know."

      "I will. And I'll try not to step on too many toes to sort it out."

      Torno stopped with one hand on the open car door and looked back at him. "Junior, you step on whoever you need to, you hear me? You're the heir to this family and everyone I've talked to is in your corner."

      "Is that why my ears have been burning?"

      "Let's hope so, kid." He smiled slightly. "Marie's been bugging me to get you over for dinner soon. Come next week, yeah? Bring your boys too, we'll fire up the grill and make an afternoon of it."

      "That sounds great, Tony. I'll clear my schedule."

      Torno laughed as he started to slide into his seat. "Don't clear it too much. You've got work to do."

      Yeah, Carmine thought, yeah, I do, don't I?

      It was all he could think about until he got back to the apartment. And yet somehow it was as if he couldn't think at all. His mind was swimming with the fact that although he'd been working on a bunch of assumptions and speculations, what Torno had said was confirmation enough. His own father wanted him dead. Carmine had known that if push came to shove, he'd have to make a decision. Finding himself on the cliff’s edge, it was time to start shoving.

      

      The apartment was dark when he finally stepped inside. He wondered if Ilya or Michael were home as his keys clinked into the glass bowl. The ugly thing had been on the table in the foyer when he'd bought the place, fully furnished. Like so many of the things in his life, not so much something he'd chosen to possess but simply part of the package. The place was dark and so quiet he figured his companions were either out somewhere or in bed, together. But as his eyes adjusted, he saw light flickering and heard muffled noises coming from the lounge.

      The room was dark apart from the haze filtering up from the city below, and the blue light from the TV screen. They didn't have much time to slob around and watch Netflix but as he walked closer, he could see Ilya was sprawled out on the couch, watching a badly filmed video someone had taken on their phone. It looked even worse on the huge screen.

      They had plenty of those types of home movies. Enough that Carmine could start his own porn channel. They were mostly of him and Ilya, sometimes either or both of them with someone who didn't wholly want to be there by the time the credits rolled. Ilya had a collection of his own which didn't feature sex at all. None of the participants were particularly thrilled about being there either. It wasn't exactly Carmine's thing, but they came in handy. Why go to the trouble of spending time threatening someone when you could simply drop a video of Ilya enjoying his work in an email and send it with the subject line Keep your mouth shut or you're next? Worked like a charm every time.

      What Ilya was watching wasn't either of those things and Carmine knew this one by heart. It had been a good day. Just him, Ilya, and Marcus. Marcus had been holding the phone at this point. They were a little drunk after a crazy afternoon, food had been eaten, wine drunk, Carmine still had frosting smeared on his shirt collar. He was holding Ilya around the waist, trying to drunkenly drag him into a fountain at two in the morning, all three of them laughing hysterically as Ilya pounded hard on Carmine's iron grip, his feet kicking in the air, both of them pitching backward into the water, making it splash everywhere. You could barely tell what was happening after that, with Marcus laughing so hard he could barely hold the phone let alone keep the camera on them. The footage cut off when the red and blue lights started reflecting in the water. It had been a really good day. They hadn't even gotten arrested.

      The room went dark as the footage ended but Ilya must have known Carmine was there regardless. He didn't turn around.

      "You upset Michael."

      Carmine sighed. He'd known this was coming, but he was too tired to try to mitigate whatever Ilya was about to throw at him. "I upset a lot of people."

      "You never upset me."

      "You're telling me you're not upset right now?"

      "It's different. And it's different for him. He's not like us."

      Carmine tilted his head. "Isn't he?"

      Ilya was quiet for a moment before he unfolded and stood up, like a shadow elongating in the moonlight. There was something about him in the half-light that made him even more otherworldly than he appeared during the day. Like a beautiful nightmare.

      He was silent as he moved around the furniture, coming to stand close enough to Carmine for it to be agony not to touch him.

      "I'd do anything for you," Ilya said quietly. "I have done terrible things simply because you asked me to. Because I love you. And I know you feel the same for me." He paused, glancing away for a second, his gaze drifting to the hallway which led to Michael's room. "What I feel for him is—it's not the same. And I know you feel it too. That you feel something for him." Carmine tried to scoff but Ilya's gaze trapped him. "Don't try to deny it. I know you too well."

      "Does it matter?" Carmine couldn't help but ask. "In the end?"

      He was surprised when Ilya replied, "Yes. It didn't before, but now…" He stepped closer. "You need to change your plans, Mino."

      "Ilya—"

      "Change them." His voice was commanding and Carmine wished Ilya would use it on him more often. "You need to find another way."

      That seemed to be the end of it. Ilya started to brush past him, the finality of the careless touch so much worse than a dismissal. But Ilya paused at the point when their shoulders met, and he turned his head slightly toward Carmine. "Don't get me wrong. If you tell me to choose, I'll pick you. I'll pick you every single time. But if I have to pick you over him? I'm gonna be pissed about it for the rest of our lives."

      There wasn't a single sliver of doubt in Carmine's mind that Ilya meant every word as he slipped into the dark. He was left with two questions rattling in his head: How long would their lives be if he didn't go through with his plan, and how the hell could he fix everything that was suddenly so broken?
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      It wasn't early when Michael heard his bedroom door open, but it was earlier than either Carmine or Ilya usually got up, enough for him to be surprised but not shocked. Michael had been awake for a while. Long enough to have had coffee and showered, even though he wasn't technically dressed yet. Working at his desk by the window in a loose t-shirt and sweatpants was much more comfortable than in jeans, or the smart suit pants and crisp shirt he could see Carmine's reflection wearing when it appeared in the glass, the ghostly figure superimposed large over the view of the city below.

      Michael didn't say anything or turn around from where he was pretzeled into his office chair. He was pretty sure he didn't give any sign of acknowledging Carmine in any way, even though inside he felt wrung out and heartsick simply knowing the man who had hurt him so badly the day before was in the room. Shaking peanuts from his fist into his mouth, his gaze flicked between scanning the lines of code on one half of his laptop screen and the argument taking place in one of the apartments across the street. Being resourceful, he had found a way to zoom in on the drama by way of his webcam. It saved him buying a pair of binoculars. The neighbors weren't hot but they were exhibitionists, so he figured the argument would devolve into hate sex eventually, like always.

      Carmine didn't attempt to draw him into conversation at first. Once he got tired of staring at the back of Michael's head with no reaction, his distracting reflection walked around the room, idly picking up stray pieces of laundry or straightening Michael's stuff on the dresser. When he got bored of that, he simply slumped down to sit on the edge of the bed, his elbows on his knees, and sighed heavily.

      "I don't know how you can watch porn and work at the same time."

      Michael gave a small shrug, having to fight against the wave of concern at hearing Carmine sound so exhausted. "It's more like a reality show." He figured there was no point in doing anything but acting normal. "Plus, I need it. If I don't look away from the code once in a while, everything blurs together." Carmine didn't reply, although he grunted in a way that could have meant anything. After a minute or so of silence, Michael rolled his eyes, mostly at his own weakness, and figured they should get whatever Carmine was lurking around for over and done with. "Ilya send you in here?"

      "No.” Too quick. After a pause Carmine added, “Not exactly."

      Michael dropped the foot which had been pulled up on the seat down to the floor and waited for the rest of what Carmine had to say.

      He could see in the reflection as Carmine lowered his head and rubbed his hands together for a moment before he straightened up. "He said you were upset yesterday."

      Michael wasn't sure how to respond without losing what little composure he had left. "That was my own fault. I forgot."

      "Forgot what?"

      "You warned me." Michael sighed and pressed a couple of fingers to his temple. "From the start. I knew what I was getting into. I just forgot. What you are."

      "You make me sound like a monster."

      "Aren't you?" Michael swiveled his chair around to face Carmine, surprised for a second at how the reflection in the window hadn't captured how tired and pale Carmine was. "I think people lose sight, in the blazing insanity Ilya gives off, that you didn't get where you are off your name."

      "No?" It was the sort of thing Michael thought Carmine might find amusing, but he only looked pained. "You think I'm cruel."

      Michael laughed. "You telling me you're not?"

      Glancing away sharply, Carmine took a deep breath and held it, almost as if he was trying to find the right thing to say. It was strange to see him so careful when he normally had all the answers on the tip of his tongue. "You asked me once, how I got your uncle to hand you over, how I got you here."

      There was a long enough pause, even though the question felt rhetorical, that Michael nodded slowly. "I did. Petey said you had the magic touch. I figured he meant you had a silver tongue, although having tasted it, I'd have to disagree."

      To his surprise, Carmine shook his head. "He meant touch. Saying the right thing will only get you so far. Knowing which buttons to press, and when, will get you much further."

      "Right." Michael nodded his head until it hung practically to his chest. That was definitely what had happened to him yesterday. Carmine knew exactly what his most raw, painful trigger was, and he'd jammed his finger right on it.

      "I'm—sorry." The uncertain tone made it sound as if someone other than Carmine was speaking. "About what I said yesterday."

      Michael's head shot up so quickly, he was worried he'd given himself whiplash for a second. "Did—did you just apologize? To me?"

      "You caught me at a bad moment. I shouldn't have said what I said." Carmine even sounded sincere. It was baffling.

      "Did Ilya put you up to this?" As far as Michael could figure that was the only explanation. Men like Carmine did not apologize to anyone. Ever.

      Carmine shrugged. "Not exactly." Michael frowned at him until Carmine smiled slightly. "He made his displeasure pretty fucking clear. I slept on the couch. But it was more self-preservation than getting kicked out of bed."

      Michael shook his head, resenting the fondness that was creeping back into his chest. "I'm not sure I can accept it," he said finally. "Your apology. You can't take something like that back."

      Carmine swallowed, his expression resigned. "I understand. I crossed a line."

      He sounded so sincere and fucking sad, Michael surprised himself when he offered, "But I won't tell Pat, if that's any consolation. He'd gut you if he knew. It's about as much forgiveness as I can manage right now."

      Hope blossomed on Carmine's face, a small thing, far from an expression of victory or looking as if he'd gotten away with something. "I don't want you to hate me."

      "I'm allowed to be mad at you, Carmine."

      There was just enough space between the bed and the desk chair that Carmine could reach out and trail the tip of his finger along the curve of Michael's kneecap, almost as if he was afraid to touch him. "I wish you would call me Mino," he said, so low the request was almost a whisper.

      It was hard to tell if it was the tentative touch, the softness of his tone, or the sentiment that made Michael's breath catch in his throat. As far as he was aware, only Carmine's closest friend and his lover called him that. Not even his father addressed him so intimately. "I didn't think I rated so highly."

      Carmine shrugged, his gaze still fixed on the minute point where they were connected. "My mother used to call me that." There was something about the words that sounded more like an apology than anything Carmine had said to Michael that morning. "She wouldn't mind."

      Even though Michael still hated the man who had hurt him hours before, eviscerating him with his words as easy as breathing, Michael couldn't stop himself from reaching down and hooking his finger around Carmine's.

      Taking the contact as encouragement, and without looking up, Carmine slid from the bed onto the floor, only pausing briefly to tug his pants up loose around his knees before shuffling forward. Michael's legs fell open as soon as Carmine started to ease them apart, allowing Carmine closer. When Carmine snaked his arms around Michael's waist and pressed his body close—his chest warm through the two thin layers of fabric, the tips of Carmine's fingers denting his skin, tucking his face into the safety of Michael's neck, his lips then moving to graze the line of Michael's jaw—all Michael was capable of was to whisper, "You're not forgiven," and let it happen.

      "I know," Carmine said, as he kissed the shell of his ear, then his temple, then between his eyes. "I know." He kept saying it, even when he stopped talking, his tongue busy elsewhere, licking the salt from Michael's lips and tasting the skin of his throat and his collarbone, every cautious caress an acknowledgment that he'd done Michael wrong and evidence of his desire to fix what he'd broken.

      They had done this before, kissing and touching, and as much as Michael wanted to be angry, he fell back into the rhythm as easy as sinking into deep water. Except when Carmine took hold of the hem of his t-shirt and started to raise it, Michael surfaced with a start. They were in uncharted territory.

      Carmine blinked at him, unsure for a second. "I'll make it good for you, Michael. I promise."

      Michael shook his head. "You shouldn't make me any promises."

      "Okay." Carmine blinked again. "In that case—" He leaned in and lowered his voice. "—put your hands up. This is a robbery."

      "Oh Christ." Michael laughed, doing as he was told and suddenly finding himself naked to the waist as Carmine ripped his shirt off in one quick movement. "Don't be funny. I can't take it."

      "What do you mean? I'm hilarious."

      It wasn't funny when Carmine pulled Michael to his feet and laid him on his unmade bed, but he smiled through it. He kept smiling as Carmine stripped off his own shirt and unbuckled his belt before lying down next to him. The smile only faltered when Carmine looked down at him, reverently skating his fingers over Michael's body, first catching his nipples between his fingers and then carding them through the thick hair which spilled down from Michael’s belly under the waistband of his sweatpants, whispering, "God, you're beautiful."

      Michael shook his head. He wasn't. He knew that.

      Not compared to Carmine, with his desperately attractive…everything, from the angle of his nose to the way he walked, even the thickness of his wrists. Carmine might not have been traditionally handsome but there was something about him that made every head turn when he walked in the room.

      And especially not compared to the man Carmine shared a bed with every night. Ilya was beyond beautiful. Like a deadly flower, iridescent, deliciously perfumed and utterly poisonous, bearing succulent fruit with glistening white skin, a single drop from which would burn a hole from your gut to the sunlight, but your primitive brain thinks a bite would be worth ending it all as nothing would ever be sweeter anyway so you may as well die for a taste.

      In comparison, Michael was plain. An uncreased brown paper bag. He didn't mind. He wasn't greeted by a horror in the mirror, but his face simply sat there, dull and functional. He was fine. He got laid. In fact, he got laid by the most beautiful man he'd ever seen and, if he played his cards right, by the most attractive man he'd ever been in the same room with, so he sure as shit wasn't going to complain. But he couldn't allow Carmine to lie like that.

      "You know I'm a sure thing, right?" Michael laughed out. "You don't have to make shit up to get me into bed."

      "You are though." Carmine didn't stop, only pausing to dip his head and chase the path his hand was taking with kisses. He stared up at Michael quizzically when he made a noise that was definitely disagreement. "You don't know?"

      "Don't know what?"

      Carmine huffed out a sound and shook his head. "I'd like to find whoever it was who did a number on you and turn them inside out."

      "I don't know what you mean." Michael didn't but for some reason he felt a little like crying when Carmine looked him in the eye.

      "You think you're not worth anything, not worthy of anything. It makes me crazy how little you've been loved."

      Michael couldn't help huffing out a laugh at that. "Yeah? You gonna fix me up, Carmine?"

      He didn't expect Carmine to nod, drawing him closer until their lips were almost touching. "Yeah. Yeah, if you let me." Even if Michael could have thought of any way to respond to that he couldn't because Carmine kissed him so deep and gentle, he could barely breathe from the burn of emotion in his chest.

      In fact, Michael didn't say much of anything until Carmine's thick cock breached him, the sweat between them making the slide of their bodies as slick as Michael's hole. Michael felt stupid and virginal—his hands were shaking, for fuck's sake—as Carmine pressed slowly inside him, and all he could do was clutch at Carmine tighter and tighter, breathing out, "Oh God. Fuck. Oh God," until Carmine's hips were snug against him.

      When the drag punch rhythm began, it was slow and tender, agonizingly sweet as Michael crumbled with only Carmine's weight holding him in one piece. The stream of praise and adoration Carmine whispered in his ear was more torturous than anything Ilya had ever put him through. Carmine moved so slowly, spoke so tenderly, the experience so entirely at odds with the vicious man Michael knew he was, and Michael felt himself falling deeper and deeper, the warmth in his belly building to a keen pressure that must have poached his brain for him to gasp out, "Mino, oh Mino," like a blushing maiden as his orgasm flowed out of him.

      As Michael called his name, Carmine groaned, not only fucking Michael through it but kissing him deeply too, drinking down every pleasurable noise he produced. Then coming himself, grunting as he coated Michael's dark places, holding Michael so tight he thought he might break, kissing away the tears Michael didn't even know he'd shed, murmuring, "You're mine now. Mine. You're mine."

      Carmine made no attempt to move away, his weight comforting as they kissed, slow and intense, both sweat-soaked and sated. He was still inside Michael when Ilya's head appeared around the doorframe.

      "Have you two perverts finished making up?" He made a gagging noise to double down on his disapproval. Not of the sex, it seemed, only the way they went about it.

      Carmine huffed, not taking his eyes from Michael's as he drew his knuckles tenderly down the side of his face. "I think he's coming around."

      Michael felt too raw to respond, a swirl of emotions he didn't expect suddenly blossoming in his gut. Carmine had been in the room plenty of times when Michael and Ilya had been fucking, and he'd seen Ilya and Carmine getting it on too, but this felt different somehow. Ilya might fuck him, but Carmine had made love to him. He'd taken him apart as he'd promised and made him feel something Michael had never thought possible.

      "Good. The car will be here in twenty minutes."

      Carmine stopped touching Michael and frowned before shifting slightly and turning his head toward the door. "We going somewhere?"

      "Lunch." Ilya grinned. "My treat. I want to talk loudly and in public about how your dick feels inside him."

      Carmine rolled his eyes but Ilya was already gone. Michael could hear him muttering in the hallway, half-amused but mostly astonished at how they could ever get turned on being gentle with one another. Carmine didn't seem bothered though, and he pressed his lips softly at the corner of Michael's mouth.

      "Do you think he'll…mind?" Michael wasn't sure how to ask.

      Carmine kissed him again. "Mind what?"

      "That we…"

      Carmine's brow furrowed, and he shifted, the movement displacing his softening dick and making Michael suck in a sharp breath as he pulled out. "He knew I'd fuck you eventually, Michael. It's not a surprise.”

      "No, I mean—" It was distracting how Carmine sat up, leaving his wet skin vulnerable to the cold but still burning up on the inside, especially with Carmine kneeling between his splayed legs looking well fucked and hot enough to make Michael want to go again, immediately, if his body would allow him. He tried to explain himself by skating his gaze down Carmine's hairy chest and tight, carved stomach to glare pointedly at Carmine's wet, naked dick. Ilya had always been so careful, making a point about Michael covering up, even blowing him through latex, the only time they exchanged fluids being when Ilya bit him so hard he bled and vice versa. Having Carmine fuck him was one thing. Carmine coming inside him somehow felt—adulterous.

      Carmine didn't seem bothered though, only smiling at Michael's concern as he crawled back over him, not lowering down but caging him with his body. His damp hair clung to his forehead, the heady scent of Valentino V which usually followed him overwritten with the stench of sweat and come. "I set the pace, Michael. We all got tested. I don't think it's a problem. Ilya won't either." He paused, looking oddly unsure for a second. "Did you not like it?"

      Thankfully, Michael's breath caught in his throat again otherwise he might have laughed. What with the apology and now this consideration, Michael was starting to think he might still be concussed. Instead, he reached both hands around the back of Carmine's neck and pulled him down, the deep, lingering kiss his only reply. Carmine seemed to take it as reassurance that Michael did very much like everything they'd done, lowering his weight onto him and kissing the life out of him. They would have kept at it all morning, maybe even gone for a second round, had Ilya not started yelling out a countdown every two minutes.

      Once they'd dragged themselves up, Carmine left Michael alone so they could both shower and dress. When Michael came out of his en suite, he was only a little surprised to find Ilya lounging on the bed, flicking through the paperback Michael kept on his nightstand. Michael wasn't sure he'd ever felt so awkward, standing there with a tiny white towel wrapped around his waist. He thought Ilya seemed irritated, although when he spoke, he was relieved it wasn't with him.

      "Tell me he apologized. Not just stuck his dick in you without asking."

      Michael nodded and turned his back to go to his dresser. He wanted to be wearing something for this. "He did."

      "Did he do it…properly?"

      Michael chuckled and dropped the towel to pull on his underwear. "He said sorry. Made me come like a fucking train." He took a beat, considering whether to add, "He took me raw but I don't know whether that was part of the apology or not," and went with it anyway, even though his voice wavered through the confession.

      He definitely wasn't prepared for Ilya to stay oddly quiet for a second before saying, "Thank you."

      Michael turned, confused enough to almost drop the T-shirt he'd picked out. "What the hell for?"

      Ilya pursed his lips together and picked at one of the holes in his jeans. "I can't—I can't do that with him. It's—" He didn't have to finish. Michael knew Ilya was affectionate in his own way but he looked on tenderness with the same bewildered expression as Carmine wore when he'd walked in on Ilya sticking needles in Michael's soft places until he cried, the both of them hard from it. "I'm just glad he can get it from you."

      "I'm sure he could get sex plenty of places—"

      "No." Michael barely had time to finish before Ilya cut him off. "No. I trust you. You—you get it. There are boundaries and you get it. You get us." He raised his head, looking beautiful and almost human. "We share everything but people try to...I don't know. Try to get between us, thinking they have to push us apart to do it."

      "I wouldn't do that," Michael said sincerely.

      "I believe you." Ilya smiled and all his sharp, glinting edges came back. "Which is why I trust you with him. Just promise me you won't ask me to do any of that stuff."

      Michael huffed, covering up how pleased he was Ilya felt that way. "As if." He roughly pulled the t-shirt over his head. "I can think of better uses for you."

      Ilya was off the bed and crowding into Michael's space before he had time to blink—Ilya's hand tight around his throat, his fingertips pressing against his carotid, making black dots shimmer in his vision, while Ilya's other hand managed to find its way inside his boxer briefs. When two of Ilya's fingers pushed roughly into his hole, Michael would have gasped if he could have breathed.

      "Don't forget who's using who, sweetheart," Ilya purred, before rubbing his face against Michael's cheek. When his fingers stroked over Michael's prostate, Michael's whole body jolted and Ilya sighed. "Christ, he made you wet in here. He's good, isn't he? And stamina? You should get him to edge you sometime 'cause he's a master. Would you like that?"

      Michael wanted to reply but the dots in his vision were becoming a veil and despite how hard he was getting, he was glad when he heard Carmine's voice in the room. "You were just bugging me that the car's gonna be here in five minutes. You really think you have time for this?"

      When Ilya suddenly released him, Michael coughed and drew in deep lungfuls of air, thinking it was sweet how Ilya was still holding him up until the fingers that had been in his ass were suddenly parting his lips. He gagged a little when Ilya forced them in his mouth and halfway down his throat but took the salty, musky, artificial lube taste of them dutifully while Ilya complained. "You're always telling me to make time for important stuff, Mino."

      "I mean, like putting your dishes in the dishwasher and not leaving them in the sink like you still live in a squat."

      "I'm cleaning up, see? Plus, it's cute you think we had plates back then." He pulled his fingers free and wiped them off on Michael's shirt before walking away to help Carmine with his cuff links like he'd already forgotten Michael existed.

      For some reason, Pat's skeptical expression popped into Michael's head, the one he’d worn when he'd asked, "You really want this? Both of them?" Michael had laughed, nodding as he'd said, "Yeah. Yeah, I do," and Pat's expression had only become more confounded before he'd given up trying to understand.

      The three of them together was bizarrely right. Michael felt as if he'd spent his whole life having to make impossible choices. Either or. Stay with his father or go into hiding with his mother. Get called a pussy and go to college or get called an idiot and go into the family business. Be the dutiful son or rebel and fight to save his father. For once, it appeared as if he wouldn't have to choose.

      But he wasn't sure. He needed to talk to them. Both of them, preferably while they were in the same room together, with their clothes on. Which left him grateful for the fact Ilya had arranged for them to go to lunch. It would be neutral ground, somewhere he could finally find out where he stood. Or where they wanted him to be. They all seemed to be on the same page but the three of them needed to talk. He needed to see them agree and hear the words come out of their mouths.

      Although, part of him wasn't sure how seriously they were going to take him. Ilya had decided to make lunch an occasion—having the car service meet them out front so they could walk through the foyer of the hotel on the ground floor and get picked up on the street as if they were citizens—and seemed to be enjoying teasing the both of them. His antics appeared to amuse Carmine too. Not as much as Ilya enjoyed performing, but Carmine had a satisfied look on his face Michael knew he was only partly responsible for.

      Of course, all the words Michael was mapping out in his mind as he watched Ilya joyfully needle a grinning Carmine, slipping on his shades, both  of them relishing the scandalized looks on the faces of the pedestrians passing by, were lost when there was a shout from down the street and a screech of tires.

      There was no gun this time, only a generic black SUV hopping up over the curb with a shriek as metal scraped along the concrete. People scattered but there was no reason—the car had one target. It only missed Carmine because Ilya had the presence of mind to shove him hard, back toward the building and safety, where Michael caught him before he could hit the ground.

      Michael could only watch in horror as Ilya took the hit in Carmine’s place, the car clipping him, but the way his body spun, hit the building, and bounced back, the momentum took him into the path of the vehicle, and under it, before the SUV accelerated off, blending into the traffic, leaving only Carmine's agonized screams and Ilya's crumpled body in its wake.
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      After making a scene with the paramedics about which hospital Ilya should be taken to and insisting that both he and Michael ride in the ambulance, Carmine had sat in terrifying silence, seething with anger and worry right up until the moment the doctors had said they were taking Ilya immediately to surgery. Then Michael had watched him crumple like a paper bag. Literally. It was as if his knees had given out and it took all of Michael's strength to haul him from where he'd sunk to the white-tiled floor and half-carry him to the private waiting room one of the staff directed them to.

      Michael had never been in a hospital like this before and he hoped he never would have to again. The furniture looked more expensive than the stuff Carmine's place was decked out with. He was certain if he checked the floor map there would be wings named after grateful donors who were more in Carmine's line of work than the philanthropy business. Michael prayed the guys piecing Ilya's organs back together were as fancy as the decor.

      After he'd dragged Carmine to sit on one of the couches, Michael simply put his arms around him and held him for the longest time. Carmine didn't cry or scream in grief like he had done on the street. His shoulders didn't even shake, he merely wound his hands around Michael's bloodstained shirt and held on for dear life, his face buried in Michael's shoulder, his rib cage expanding slow and steady.

      Michael tried not to fuss but ended up smoothing a hand over his back and pressing his lips to Carmine's hair, trying to block out the image of Ilya pirouetting through the air and disappearing under the wheels of the car, having to close his eyes and distract himself when the memory became too vivid by asking Carmine if he wanted coffee, or if he should call Petey to bring them a change of clothes. He didn't get an answer, so they simply sat in silence until Marcus slipped into the room.

      He looked ragged, dumping the gym bag in his hand inside the door and walking directly to Carmine. He crouched in front of him, even though Carmine hadn't acknowledged Marcus, his face still hidden in Michael's shoulder. "Any news?"

      Michael shook his head. "He's still in surgery." He had to take a breath. "It could have been worse." He felt Carmine's fingers tighten a fraction, and Michael's breath shuddered out of him with the effort of keeping it together for him. "So much worse."

      "They wouldn't tell me at the desk."

      "His leg is messed up but I don't know how bad, collarbone, ribs. They were worried about facial fracture and spine but that looks okay. They think the broken ribs might have punctured something, so they wanted to get on that. He—he wouldn't wake up. We couldn't wake him up."

      

      "Are they worried that he won’t…?" Marcus asked without actually laying out the worst-case scenario. When Michael shook his head, Marcus put a reassuring hand on Michael's knee. "Then it was probably for the best."

      "What about you?" Michael wanted to change the subject. At least a little. "Any news?" Marcus looked guilty as he shook his head, the same expression he'd been wearing every time Carmine had asked him if he had made any progress finding out who'd shot at them. "Jesus, Marcus."

      "We’re working on the security cam footage. The car was dumped a couple of blocks away. The cops got to it before we could. I reached out to one of the guys on the PD. He thinks someone knew where to leave it to make sure we didn't grab it first. I put some—"

      "Marcus." Carmine's voice was commanding even when he sounded as if his vocal cords had been sandblasted as he unfolded slowly. "Don't talk to him. Talk to me."

      "Mino," Marcus whispered, cupping Carmine's cheek—his gentle hand against Carmine's pale complexion only emphasizing the hard, impassive expression Carmine was wearing.

      The stoic facade wavered slightly when Carmine gripped Marcus's wrist tightly, Carmine's wet eyes softening for a second before he pulled back the emotion threatening to surface. The silent conversation between them only lasted a moment but it appeared to be comfort enough for them both. Then they were all business.

      Marcus nodded, then started over. "I put someone back on the morgue, like you told me. If they get rid of the driver, I suspect it'll be sooner rather than later, and we just have to keep our fingers crossed for a body. I've had ears to the ground since the drive-by in case someone started talking but no one heard anything about this in advance. Not even a whisper."

      "They did." Both men looked over to Michael. He felt a little strange, an outsider but not entirely, seemingly trusted by both of them but not part of their crew. He wasn't sure whether he was allowed to speak up but he'd already started so… "You said it yourself, the cops knew where to be to find the car before you could but not so quickly that they caught the guy, so this wasn't an opportunistic moment by some low-level guy seeing an opening and taking it. Plus, there aren’t many people who are dumb enough to take a shot at Carmine outside of a war. How often do you meet the car out on the street like that? Up to now, I've only seen you use the parking garage."

      "Never," Carmine said quietly, as if he was digesting what Michael was laying out and coming to the same conclusion that had been stewing in Michael's brain since he'd slid into the passenger seat of the ambulance. "Almost never."

      "Who did you tell?" Marcus almost seemed afraid to ask.

      Michael shook his head. "No one. That's the point. Ilya booked a car through the concierge at the last minute." He took a breath before making the suggestion, not knowing how it would be received. "The apartment could be bugged."

      Marcus cursed under his breath, but Carmine only nodded. "You might be right."

      "I'll get someone over there." Marcus looked wrecked. "Jesus Christ, did you talk about—?"

      Carmine shook his head. "No. Not since we had it swept last." His eyes flicked to Michael briefly, but Michael didn't find the look accusing, more like an apology. The idea that someone had overheard the things they had said to each other, the things they had done to each other, should have been more embarrassing but Michael knew Carmine would enjoy making sure it was one of the last things whoever was listening in heard, so the thought didn't seem so bad.

      Marcus opened his mouth to speak but there was a light rap on the door before it opened and a woman in scrubs appeared. "Mr. Bartolo? The surgeon will be along shortly—"

      "Is he—?"

      She smiled reassuringly. "Your husband is fine. The surgery went well and he's being transferred to his room right now. He's sedated but we thought you might like to wait there with him. Dr. Springer got called into an emergency consult so he might be a minute."

      All three of them breathed a sigh of relief, although Carmine's body wasn't ready to let go of the tension he'd been holding. Michael couldn't imagine him relaxing until Ilya opened his eyes and told him to.

      Gently, pulling away from Michael, Carmine stood up, bowing his head and leaning into Marcus slightly as he came up to meet him so he could whisper, "Sweep the apartment, cars, club, everything. Check out the concierge and the lines in and out of the building. And call Hershel in the twelfth precinct. I want him earning his money on this and I want a name." Marcus nodded but offered no other assurance as Carmine walked away.

      Marcus only watched his back for a second before crowding closer to Michael as he got to his feet. "Stay with him," he whispered. "I'll get extra security put on the door but I need you stay with him."

      "I'm not going anywhere." Michael surprised himself at how easily the commitment came. He might have said more but Carmine stopped abruptly at the door and called his name, even as the nurse protested that only one person was allowed in the patient's room at one time.

      They both acted as if she hadn't said a word, striding forward once she'd given them the room number. Michael was glad when she got called away, obviously by someone who would explain that the rules, while hard and fast, definitely didn't apply to them.

      The hallways beyond reception looked more like a hospital than the front. Even if they lacked the worn-around-the-edges patina of any hospital Michael had ever been in, the clinical ambience and sterile odor made up for it. They found Ilya's room easily enough even without an escort. It was compact with no window, but had a huge flatscreen, a plush chair, and a small corner sofa tucked towards the back, making the space almost homey if you could ignore the utilitarian hospital bed. Inside it was too bright, like the hallways, but jarring when there was a figure sleeping amongst the beeping machinery and wires.

      Michael thought Carmine might throw himself over Ilya as soon as he saw him, just as he had done on the sidewalk, but instead he stopped short, not even making it halfway between the door and the bed.

      "Hey," Michael said, gently. "She said it went well." He didn't know what else to say other than don't worry or he'll be okay but couldn't bring himself to utter something so pointless and potentially untrue. Instead, he walked forward and brought one of the visitor chairs closer to the bed.

      Michael stood there, waiting for Carmine to move. When he didn't, Michael took Carmine by the arm and drew him forward, pushing him down by the shoulders, his touch remaining a light suggestion which Carmine took willingly, until Carmine was seated as close as he could get without climbing onto the bed itself.

      Michael wasn't entirely sure what to do with himself. He was having a hard time finding the courage to so much as glance at Ilya's face, not wanting to see him looking so absent. Instead, he walked to the end of the bed, pulled out Ilya's medical notes, and started flipping through the pages. When he did finally sneak a look, triggered by the movement of Carmine touching the tips of his fingers against Ilya's bare wrist, Michael was surprised. Partly by the fact Ilya did actually look as if he was asleep—apart from the oxygen tube under his nose and the bandages and lines coming out of him, he had good color in his cheeks and was breathing steadily—but mostly that he looked older. Not old, simply older. Looked his age, Michael guessed. He often forgot Ilya was only a few years his senior. Ilya gloated that being thirty and looking closer to being a teenager had its advantages and Michael couldn't argue. But for once, whatever it was that had been keeping him youthful had been turned off.

      "Can you read that?"

      Michael had to shake his head to get his attention away from Ilya and back to Carmine's question. He shrugged and stared down at the chart, lifting the pages up one by one. "Bits and pieces. Give me a coffee, Wi-Fi, and ten minutes and, yeah." He scanned a few lines in case Carmine wanted proof, and something caught his eye. It made him huff slightly.

      "What?"

      Carmine sounded slightly worried, so Michael shook his head to reassure him, pointing at the page even though Carmine couldn't see what he was looking at. "Husband." The sound Carmine made as he looked back to Ilya had Michael's focus coming back hard. "Wait. For real?" Carmine nodded. "You're really—"

      "This doesn't leave this room, understand?"

      "Yes, yes, I just—" Carmine actually seemed a little embarrassed when he turned slowly to face him. "When the nurse said it, I assumed it was for insurance purposes or something." He felt stupid even as the words were falling out of his mouth. "Nobody knows you're…"

      Carmine shook his head slightly. "Only Marcus." He gave a small tired smile. "And now you."

      "Not—" your father, Michael wanted to finish but thought better of bringing him up.

      "No one."

      The conversation wasn't awkward exactly but that was how Michael felt when his voice came out reed thin. "I didn't know you'd known each other so long."

      Carmine hmmed. "Yeah. A long time. Thirteen years." His mouth drew into a hard line before he muttered, "Unlucky for some."

      Michael slipped Ilya's notes back into their slot on the end of his bed, feeling as if he'd intruded on their privacy enough for one day, and let his tired frame fall into the plush chair on the other side of the bed. Carmine, it seemed, didn't feel the same.

      "He was working for his brother, Pasha, then," he said, although his brow furrowed and he carefully slipped his fingers under Ilya's, not holding hands but close enough. "Although, working might not be the right way to put it. I don't even know all the details, but I think the bastard had been pimping him out for a while. He was already kinda—" Carmine paused and Michael half-thought he was going to say broken until he finished. "—cynical."

      Michael didn't like where this was going. But couldn't help himself. "Pimping?"

      Carmine took a deep breath. "Sort of. Pasha used to bring him along when he had business to take care of. Used him to sweeten the deal with whoever he was sitting down with if he thought it would help. They were a small crew, didn't have a great reputation. I never liked them but my father…" Carmine looked oddly sad for a second before the simmering anger that had been keeping him afloat all day resurfaced. "Selling yourself is one thing, but selling other people—kids—I never liked that."

      "I didn't think your family went in for that sort of thing."

      Carmine shook his head. "We don't but the Russians had some connections with an import firm we needed and my dad stuck me with dealing with them. They came to the club during the refurbishment before we opened." He paused, lips curved up a fraction at the edges as he let his gaze trail over Ilya's sleeping face, the beep of the machines loud in the quiet. "Dragged this thing in, all skin and bone and attitude." The smile deepened. "He thought he was really something, sucking on a fucking lollipop and trying to distract everyone."

      "Did it work?"

      Carmine chuckled. "I was twenty-one and hadn't been laid in a week, so yeah, a bit. He didn't look so cocky when his brother offered him up and I said yes, though. I think Pasha only said it as a joke. No one knew I was…not back then. At least, it wasn't common knowledge. Marcus knew, obviously, and a couple of others but—"

      Ilya seemed to take an extra deep breath, so the two of them held theirs until the moment passed. Michael's mind was racing the whole time, numbers and dates flashing through his brain. He closed his eyes before he spoke. "How old was he, Mino?"

      Carmine ducked his head, stroking the back of Ilya's hand around the cannula bulging under his thin skin. “Seventeen. He told me he was seventeen,” he finished in a whisper. "Marcus pitched a fit but it was too late by then. Besides, I genuinely wasn't thinking about sex at the time. I just thought the kid could do with a break from his brother for a couple of hours, y'know?"

      Carmine glanced over at Michael and actually laughed. "Yeah, that's the exact same face Ilya pulled when I said the same to him. He thought I was crazy. I'm not sure anyone had ever done anything but take advantage of him."

      "I can't imagine him being like that." When Carmine frowned at him, Michael added, "Someone who could be taken advantage of. Everyone is so fucking scared of him now."

      "Ah." Carmine sat back, not breaking contact with his husband. "That was before."

      "Before?"

      "We talked, that night I brought him home. I made food, and he tried to piss me off to get a reaction out of me, and then we ate and he opened up a bit. He made me laugh. I think I was the first person to treat him like a human being in a long time. It wasn't long after that he killed a guy who tried to get rough with him. After his brother was finished being mad about his deal getting fucked up and Ilya got out of the hospital, Pasha figured he was more useful with a blade in his hand than on his back, so he started giving him wet work. About six months later, Ilya walked into the club and told me he wanted out."

      "And you said?"

      Carmine smiled. "And I said, whatever makes you happy, love." He huffed out a laugh and ran his hand over the bed, straightening the blanket.

      "They just let him walk away?"

      Carmine laughed. "Fuck, no." He looked over to Michael, his gaze flint hard but amused. "You ever hear of the Taplovs these days?" He waited for Michael to shake his head. "That's how he got his scary reputation. He butchered every last one of them. Wiped the entire crew off the planet."

      "His own family?"

      Carmine shrugged. "I don't know who was blood and who wasn't. But I know every one of them either had a piece of him, stood by while his brother broke his bones, or whored him out to whoever wanted him. Personally, I think he went too easy on them."

      "Fuck."

      "Exactly."

      "And then he came to you?"

      Carmine nodded solemnly. "And then he came to me. We already liked each other, and I wanted him around. He put up with me long enough that it only seemed right to make things official when he turned twenty."

      "Wow." Michael's eyebrows shot up. "That's–so ten years? You've been married ten years?" Carmine nodded, looking pretty pleased with himself. "Congratulations. I hope you got him something nice for your anniversary."

      Carmine's eyes flicked to Michael and stayed there long enough for Michael to make the connection. He pointed at his own chest. "Me?"

      Carmine nodded. "He wanted something unique. I think I did pretty good."

      "I don't know," Michael said quietly. "I feel like all I've done is bring you trouble."

      "No." Carmine was emphatic. "No. This all began before you—you didn't start this." He looked away, back to the machines and the wires and the sleeping, broken man cocooned in them. "I have to end it though. We can't go on like this. We've been lucky twice. They won't leave things to chance again.”

      "What are you going to do?" Michael whispered, almost afraid to ask.

      Carmine shrugged. "They want a war? I'll give them a war."

      "Is that the only way?"

      Carmine was quiet for a second before he nodded. "I had a plan, a way out but…it's not an option anymore."

      Michael didn't know for sure what Carmine's plan had been but he was pretty sure it had ended with Michael being the one in a hospital bed, or more likely, laid out in the morgue. "I'm sorry," Michael said, and meant it.

      "I'm not." Carmine tried to smile. "It would have been such a waste to…do it my way."

      "There might be another way." Carmine shook his head but Michael persisted. "No, hear me out. I think between you and me we can put something together. Give me one day. 'Til tomorrow. We can even do it properly, sit down, eat, talk it out. You can bring Marcus." He thought for a second. "There's got to be a way to do this without it ending in everyone getting killed."

      Carmine shook his head. "I don't know…"

      Michael didn't hesitate. He got to his feet, moving swiftly around the bed before dropping to his knees at Carmine's feet. "Please. One day. What have you got to lose?"

      Michael’s heart caught in his throat for a second at the way Carmine looked softly at Ilya, and then again when he turned that same expression on him. "A lot," he said quietly. "Okay. One day." He sighed and straightened up, shades of mob boss filling out his tired edges and making him sharper somehow, as if the focus on revenge made him feel less helpless in the face of something beyond his control. Carmine turned back to Ilya, caressing his hand gently again. "We shouldn't discuss anything here. Just in case."

      "Don't worry," Michael said. "I know just the place."
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      "If we take one more turn, I'm gonna puke."

      Glancing over to Michael, who was next to him in the back seat, Carmine couldn't help smiling at the way Michael had his fist pressed to his mouth as if he might actually vomit. It was hard to feel unsympathetic given the energetic way they had been driven around that morning, but he wouldn't put it past Michael to be exaggerating either. Carmine certainly felt nauseated. But only partly from motion sickness.

      The previous day, Ilya had been pissed when the sedation had finally worn off. He'd never been a very good patient but seemed okay about having to rest up for a while, even not making a fuss about having his lower leg encased in plaster. He was much less accepting of the facts of how he'd ended up in a hospital room, and even more pissed when he'd found out Carmine was intending to sleep there with him.

      After some cutting comments about Carmine's advanced years and bad back, Ilya had persuaded Carmine to let Michael take him home. The two of them had ended up falling asleep on the couch together despite their best intentions, so come morning, Carmine had to pretend his back wasn't hurting when Michael shoved something that was supposed to be breakfast under his nose.

      Dazed, Carmine's instinct was to get back to Ilya as soon as possible. But after showering, pulling on jeans and a sweatshirt rather than his usual suit and tie even though it was a weekday, and calling the hospital and Pauly, who was guarding Ilya's room, for an update, Michael had informed him that they had something to take care of first and then Carmine was in the elevator on the way to the parking garage.

      Carmine had only pushed back a little before he realized he was okay with Michael taking control of the situation for a while. He didn't even much care that he was dressed so scruffily in comparison to his usual standard and heading out to meet someone. Especially when he noticed how put together and in control Michael appeared when he stepped up to show Sal an address on his phone before they got in the car rather than giving her directions aloud.

      They had switched cars when they picked up Marcus from his place, drove around for thirty minutes before going into an underground parking garage and switching cars again, taking a beat up station wagon and driving in what felt like circles for another thirty minutes before pulling up to a nondescript office building. When they walked in through the lobby, ducked through the janitor's rooms and then straight out the back, and got in yet another car, with a driver Carmine didn't recognize, he had to raise an eyebrow and say something. "Is this really necessary?"

      "Yes," Michael had stated without so much as a glance in his direction and that had been the end of it.

      After more circling, suddenly they were on the freeway heading out of the city, going north until they reached the Stamford suburbs. Whoever was driving had clearly been taught by the same person who thought to teach Sal that late braking, swerving, and cornering so the tires squealed even when they were going below the speed limit was mandatory. Carmine had to admit it was a relief to finally open the door, step out of the car, and get a lungful of fresh ocean air.

      "Nice," he muttered as he looked around. It was a leafy cul-de-sac close enough to the ocean he could smell it but not so close to get a glimpse of the water. The houses gathered around them weren't huge but well-kept with neat lawns, kids' toys in a few, flowers and trees in all. The property they had pulled up in front of had a basketball hoop set into the grass by the driveway and a harried looking woman emerging from the front door with an armful of bags and coats.

      As soon as Michael stepped foot out of the car there was a shriek, "Uncle Mike!" and a streak of small child flashed toward him from the house and leaped at his chest. Thankfully, Michael seemed to have recovered enough that he didn't puke on the kid as he caught her and held her tight to his chest.

      "Small fry! Oh my God, what have they been feeding you? You weigh a ton."

      The small girl lifted her head and smacked him on the shoulder as hard as she could. "I do not," Calli said, adding with all the drama only a preteen could manifest, "Papa said you were dead."

      "Yeah, well, your dad is an idiot. He here?"

      Calli shook her head as her mother sauntered over, free of the baggage she'd dumped unceremoniously on the back seat of the station wagon in the driveway, saying, "Joe had everyone clear out. We're running late, but the boys are in the back. You okay?"

      "I am," Michael said, lowering the little one down so he could give the woman an affectionate hug.

      When she stepped back, Carmine's brain finally came back online and he recognized her, thankfully in time so when she turned to him he could say, "Aileen. It's been a while."

      Joe's sister nodded, her face blank enough that he was pretty sure he'd be getting an earful from her if they were on a more neutral footing. They hadn't known each other that well back in the day but enough to be passing acquaintances. She seemed to make a point of ignoring Marcus when she said, "It has."

      "Thank you for the hospitality." He assumed this was her house although he started to doubt himself when she smirked.

      When she said, "All part of the service, Mr. Bartolo," her tone sounded suspiciously like not as if I have much choice. She abruptly turned back to Michael. "When whatever this fuckery is over and done with, I wanna see you for dinner. The kids miss you."

      "You mean Kyle misses me helping him with his homework."

      It was a joke but Aileen's face fell. "We all miss you. Please, Mike. Stay safe, okay?"

      Michael looked guilty and drew her back into a hug, saying softly, "I'm doing my best, girl."

      Aileen's mouth was set in a tight line as she drew back and put her hand on the kid's shoulder. "I gotta get going. He's here already." It sounded a lot like we shouldn't be here.

      "We're going swimming!" Calli announced enthusiastically.

      "Have fun," Michael called, waving goodbye as his two cousins walked away. "Don't drown!" Carmine had to glare at him for that. He wasn't exactly a kid person himself. He didn't dislike them precisely, he simply didn't know what to do with them, although he was pretty sure saying stuff like that wasn't on the approved list.

      Michael only grinned back. "Kids are morbid, man, I'm telling you."

      The grin stayed on his face until the two of them and Marcus had passed around the side of the house, through a gate, and out onto the modest backyard.

      There was a patio and a wide green lawn, in the middle of which was a table and five chairs, two of which were occupied. The two men were huddled close, obviously in some deep discussion, but as Michael led them in, the two sprung apart and wheeled around.

      Carmine had expected Joe but was a little surprised to see Patrick Flanagan get up and open his arms. He could see now why Michael had arranged the magical mystery tour to get them there. He had to suppose it was normal for Michael to take extraordinary measures, even for a brief moment of family time.

      Michael threw himself forward and hugged Patrick tightly, before he pulled back and took a moment to straighten his brother's jacket, smoothing his hands over the brown leather contemplatively. "It suits you."

      Patrick looked tense and Carmine braced himself for an afternoon of the kind of recriminations that could only come from an older brother to…whatever he was to Michael. "Feels too big to me." He sounded solemn and Carmine got the impression they weren't exactly talking about the jacket.

      "Bullshit." Michael swallowed hard and shook his head. "It fits perfectly." There was something in his voice, a crack or something, that if Patrick hadn't pulled his brother into another hug, Carmine would have had to.

      Joe looked a little embarrassed for some reason as he walked over but shook Carmine’s and Marcus’s hands easily enough. "How's Ilya?"

      Carmine huffed out something like a laugh. He was going to get tired of everyone asking that real soon. "Causing trouble, scaring the nurses, being a pain in the ass."

      "So, he's okay?"

      "He tried to discharge himself this morning," Marcus said, sounding about as weary as Carmine felt.

      Joe frowned. "Didn't he have surgery yesterday?"

      "I told the doctors to sedate him again." Carmine rubbed at his temple and the tension headache lurking beneath it. "They said they wouldn't but I bet he'll be dosed up again by the time we get back." Joe nodded even as Carmine was turning away to greet Patrick, who was done fussing over his little brother. "Wasn't expecting to see you so soon."

      Patrick shrugged but stuck out his hand for Carmine to shake. "Michael asked me to come so I'm here. Aileen put on a spread if you're hungry." He pointed over at the table that had coffee, a pitcher with what looked like lemonade, and a few covered platters, as well as bottles of water and a bowl of fruit. "I told her you might not feel like eating much but…" He sounded apologetic but Carmine appreciated the gesture. He made a mental note to send her some flowers or something. "How's your boy doing really? Mikey said he was okay but…"

      "He'll mend." Carmine wished he could feel happier about how Ilya was doing but under the circumstances it was the best of a bad lot. "He was lucky."

      "Sounds as if you all were." It was an innocuous enough thing to say, although Carmine knew what he actually meant was you nearly got my brother killed.

      "No, that was Ilya," Carmine said, trying to sound stoic and not like he wanted to tear the world apart. "He did his job, kept us safe." Nearly died doing it too.

      "Can we start?" Michael sounded as if he wanted to talk about anything but that, and Carmine was supremely grateful for him steering the conversation to something else.

      It was natural enough to sit around the table, Italians on one side, Irish on the other, with Michael taking his seat between Patrick and Carmine. No one appeared to have any objections to the arrangement at least, especially once all the coffee had been served and the bare minimum of small talk had been passed back and forth. Michael had called the meeting but when they began, it fell to Carmine to lay things out. Or rather, he was going to let Marcus do the talking, but before he could say anything Patrick settled back in his chair and said, "So, tell us about this little problem we can help you with."

      Carmine looked around him for a second. Admittedly, the likelihood of someone bugging the garden was slim but he wasn't sure about saying what he needed to out in the open like that, even if they were in suburbia.

      Patrick obviously understood what he was getting at without him saying a word and dismissed Carmine's concerns with a wave of his hand. "It's fine. I sent everyone out for the day."

      "Everyone?"

      Michael started to lean close as if he was going to touch their shoulders together before he thought better of it. "Pat owns all the houses within eavesdropping distance and a few others on the street."

      "So there's no one here but us?" Carmine couldn't help feeling a little surprised by that. Personally, he'd always felt horribly vulnerable out in the open without a barricade of bodies around him.

      Patrick smiled. "Just us. And Leo of course."

      "Leo?"

      Michael tapped on his arm and pointed up to the house next door. Carmine hadn't paid much attention to the nondescript house, but now that he could see its sturdy trellis with winding roses, gray flat roof, and the guy leaning back against the chimney stack with what looked like a long-range rifle across his lap, he found it hard to look away.

      Carmine huffed out a laugh even though the situation was hardly amusing. "You always bring a sniper out to lunch with you?"

      "Well, being that someone's been trying to kill me since I was seventeen, yeah." Patrick smiled but it didn't quite reach his eyes. He tipped his chin up, looking over to the other house, and called out, "You okay up there, Leo?"

      The voice that drifted down had a slight accent to it. "You eat all that pie and I'm shooting you first, Paddy."

      Patrick smiled. "He's fine. You wanna get started or you wanna check me for a wire?"

      Carmine still wasn't wholly convinced about the whole situation and what they were about to set in motion but he was out of options and they all knew it. Marcus started speaking as soon as Carmine gave him the nod.

      "About two years ago, the family was approached by someone who wanted to do some business. At first glance, the proposal looked fine but we decided to check the party in question out with a few independent channels and didn't like what we found. Carmine went to his father with the information and it killed the deal."

      Patrick nodded as if to show he was listening. "It happens."

      "It does. Except, a couple of months later, we found out that the business who eventually got the contract was the exact same people using a shell company."

      Patrick frowned. "You didn't check them out beforehand?"

      Carmine avoided making eye contact with Marcus when he glanced over for permission, leaving him to go on. "It was a done deal before we even knew about it. Seems as though someone convinced the boss he didn't need to bother Carmine with something so minor."

      "Right." Patrick leaned forward and plucked an orange from the fruit bowl. "How did that work out for you?"

      Carmine folded his hands in his lap. "They managed to siphon off two mil before we caught it."

      "We might have put it down to poor judgment." Marcus sighed. "But then it happened again. Twice."

      Patrick whistled. "That's a nice chunk of money. Same people?"

      Marcus shook his head. "We thought so at first but we had someone looking into the accounts full-time, doing deep dives into data I can't even get my mind around. The upshot was all the threads led back to one person."

      Patrick stopped peeling his orange and looked expectantly between Marcus and Carmine. Carmine knew Marcus couldn't be the one to say it, but he also knew once he said the name aloud they would be on a path none of them could get off.

      "Ancello. Our consigliere," Carmine said finally.

      Patrick ripped off the last of the peel and looked dumbfounded. "You're shitting me."

      Carmine shook his head. He knew how it sounded. Ancello was respected, revered even as being a straight-up guy, good businessman, hardworking—loyal. Especially to Carmine's father.

      "We always knew he liked a bit of action at the track and a drink to relax but it appears something happened that made him—" Carmine struggled to find a word that could express how completely blindsided he'd been to discover a man he'd always looked up to had massive gambling debts and a drug problem which was probably funding a small South American country. He settled on, "—completely fucking lose it."

      "What did your father say?" Patrick was trying to sound professional but it amused Carmine that he could hear the way he was relishing the scandal underneath.

      "We didn't tell him." Marcus's jaw ticked as everyone looked at him in disbelief. "Things got—complicated." He sighed and rubbed at his temple as if it was a compromise from putting his face in his hands and screaming. "The boss's attitude—shifted, I guess? He started cutting Carmine out. Not in a way anyone would notice but small things at first. Things that became bigger so gradually, no one seemed to question it."

      "You think it's Ancello?" Michael asked quietly, his hand twitching as if he wanted to take hold of Carmine's. Carmine's fingers responded in kind. Contact would have been a comfort but neither of them was sentimental enough to close the gap.

      Carmine only nodded and said, "My father has always listened to him. They've been friends longer than I've been alive. Why wouldn't he believe him?"

      "You're his son."

      Carmine wanted more than anything to lift his hand up to Michael's frowning face and thumb away the crease on his brow. Instead, he forced a light smile and said as gently as he could, "We don't all get what you had, Mike."

      "So, you think Ancello is the one trying to take you out?" It was commendable, the way Patrick managed to ignore the way his little brother was looking at Carmine and simply push on like nothing was happening. He looked confused when Marcus shook his head.

      "He's definitely the one whispering in the boss's ear but we're pretty sure—" Marcus ducked his head for a second before raising his chin up and sighing out, "It's the boss. He's the one."

      "Your father," Patrick said slowly, his eyes on Carmine, "is trying to kill you?" Strangely, he didn't sound very surprised.

      Carmine nodded. "Yes."

      "He's not very good at it, is he?" Joe, who had been quietly listening the whole time, finally found something to say. And it was worth the wait.

      Carmine couldn't help the laugh that bubbled out of him. The situation wasn't funny but Joe's timing had always been impeccable. It was even funnier when Carmine had to put his hand on Michael's arm and drag him back from trying to push his brother out of the way so he could thump his cousin in the face.

      "Are you fucking kidding me! I got shot! Ilya is in the hospital! We nearly died twice, Joe!"

      "Exactly." Joe didn't seem flustered by Michael's outburst at all, only having to lean back slightly to avoid him. "If it were me, I'd get one of my guys to walk by you in the street and—" He put up his two fingers, pointed them at Michael's face, and said, "Bang. Done. What's with all this fucking around and making things complicated shit?"

      "We think he's trying to avoid splitting the family," Marcus said calmly. "Carmine is popular. A lot of the younger guys and a good portion of the older ones are looking forward to the boss stepping down and Carmine taking over. Openly offing him would be bad for the boss, which obviously would be bad for Ancello's source of income."

      "But, I guess if some outside party was the one to do the deed, he could pull the grieving father stunt and get everyone back in his corner." Patrick nodded, as if he could appreciate the play. "You're certainly in a pickle, my friend."

      "I've had better days," Carmine said, with as much of a smile as he could muster.

      "Mikey said you had a plan to get out of it?" Patrick's comment was offhand, a natural progression to the conversation, but there was nothing natural about the way he stiffened when Michael, Carmine, and Marcus all got very quiet.

      Carmine sighed and looked to Michael, who only shrugged. "You want me to stand between you and Leo for this?" Michael forced a smile. They hadn't talked about this but Michael was no dummy. He knew what Carmine had been planning. "Or I could always sit in your lap?"

      Patrick groaned. "Mikey. Seriously."

      Michael shrugged and tipped his head. "Okay, but you promised me you wouldn't shoot him."

      "I believe I said I wouldn't kill him."

      "You want me to keep talking about my sex life 'cause yesterday morning, wow, he—"

      Patrick slapped his hand over his little brother's mouth, muffling the next few words even though Michael did his best to keep talking. "Nice. Professional even."

      It was easy to stifle a smile with the words Carmine had to say next in his throat. "We had a plan…"

      Patrick raised an eyebrow when Carmine stalled out and he waited for Carmine to finish his explanation. Although finding the words was made all the harder when Marcus muttered, "You had a plan. I always thought it was stupid."

      "Yes, thank you, Marcus." Carmine's glare did the job and, for once, Marcus looked suitably cowed.

      "I'm assuming," Patrick said ominously as he straightened his jacket, "you meant to pull a similar stunt with your father, using my brother as the fall guy?"

      Michael ducked his head as if the shame was his somehow.

      "Not specifically with Michael, no." Carmine pulled himself up and crossed his legs. "We were looking for someone. I won't disrespect you by pretending that when Michael ended up with us, I didn't consider it."

      "It would have been neat, I'll give you that." Patrick paused for a beat and narrowed his eyes at Carmine. "What changed?"

      Carmine felt an odd pang of self-consciousness, not dissimilar to what he'd felt when Michael had realized exactly what he and Ilya meant to each other the day before. "I thought you didn't want to know about your brother's sex life?"

      Patrick sucked a breath through his teeth even as everyone else at the table chuckled. "All right, all right," he said, shaking his head. "So, where does that leave you now?"

      Carmine had to hold up his hands. It was odd to usually be the one so in control, juggling a thousand plates and knowing exactly how each piece fit together, but any resolution of this thing with his father kept slipping through his fingers so quickly he couldn't get a grip on anything long enough to figure out a way forward. It was a relief when Michael spoke for him.

      "Things are escalating. I get the impression something is going down soon and they want Carmine out of the way, yeah?" The question was directed more to Marcus than Carmine and he was grateful.

      Marcus nodded. "We've been working on something with Sanchez for a while. It would mean a big payout coming directly through our crew."

      "Oh yeah," Patrick said, enthusiastically. "The avocado thing. Nick mentioned it." He took in Michael's stunned expression. "I've got an in with a customs issue they ran into."

      "Yeah, I get that. All this over avocados?"

      "Please," Carmine muttered. "I've seen the way you guzzle those things down. I'm gonna save myself a fortune."

      Disguising it as a cough, Patrick covered up his amusement at his brother taking offense, giving Marcus the space to say, "Ancello obviously doesn't like it and wants to sit down with Pires from Santa Morta to see if he can get the same deal and access to the money."

      "The only thing he'll get from that crew is his throat cut." Patrick rubbed a hand over his mouth. "Ancello is getting desperate, huh?"

      Carmine nodded. They both knew that a desperate man was a bad thing. While it made them more likely to fuck up, it also meant they were a damn sight more dangerous when they lashed out.

      Michael narrowed his eyes at the way his brother was staring off into the distance. "What are you thinking?"

      Patrick was quiet for a moment, then turned to look at his brother with a soft expression on his face. "I'm thinking I'm tired, Mikey. I'm thinking it's time for me to go home."

      Carmine felt his own jaw tighten as Marcus leaned forward in his seat. "That's it? You won't help?" Marcus said, sounding desperate.

      The smile that came over Patrick's face made Carmine slightly concerned about where the sniper rifle was pointed for a second.

      "Help?" Patrick said, as nice as you like. "No. But if you're open to negotiation, I might have a deal for you. Interested?"

      "Yes," Michael said, putting his hand on Carmine's knee before Carmine had a chance to answer. "He's very definitely interested."
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      Michael flopped down on the couch and flung his arm over his eyes, not giving a fuck that he was still wearing his sunglasses. "Please tell me we’re done with these meetings. I'm not sure I can face sitting through any more."

      He peeked out to narrow his eyes at Carmine when he heard a huff of amusement. Except what he got was a view of Carmine easing the suit jacket off his shoulders like a stripper and then rolling up his sleeves as he smirked down at Michael.

      "I would've thought you'd like this kinda thing." Beneath the veneer of control he'd been wearing since their meeting with Patrick, Carmine sounded about as tired as Michael felt.

      When Carmine dropped onto the couch opposite him, Michael rolled upright and swung his legs around to face him square on. "Are you kidding? I mean, the strategizing is fine and the tech stuff I can do in my sleep, but all the—" He waved his hand vaguely in the air. "—endless fucking talking about nothing." He gave a dramatic shiver, which was silly but the way it got a smile out of Carmine was so worth it. "I don't see why I couldn't stay here and send an email."

      "You know why." Carmine sighed heavily and shook his head, as if he'd been having to say the same thing over and over all day. Which he hadn't. "There's no point in you talking to Janus, and talking to me and then me talking to Marcus, and Janus talking to Marcus and then Marcus talking to Sanchez." He waved his hand dismissively. "It would end up being a telephone game with some pretty fucked-up consequences if we get anything wrong. Having a sit-down is easier."

      "Says you." Michael pulled off his sunglasses and rubbed his hands roughly over his face. "You didn't have some creep leering at you for three hours."

      That wasn't even an exaggeration. As soon as Michael and Carmine had walked into the room, the guy who looked more like an accountant than any hacker Michael had ever met shot to his feet so fast, Michael had to wonder if he hadn't pulled a muscle. When Janus had lunged to shake Michael's hand when they were introduced, Michael thought Carmine was going to rip Janus's arm off. The way Carmine had pulled Michael behind him and stared Janus down, even as Marcus caught the guy's elbow and steered him away, was hot but a little unnecessary.

      And then the guy had spent the rest of the time barely taking his eyes off Michael, even when he was obviously paying attention to everyone finalizing timings and double-checking protocols and locations. Worst of all, Carmine simply seemed to think the attention Michael was getting was funny.

      Clearly, he still did, as he smirked when he said, "You don't like being a celebrity?" Michael's answer was a throw pillow to the face, which didn't exactly have the effect he'd hoped for when Carmine caught it effortlessly. "Janus has been dying to meet you since he found out you existed. I'm kinda impressed he managed to keep his mouth shut to be honest." Michael wasn't sure he understood what Carmine was getting at and his face must have said so as Carmine elaborated. "Janus is…necessary. He's good at what he does but he's not one of us. His loyalty is bought and paid for but that comes with the knowledge that it could be swayed by someone else offering a better deal. But there are some things money can't buy."

      "Like?"

      "Like getting access to the guy whose encryption he couldn't break." Carmine grinned at the shocked and slightly smug sound that Michael couldn't keep from bubbling out of him.

      "Aw. Are you saying I'm priceless?"

      "Something like that."

      "I guess now he's seen me, you're going to need a new carrot."

      "Seen, yes." Carmine leaned back and opened his arms out, spreading them along the top of the couch. "But not spoken to. If anything, you're going to sound even more delicious." Something about the way Carmine said the word, the way it rolled out of his mouth shaping his lips in a pout, left Michael suddenly wanting, even after the long day they'd had.

      "Delicious, huh?" Michael was tempted to climb over the coffee table between them and fit himself between Carmine's knees. Except there was something in the stiff way Carmine was holding his shoulders, the tension in his jaw, and the way his gaze focused on nothing, that spoke of more than simply a long day at work.

      "You hungry?" Michael asked. "We could eat before we head to the hospital." It had been the routine for the past week, working whatever angle they needed to during the day before heading to see Ilya and listen to him bitch about going stir crazy—about how the nurses were either too scared of him or not scared enough, about his meds being too strong or watered down. Michael wasn't sure he'd ever heard the man—any man—complain as much as Ilya did lying in that bed but Carmine appeared to take it all in his stride. Michael didn't have much choice other than humoring him either. He was supposed to be a masochist after all.

      When Carmine didn't answer, his eyes on the wide stretch of clouded sky outside the window, Michael scooted to the edge of the couch cushion and said, "Hey," gently but still loud enough to get Carmine's attention. "You okay?"

      The pause before Carmine nodded and said, "Yeah. Of course," would have given the game away even if Carmine's tone hadn't been completely unconvincing.

      "You wanna talk about it?" Carmine huffed and looked away again but Michael didn't want to let it go. "Mino. Come on…"

      Michael was actually a little surprised when Carmine pressed his curled fingers to his own lips before he said, "It's—It's just fucked up, is all. That it's come to this."

      "What do you mean?" Carmine shot Michael a withering glance, so he elaborated. "Hey. There's a lot of fucked up going on right now."

      Carmine huffed out a laugh even though he didn't sound amused. There was little to find humorous in the situation they were in despite how hard they tried. "I guess…tomorrow…"

      Carmine didn't seem as if he knew how to elaborate. But Michael got it.

      "We can call it off," he said quietly, feeling scared to even suggest such a thing. "If you're having second thoughts—"

      Carmine shifted in his seat, waving the suggestion away and shaking his head. "No. No, it's too late for that."

      "Mino…" Michael wasn't even sure how he could begin to argue. It wasn't even about how much time and effort they'd put into the remedy. Or the fact the plan was so tied up with Patrick and Nick that it would be business (and, potentially, actual) suicide to call it off now. Carmine had never wanted this but he'd been driven to it anyway. "You can have mixed feelings, y'know? You don't have to pretend with me."

      Carmine pressed his lips into a tight line. "I can't afford them. If I let my guard down for a second, I'm gonna get you and Ilya killed next time. Maybe Marcus too. And if we're gone, I don't know what will happen to my crew. At best, they'll get split up. At worst—" Carmine pinched the bridge of his nose. "I don't know where this is coming from. I'm just tired, I guess."

      "Maybe." Michael felt it too. "I know you say you didn't have with your father what I had with mine but at the end of the day, he's still your father."

      For a second, Michael thought he'd overstepped. The way Carmine's body tensed, Michael was suddenly afraid that the guy who'd slammed him up against the wall in the warehouse might be about to make an appearance, so it was a relief when Carmine's shoulders slumped and his head dipped.

      "It wasn't always like this," he said, low. "I mean, we've never been close but there was a time when I thought he respected me, at least."

      It struck Michael that this was the first time Carmine had revealed something about himself. They talked all the time but Carmine would skirt around his personal thoughts and feelings, talking in generalities or deflecting when things got too close. Michael figured he was so used to wheedling out other people's tender places, the best spots to apply pressure when he wanted something, that Carmine knew how to keep his own locked away. Shucking himself open and handing this to Michael felt more intimate than anything physical they'd shared. His honesty made Michael want to be as generous. There was no doubt in his mind that it was a trap of sorts, but if Michael had proved anything to himself since he'd started spending time with Carmine, it was that he wanted to be caught.

      "People's feelings change. Just because this is happening now between you, doesn't mean he didn't respect you then."

      Carmine's lips tugged up at the corners briefly, even though a smile was a long way off. "You my therapist now?"

      "No. But there were times I hated my old man and I'm pretty sure he didn't like me much either."

      "You?" Carmine's eyebrows shot up. "Daddy's boy?"

      Michael wanted to take offense but he knew it was true. "Things got rough when all that stuff with Pat went down." He'd been a pre-teen, and although Patrick had been a bit of a jerk back then, Michael still idolized his brother even though he never would have admitted it. Being resentful when Patrick had gone away to college was pretty normal but then when Patrick had fucked up so badly his father decided the family had to go into hiding, Michael was pissed beyond all reason. "I hated Patrick more, I think, but I only got to see him once a month, so Dad took the brunt of it."

      Carmine frowned. "It wasn't Patrick's fault though, was it?"

      Michael laughed. He was surprised Carmine didn't know the whole story, not when he seemed to know everything else that was going on in their world.

      "Oh, it absolutely was." Michael saw no harm in spilling the story. Not when they were so deep in each other already. "You know how you like to keep on the DL? How you don't hang out at the club, drinking with celebrities and banging actresses, throwing your money around and ending up on the gossip sites?" Carmine nodded, obviously well aware of where this story was going. "Well, Patrick did all that, and more. Got in trouble with the cops, other families—drove my father up the wall.

      "Then when he went off to college, it only got worse. I don't know who exactly he pissed off, but someone took a shot at him and almost got him too. It scared some sense into him but then Dad got some intel that the contract on him was ongoing and—" Michael hesitated but pushed through anyway. "—it came from someone inside the family."

      Carmine took a breath, slow and deep, as if he needed time to process. "Your uncle." It wasn't a question and he looked surprised when Michael shook his head.

      "I don't think so. Dad looked hard at everyone and he was convinced it wasn't him. When I started digging around, nothing so much as veered in his direction. I know for a fact he had my father killed but the thing with Pat?" Michael shook his head. "Things would be so much simpler if it had been him."

      "I get the feeling Pat isn't daunted by things not being simple." Carmine waved his hand vaguely when Michael looked over with a question in his eyes. "All this cloak and dagger shit seems to suit him."

      It really did, enough that Michael had to laugh. "When he and Mom left, he was—" Shattered? Broken down with guilt? "—lost. As if he didn't know what to do with himself when he wasn't the center of attention all the time. But then, I think being away from the life, or at least away from his shitty friends, he figured out that flying under the radar was even more fun. After he got his first plastic surgery, I'd never seen him so happy."

      "You got over hating him? When he had his new face?"

      Michael shook his head. "No. Before that. I was just a little kid, and he was an adult, but when we would visit, he'd treat me like a brother, y'know? Like throw a ball with me and help me do my homework."

      Carmine smiled even though something under his expression looked a little sad. "Sounds nice."

      It had been. "I mean, it wasn't all Brady Bunch shit. He taught me how to pick a lock. Got me drunk the first time. Taught me how to fight."

      "You can fight?"

      Carmine meant it as a joke but Michael couldn't help but feel the pinch of the thousand put-downs he'd heard before. Damn straight he knew how to fight. And he could fight dirty, too.

      He shrugged as if it didn't hurt at all. "I could take you." He tried to sound matter of fact about the statement.

      Carmine raised one eyebrow. "Oh, could you?"

      Michael nodded, slowly, a single dip of his head. "I could definitely take you."

      Carmine's lips twitched as he got the joke. "You have been accommodating."

      "You know me," Michael said with a smile. "I'm eager to please."

      There was a beat, laden with a different kind of heaviness than had been between them as they had talked, broken only when Carmine said, "You're too far away." It wasn't a command—Michael got to his feet anyway—but, "Lose the pants," definitely was.

      Complying was inelegant but Michael managed to walk and shimmy off his Levi's by the time Carmine opened his legs, planting his knees on either side of Carmine's thighs and then lowering himself onto Carmine's lap. "Better?"

      Carmine hmmed, considering, as he slid his palms over Michael's thighs until they found their way around him to cup his ass. "Better. Not best. Not yet anyway."

      It rocked Michael when he realized he could decipher the look on Carmine's face, the way his lips pressed together, the angle of his brows drawn over his eyes, the tightness in his jaw. To anyone else he might have looked angry but Michael could see the worry there.

      "We don't have to do…anything," Michael said so softly the words were almost a whisper. "I'm not—I know I'm not him."

      Carmine had never asked him to be a stand-in for Ilya but Michael had felt weirdly responsible for Carmine the whole time his husband had been in the hospital. Beyond the fact that Ilya had specifically asked Michael to watch out for Carmine, Michael was having his own protective feelings, wanted to shoulder some of Carmine's burden even though it wasn't his to take. But it was hard, knowing he could never be the man Carmine had chosen to spend his life with, knowing that he was a poor substitute.

      Not that Carmine had ever said as much. Little had changed between them. Carmine still took his hand and kissed him tenderly when Michael was least expecting it, but they hadn't slept together, not since that first time. There was a nagging doubt in Michael's mind whether they ever would again, not with Ilya out of the apartment. Even sitting there in his underwear, feeling how hard Carmine was under him, he wasn't sure if it was him Carmine wanted or if he was simply better than Carmine's right hand.

      "Don't be." Carmine's breath was hot against Michael's jaw as he drew close. "I don't want you to be him. I just want you. I want you."

      "Okay. It's okay. It's okay, you have me." The truth burned as Michael melded into the cage of Carmine's arms, almost as much as he burned as Carmine pressed inside him with only spit to ease the way, neither of them willing to let go of the other for a second.

      As soon as Michael had settled in Carmine's lap and relaxed his gritted teeth, Carmine released the grip he had on Michael's ass, no longer needing to hold him open, instead, bringing his hands up to cup his face and open him up in other, more agonizing ways, as he brought their mouths together, half-panting, half-keening with desire, deepening the kiss as Michael rocked, less self-soothing and more an escalation of the desire burning between them.

      Everything hurt: Ilya's distance from them, the memory of the hours when they were in limbo, waiting and not knowing how their lover would come back to them, the insidious shadow of the threat hanging over them both, the weight of it adding to the impending blood bath waiting to soak their hands, the way Carmine's hips stuttered as Michael adjusted his angle of descent, crying out as he guided Carmine to just the right spot, making Carmine's fingertips press even harder against his skin, bruising him, inside and out.

      Neither of them lasted long, not after a week of abstinence. Michael could only pant, smiling slightly to himself as he watched his come soak the front of Carmine's Valentino shirt, even though he was pretty sure he'd chaffed his balls on Carmine's pubes.

      "Y'know," he gasped. "When this is all done with, we should get Ilya to film us doing this." He smiled as he looked up. "I really wanna see you inside me."

      Later, he would think Carmine tensed for a second, that he hesitated, his eyes roving over Michael's face, searching for something. Michael couldn't be sure he found it, not when the thought was wiped clear when Carmine pulled him into a searing kiss that knocked any remaining sense out of his head, leaving them breathless all over again. Maybe if he'd resisted for a moment longer, he might have seen what was coming.
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      The apartment was quiet when Carmine stepped through the door, only the sound of his keys chiming together filling the entrance hall. Confirmation that the place wasn't as empty as he expected it to be came almost immediately, as the sound of Michael muttering to himself echoed from down the hall. Something about the familiarity of it, simply having Michael in his space, his life, brought a wave of unexpected emotion over Carmine. He'd been grateful for Michael's companionship these last few weeks, especially as this part of his life drew to a stressful, violent end. With Ilya being kept apart from him, Carmine wasn't sure how he would have coped without Michael's steady presence grounding him, saving him from himself more than anything. And now they were at the apex of their uphill struggle, he didn't know if he was relieved or regretful that the situation would be coming to an end.

      "Finally," Michael said with only a pinch of judgment as he rounded the corner. "I was worried we'd be—"

      'Late', was what he was going to finish with before he saw who was walking in behind Carmine. The look of complete shock on Michael's face as he jolted to a stop was altogether more satisfying than anything he could have said.

      Not walking. Hobbling. Although it felt disingenuous to call it that. About as bad as Carmine insisting Pauly come up to the apartment with them, following close, in case Ilya stumbled. Not that he showed any signs of being unsteady on his feet.

      Carmine had been trying hard not to think about Ilya's proficiency on crutches since he walked into the hospital and saw his husband balanced on them as he filled out paperwork and cussed at the poor administrator. Carmine didn't want to ask how many times Ilya'd had to use them before, knowing he would deflect and dismiss his aptitude as beginner’s luck or natural talent. Even with the cast encasing most of his leg, he still managed to look lithe and dangerous. Probably why his doctors had capitulated so quickly when he'd told them he was leaving. Thank God Pauly had been there to call Carmine and stop Ilya from jumping into the first cab he could find.

      Carmine smirked at Michael's reaction. "Yeah, sorry about that. I had to deal with some idiot."

      "Fuck you," Ilya mumbled but any heat in the words was ruined by the way his lips curled up at the sight of Michael's mouth hanging open. "Surprise."

      "What the fuck are you doing here?" Michael barked, as if he really thought he lived there or had any control over what Ilya would or wouldn't do. As if Carmine even had that luxury.

      Ilya, of course, looked delighted about the chaos he was causing. "I live here."

      "You're supposed to be in the hospital for another week."

      Ilya scoffed and swung closer, his bare toes peeking out from the heavy cast on his lower leg almost skimming the tiled floor. "Fuck that. I've had worse. They're just trying to squeeze more money out of us." He smirked, stopping right in front of Michael, whose gaze skittered across Ilya's face like stones skipping on water, searching for something. "Aren't you pleased to see me?"

      Michael hesitated as he started to raise his hand. If it was Carmine in Ilya's place, there would have been no reluctance to touch with affection and care, but Michael knew Ilya was built different. It was more surprising when Michael followed through, brushing his hand over the stubble that had grown dense—almost as surprising that Ilya didn't take Michael's legs out with his crutch when he cupped his jaw affectionately. "We were supposed to meet you at the hospital."

      Carmine drew a deep breath, knowing that what was going to come out of his mouth would mark the beginning of the end. "Change of plans. We're going out."

      "Out?"

      Ilya knocked Michael's shin with his crutch. "I'm hungry. And I miss air that hasn't been recycled eight times."

      "Right." Michael elongated the vowel as far as he could stretch it, obviously having to take a second to get his head around the sudden fluidity of the plans that had been set in stone for weeks. "Got somewhere in mind?"

      "That cafe in Soho you were telling me about. They have a terrace, right?" Carmine had already thought of the best alternative to them being undeniably in Ilya's hospital suite, surrounded by doctors and nurses and security cameras.

      "And a waiting list for a table."

      Carmine couldn't help snorting at how cute Michael was sometimes. He knew the guy had always wanted to distance himself from his family's influence, but Carmine couldn't help but think that he was a bit of an idiot for not taking advantage of the perks. "I know a guy. We're leaving in fifteen minutes."

      Fifteen minutes ended up being thirty. The only reason they had come upstairs at all was for Ilya to change, but then he ended up insisting on taking a shower and Michael 'helping' him shave. It at least gave Carmine a chance to go over things with Pauly one last time.

      "Don't forget anything."

      "I won't, Boss."

      "I mean it.”

      "I know, Boss."

      "And just…be nice, okay?"

      "Okay, Boss."

      It was getting a bit close for comfort by the time Sal finally dropped them outside the restaurant. The maître d' was expecting them and showed them to their table personally, taking time to make sure Ilya was comfortable and helping him settle in his chair. The whole process was noisy and unwieldy, and Carmine had a sneaking suspicion Ilya was having a fine old time disturbing the other diners—clattering his crutches against their chair legs, not bothering to hide any of his bruises or being shy about teasing Carmine about his terrible temper.

      Thankfully, they were settled when the burner cell in Carmine's pocket buzzed. He only looked at the screen long enough to put in the password and handed it straight over to the other side of the table so Michael and Ilya could watch the feed Janus had set up.

      Ilya frowned over at him even as Michael took the phone and dug a pair of headphones out of his pocket for them to share. "You don't wanna watch?"

      Carmine shook his head slightly and picked up the menu. "Nah, I'm good. I'll catch it later. Besides, someone needs to order."

      Ilya shrugged and pressed the earbud Michael handed him into one ear. "Okay. Get me that chicken thing with extra cheese, will ya? They've been fucking starving me in that place. You're sure you don't wanna…?" When Ilya pointed at the screen, Carmine shook his head. He would get to see most of the show later.

      Patrick would record every second of every camera angle for posterity—and leverage. They would undoubtedly end up getting drunk and watching the playback together at some point in the future, with Patrick filling in what the audio missed. Carmine would see more at the trial, of course—not the high-res version or the cameras clipped to the jackets of every one of Patrick's crew. The best the cops would be able to do was scrape together some grainy security footage of Carmine Sr and Ancello arriving at the warehouse, followed shortly after by Michael's uncle and a bunch of his guys.

      It had taken more effort than anyone could have appreciated to get them all in one place. It might seem simple enough to spread a few rumors—the right words in the right ear could do more damage than a machine gun if you did it well enough. And if there was one thing Carmine was good at, it was moving the pieces on the board with simply a word. Except with so many pieces to move, nothing about this had been simple.

      Getting his father and Ancello to travel together wasn't too difficult, but finding a convenient time when that would coincide with all the other pieces on the board was tricky. Luckily, no one had a dentist appointment that afternoon.

      Getting Michael's uncle to play along wasn't too hard either. Joe had done his part on the inside and done enough prompting to get John to request the meeting himself, so it would have meant something truly dire had gone wrong if he hadn't turned up.

      But it had been the paper trail that was the real work. Janus, with a little help from Michael, had done a great job of clearing out the escrow account—or rather, making it appear as if the account had been cleared out—which had held the money Carmine Sr paid into for the deal he'd made with Michael's uncle when Michael had been handed over as collateral. As predicted, Flanagan had lost his temper and demanded a face-to-face as soon as he found himself looking at a bunch of zeros. The fact that he had been planning to screw Carmine's father over only helped convince him that he was getting double-crossed. Trust was such a tenuous thing after all.

      Once they arrived—with all parties angry enough to put a hint of gunpowder in the air before anyone had even drawn a weapon—all they needed was the spark. Which is where Sanchez came in. It had taken a little persuasion—Carmine and Patrick wearing him down from both sides. Not that Nick had to do too much. Simply say the things Carmine told him to say and let the rumors take care of themselves. Carmine knew they would eventually make their way to the Morenos. Rumors on their own would only make them anxious. But thanks to Janus and his creative side, the Morenos had a paper trail of their own to follow too, one that would lead them to some very bad conclusions about what Ancello had planned for them—one that would evaporate as if it had never existed once Carmine was done with them.

      Carmine knew the instance the Morenos arrived at the warehouse. Michael glanced up from where he was holding the phone beneath the table with an expression that cycled between relief and panic for the whole second he managed to hold Carmine's gaze. Neither man on the other side of the table had acknowledged Carmine the entire time they'd been sitting there. The waitress had come and gone twice, once to take their order, which Carmine had done for the three of them, and once to bring their drinks. She had enough sense to not linger and smiled pleasantly. It was better that she wasn't there when the main event kicked off.

      Carmine and Patrick had debated long and hard about who should be on the ground. Michael hadn't wanted to risk his brother and Carmine was obliged to take his side if he ever wanted to taste that sweet mouth again. Patrick, however, was adamant. He figured he and his crew had gone undetected for so long that even if someone did catch a glimpse of them, they wouldn't get recognized. Plus, they were hoping they would only have to take one shot. And who better than Patrick's pet sniper to have the honors. So once the Colombians arrived, buzzing like a cloud of angry wasps, all Leo would have to do is put a bullet in Ancello's head and all hell would break loose. With no one certain who shot first, it was inevitable that everyone in the room would pull out their weapons and start firing at whatever moved.

      Carmine was looking at his own phone when it happened. He felt rather than saw Michael flinch and looked up to see the whole thing play out in the mirror of Michael and Ilya's expressions.

      Michael looked tense, then horrified, then queasy. Ilya, on the other hand, was dead still, apart from the grin that slowly spread over his face. He licked his lips a couple of times and chuckled. Once, he pointed down at the screen to ask Michael, "What did he say?" only for Michael to shake his head and whisper back, "I'll tell you later." By the time their meals arrived, the two of them were starting to sit up as Michael slid the phone into his pocket.

      Carmine nodded to the waitress, waiting until she was gone until he asked, "Everything okay?"

      Ilya nodded, picking up his fork. "For us? Looks like." There wasn't a lot they could say out in the open. There would be plenty of time later to pick apart in detail the ins and outs of who shot who and how quickly the whole thing had gone down. And being that the day wasn't exactly done, Carmine wasn't ready to relax yet. In many ways the hardest part was to come.

      They ate, talked about nothing, normal conversation for a normal day. Michael was uncharacteristically quiet but only Carmine and Ilya would have noticed. To any stranger sitting close enough to overhear them talking, it probably seemed as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Still, Carmine felt the need to reach over the table and take Michael's hand once or twice. At least, until Ilya started making gagging noises and right in front of my salad jokes that finally got Michael to lose the haunted guilty look in his eyes. Thankfully, by the time Ilya was tucking into dessert, playfully trying to spoon gelato between a laughing Michael's tight lips and simultaneously shield his plate from Carmine's sneak attacks, Michael had recovered himself enough that when two dark sedans pulled up to the curb on the other side of the street, he didn't flinch.

      They pretended not to notice when four guys in dark suits stepped out of the cars, in a way that showed they definitely had noticed. Carmine recognized one man, but then Skyler Thorne had been heading up the FBI's organized crime unit in New York for about as long as Carmine had been running his crew. He was the guy who was in control of the van that sat outside of Carmine's club and the surveillance that Carmine stripped from his other businesses twice a week. He had personally taken Carmine in for questioning a couple of times. It was weirdly comforting, in a way, that the higher-ups had sent him to break the bad news.

      Before the suits even had time to cross the cobbled street, another car screeched around the corner and pulled in behind the fed’s cars. Carmine didn't feel the need to pretend to ignore that and looked over as Marcus jumped out of the passenger seat and jogged toward him. He swerved around the lesser agents who were waiting for their boss at a respectable distance, hands clasped in front of them, and lightly shouldered Thorne out of the way to get to Carmine first, looking shocked to his core.

      They hadn't rehearsed this exactly but they knew their lines. Marcus did a good job of taking a shuddering breath before crouching at Carmine's feet. Carmine bent forward so Marcus could whisper in his ear. "It's done. I double-checked."

      It might not have been the news Thorne imagined Marcus was delivering, but the wave of grief and anger that hit Carmine was oddly authentic. He thought perhaps that he might have felt relieved, to be out of danger, to have taken out the person who was trying to hurt Ilya and Michael to get to him. The person who would have stopped at nothing to get rid of them, all over money and pride. But instead, he was angry at Ancello for driving him to this, bizarrely stricken that his father had to die in such a way, and lanced through with worry that now the main part of the plan was over, that the hardest part—getting away with murder—would fall to pieces.

      A breath, something like a sob, punched out of him and he sat back, the metal feet of the chair scraping against the floor with the force of it. There was pressure on his wrist and when he looked up, Ilya was reaching awkwardly across the table, gripping him hard.

      "Mino. What is it?"

      "Carmine," Thorne said with a kind but professional tone, "I'm sorry for your loss. I'm gonna need you to come in."

      "Are you fucking kidding me, right now?" Marcus all but yelled, jumping to his feet.

      Michael looked around and stuttered out, "W-what's happened?"

      "You too, Mr. Flanagan." Thorne looked unsurprised to see Michael there. "I'm afraid I have bad news." It didn't escape Carmine's notice that one of Thorne's henchmen took a step toward them.

      "They're not going anywhere—" Marcus started.

      "It's for their own protection."

      "Like hell—!"

      Carmine cut Marcus off simply by raising his hand. After a beat, he turned to Thorne. "Do you know who did this?"

      Thorne nodded once. "We have some idea."

      Carmine looked down to Ilya, who was doing a great job of looking carefully concerned. As he let the fake-realization blossom over his face, Carmine nodded. "Okay."

      Marcus made a noise as if he was about to protest but Carmine barreled through. "Have the lawyers meet us there. Call the Flanagans and get them to send a lawyer for Michael if they wanna use their own firm."

      Thorne looked mildly annoyed. "You know that's not necessary—"

      "You want me to call Anthony?"

      Carmine nodded at Marcus's suggestion, then stood and buttoned his jacket, turning slightly to Thorne. "The field office?"

      Thorne had known him long enough to only be a little frustrated. "You can come with us."

      "No, thanks," Carmine said, calm and authoritative. "I've seen how you guys drive."

      Then he turned away, partly to dismiss Thorne, who did the right thing—sighing and turning back to his people to shoo them back to the cars—but mostly so he could give Michael his undivided attention as he got shakily to his feet.

      "I'm sorry."

      He was. Not for show or for the reasons Michael was pretending Carmine meant them. Carmine felt regret. Because aside from everything else that had happened that day, he was pretty sure by that evening, Michael was going to hate his guts.
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      For the first second or so after he woke up, there was a moment when Michael thought he was back in the guest room of Carmine's apartment. Before the first time his eyes blinked against the light of the morning, he expected to turn away from the white ceiling to find his clothes strewn over furniture with clean, sharp lines, to look out over the cityscape and clouds scudding over the high-rise which didn't fully block out his view. Or perhaps that he might turn his head to the door to find Carmine smiling indulgently at him with a coffee in his hand, pausing before sitting next to him and brushing Michael's hair away from his face. Or maybe Ilya grinning lasciviously before he pounced, pressed Michael's face roughly into the pillow, and did unspeakable, delicious things to him that would have Michael not knowing whether or not to beg for mercy before he even had a chance to fully wake.

      But then Michael would blink, the shuttering of his eyelids clicking on the part of his brain that brought him back to reality. That he was home. Sort of. That he was in the Flanagan family house, back in his old room. Not the shoebox his uncle had demoted him to, but the one he'd occupied when his father had been alive, the one that Patrick had installed him in now he was finally in charge. The furniture was a mishmash of antique and modern, same as the rest of the house, with contemporary art on the walls below moldings older than the subway system. His view was green rather than blue, the lush lawns of the gardens and ash trees in full leaf. And although he knew the building was teeming with people, he was alone.

      Patrick kept telling him he had to give it chance but after almost a month of waking up like this every morning, contentment splintering into disappointment, Michael couldn't see it getting any better.

      He'd been pissed when the feds had finally let him go, not because of how long they had kept him at Federal Plaza but for all the inane questions. The barely concealed way they were trying to get him to flip on Carmine, if not for the hit on his father, then for simply anything he could supply, was tedious and kind of rude, he thought. His uncle had just died. And he was doing a pretty good job at feigning grief too.

      But after a couple of hours, he had walked out of there to find Pops waiting with a car for him. They drove back to the apartment in silence. Michael was all talked out and Pops seemed understandably tense. At least, Michael had thought the atmosphere was understandable, until they pulled into the parking garage to see Pauly handing over a familiar duffel bag and suitcase to Joe.

      As they pulled up, Pops didn't switch off the engine, just said, "See you later, kid," and sat there, waiting for Michael to get out.

      When he did—his leaden feet dragging with every step he took toward his cousin—Pauly walked past him to take his place in the car, his cigarette pausing on the way to his lips so he could quietly say, "Sorry, man," as they brushed shoulders. Michael couldn't bring himself to ask why, not even as he came to stand in front of a sympathetic-looking Joe as the sound of Carmine's men leaving filled the echoing space.

      "Come on," Joe had said, after a pause to rake his gaze over Michael's face. "Let's get you home."

      "Why?" It could have been a question about a whole slew of things Michael wasn't able to articulate, not with his brain and heart so exhausted. And every single one of them was answered when Joe turned away and replied, "You know why."

      Michael scrubbed his hands over his face trying to push the memory away before glaring back at the ceiling. In the days since, he'd played over that moment too many times already, still not able to get his head around how easily Carmine had played him. He should have expected it. Which made his grief worse somehow. He’d even tried to rationalize that, given Carmine's original plan was to set him up for the murder of his father and probably kill him, being discarded like a used napkin should have been the kinder option. He was disappointed in himself that it didn't feel that way.

      Dragging the sheets away, Michael forced himself to do what he'd done every morning since returning to the family house. It wasn't much of a routine but it was better than lying in a pit of self-pity for half the day. He took a piss, put in his earbuds, drank a bottle of chilled water on his way to the room they had set up with gym equipment, and ran on the treadmill until his legs were like jelly. After paying perfunctory attention to the weights and elliptical, he went back to his room, showered, and pulled on sweatpants and one of Patrick's old NYU t-shirts before heading to the kitchen to get breakfast. As usual, he passed about ten people—family members, house staff, some of Patrick's people who seemed to be lurking wherever he was—going through his morning routine but every one of them had the sense to not even attempt to acknowledge him.

      Unusually, when he got to the kitchen, Patrick was there, coffee in one hand and a pile of paperwork on the countertop in front of him. He glanced up when Michael came in, slipping the glasses from his face and frowning.

      "Is that my shirt?"

      Michael scowled back. "Since when do you wear glasses?"

      "None of your fucking business." There was no heat in it. Somehow, in that way that only brothers could do, Patrick managed to make the words sound like concern, loaded with the same unasked question he had in his eyes as he watched Michael pull a bowl down from the cupboard  and go to the refrigerator. Michael was getting sick of it. Patrick had been looking at him the same way since he had come back and yet somehow they still hadn't made time to actually sit down and have a conversation together.

      After Joe had driven Michael home, the entire family had been a mess. With Uncle John and five of his top guys gone, half the remaining family wanted to wage war on the Morenos, who were already being blamed for the massacre, while the other half were simply jostling for position, hoping to be the ones to take over. Of course, as soon as Michael had stepped back through the door, the only man with the Flanagan name, most people reluctantly deferred to him. He would never have been able to hold them off for long, not given his past or position when he'd been handed off to the Bartolos, but thankfully Joe passed along the message that it would only be for a couple of days.

      A couple ended up being three. The stunned silence when Patrick materialized, striding in as if he owned the place, which he did of course, was something to behold. Better yet, his first item of business was to root out every one of his uncle's lackeys—coincidentally every person who had made Michael's life a living hell—and take them away for a chat to make it very clear that their lives were on the line. When some of them didn't come back, nobody asked why. Patrick had been ruthless, cleaning house and making his mark, bringing in his own crew of people to go over the books and run down every business transaction the family had going on. After four weeks, the atmosphere in the house, although still tense at times, felt more like it had when their father had been alive. And everyone who mattered had thanked Patrick for it.

      Which was probably why Patrick was being so weird with Michael. Michael was relieved his brother was back but at the same time it was hard for him to smile and be cheery about their plan coming through when Michael couldn't get past what he'd had to give up to make it happen.

      Patrick tutted at the milk slopping over the side of the bowl when Michael dumped his cereal on the breakfast bar, shifting his paperwork an inch away and pushing over the napkin that was languishing, unused, against his own empty plate. "I need you today."

      Michael shook his head before he spooned food into his mouth. "I've got plans." It wasn't a lie. It was just that his plans were the same thing he'd been doing every day for the last month. Get up, work out, eat, lock himself in his room and work on the gambling sites they still had up and running or whatever other tech needs Patrick wanted him to attend to, eat, work/stalk Carmine and Ilya on the Internet, eat, jerk off, sleep, and repeat. All interspersed with him checking his email and phone, just in case there was a message or some sign of life from the only other two people left alive outside of the house that he cared anything about.

      Patrick sighed. "It wasn't a request. We have a meeting and I want you there."

      "Pat, come on—"

      Michael's brother didn't interrupt exactly, but the way he slowly turned in his seat to fully face Michael was enough. It was their dad's move, and it was a good one. Suddenly the weight of Patrick's full attention pressing down on Michael made him feel like a little kid again.

      "Look," Patrick said, sounding as if he'd rather be talking about anything else. "I get that you're upset that you had to—that you feel rejected—"

      Michael's shoulders slumped and he sent his brother a withering look. "Oh, Jesus Christ, no—"

      "But you flouncing around like a teenage girl isn't helping anything."

      "I do not flounce."

      "You kinda do, Mikey. And while I don't even pretend to understand the fucked-up thing you had going on with Bartolo, you must know, he had no choice."

      Michael wanted to laugh but settled on pushing his bowl away. "Oh, yeah, don't worry, I got that memo. He had no choice but to drop me back at the pound, just like you and Mom had no choice but to fuck off and leave me here. Like Dad had no choice but to push me away and get himself killed. Don't worry, I know I'm fucking disposable."

      The blindsided expression on Patrick's face told Michael that was the wrong thing to say clearer than the voice in his head telling him he'd fucked up.

      "Okay, first off," Patrick said as he blinked hard and rubbed his hand over his brow, "I want you to call that therapist I gave you the number for today or I'm making you the appointment myself. And second…" He blew out hard, as if summoning all the strength he had to go on. "Carmine is—has always been fucked up. Not just in the bedroom department and God knows I don't wanna think about my baby brother being involved in any of that, but he's—he had a hard time. We all did growing up in this life but him in particular. It's hard to trust people. To know what their real feelings are. To know what motivates them. Especially when you have money and power, people wanna get close to you for all kinds of reasons and it can be hard to tell the bad from the good."

      Michael had to scoff. "You seriously telling me he thought I was with him for his money?"

      He only flinched a little when Patrick dropped his thick hand on the back of Michael's neck and pulled him in, kissing him hard on the forehead. "You are the stupidest smart person I know, kid."

      Michael pushed him off, forcing away the smile that had come unbidden and unwelcome to his lips. "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"

      Patrick shook his head and started to gather his papers together to leave. "I mean, you need to think about why you were with him in the first place," adding, "Moron," as he swept out of the room, leaving Michael alone to his confusion.

      Michael did just that as he went about his day but as much as he thought, he didn't get what Patrick was getting at. Not while he was working at his desk, or as he changed into a decent suit and tie for the meeting, or as he watched the city flash by the window of the town car as he sat next to his brother on the way to the meeting. Only when he stepped into the pool hall and saw Carmine talking quietly to Ilya, flanked by the rest of his crew, did his mind suddenly click with a realization that made him exhale a small, "Oh," that made Patrick chuckle.

      Carmine looked good. He had on a dark red suit which might as well have been black, his hair styled so severely that Michael wondered if he'd had a haircut since they had last seen each other. Mostly he noticed how tired Carmine looked with dark marks under his eyes and a drawn complexion where his cheekbones stood out. He didn't seem ill, just exhausted. He also didn't appear to be able to look at Michael—at all—his gaze glancing off him or through him as they approached, as if Michael was a ghost.

      Thankfully, Michael's impending existential crisis was curtailed by the fact that Ilya, in contrast to his husband, couldn't look at anyone but Michael. The glare would have been disconcerting if he hadn't known the man so well, not when he barely blinked, looking more predatory than Michael had ever seen him. Which was saying a lot. It was probably heightened by the tension in the room. All of Carmine's guys seemed on edge, fidgety in a way Michael had never seen them before, Ilya especially. There was a tension in his shoulders which couldn't have been explained away by the way he was hobbling, his leg now in a brace rather than the cast Michael had last seen, the crutches replaced with a walking stick that looked appropriately deadly. But as the gap closed between them, the tightness appeared to dissipate, if only a fraction, and it was as if the room breathed a sigh of relief.

      It was odd, Michael thought, seeing his brother and Carmine draw each other into a hug as if they were old friends, rather than giving each other a curt hello and shaking hands. He wasn't sure how much of it was genuine relief that things had gone their way and how much was putting on a show of how they suffered in their shared grief and grievance. But it was still unnerving. Then Carmine was saying, "We got a room set up in the back," and Patrick was nodding, but as Michael took a step forward to follow along, Patrick's heavy hand came down on his shoulder.

      "Why don't you sit this one out?"

      Michael blinked. "What? I thought—?"

      "Just relax. Catch up." Patrick gestured around the room at the groups of strangers who were obviously part of Carmine's family standing around, although most of his attention was on Ilya, who was also hovering and showing no signs of going anywhere. "This'll only take a minute."

      Michael muttered, "You fuck…" under his breath but it was too late. Patrick gently smacked his cheek a couple of times, winked as he started to pull his jacket from his shoulders, and disappeared through a pair of double doors, leaving Michael alone.

      Not that he had much time to think about it, when the next thing he knew, a hand was around his throat and he was stumbling backward, thinking he was going to fall and being disappointed he didn't when his back smashed into the wall harder than he would have hit the floor.

      Ilya's eyes were burning when Michael finally opened his. He would have been scared if it weren't for the way Ilya's mouth was doing something complicated, seemingly both trying to speak and not knowing how to work at the same time as his gaze flicked over Michael's face, unable to land or make sense of anything. It was sweet. Even though Michael had spots blinking at the edge of his vision, it was kind of sweet. Michael wanted to say something like, "Did you miss me?" but it seemed redundant in the moment so he did the only other thing he could think of and, cupping Ilya's jaw with both his hands, dragged him close and kissed him.

      There was definitely nothing sweet about that, filthy and opened mouthed from the get-go, all teeth and spit and Michael groaning when Ilya bit his lip. It was like drowning, painful, overcome with helplessness, tinged with fear and—God, Michael had missed him. Not enough that the sounds of muttered disapproval and disgust from the fifteen or so bystanders having to watch didn't filter through but somehow that made it even better.

      And it only served to make Ilya more intense, seemingly taking the muttered slurs as a challenge, his cane clattering to the ground as he pressed the lithe line of his body against Michael's, the pair of them moving against each other as they rutted, getting hard for each other as easily as it had ever been.

      When Ilya started to yank Michael's shirt from his waistband, Michael was fully prepared to fuck him or get fucked in front of everyone he knew. Although when someone loudly cleared his throat and called Ilya's name in the sort of tone he might expect from a very disappointed parent, it brought them both back to their senses.

      Ilya stilled, letting his head fall onto Michael's shoulder as his arms curled around the bare skin of Michael's back. Ilya's sharp nails scratched so deep that Michael could feel the thick welts rising along with his dick. They panted together for a second, Michael cupping the back of Ilya's head, rubbing circles into his hip with the thumb of his other hand. It was obviously too much like affection for Ilya as he suddenly pushed away from Michael, swaying on his feet.

      When Ilya didn't say a word, only kept staring, Michael let a smile creep onto his face and glanced down. "You got the cast off already?"

      "Yeah," Ilya said, breathless and weirdly defensive. "It was itchy."

      "But you're okay?"

      Ilya looked confused for a second before saying, "Yeah," in a tone that sounded almost as if it should have been obvious. "Are you?"

      "Me?" The concern, coming from Ilya at least, was uncomfortable. Michael covered up the way it made his skin itch by starting to tuck his shirt back in and scowling at the floor. "Yeah. Fine. Could do with a fucking drink but other than that…"

      Evidently, Ilya felt the same and after snatching up his cane from where it had fallen, limped back over to the bar.

      Michael followed him, trying to ignore the stares from the men in the room who clearly weren't used to seeing Ilya being anything other than a sadist torturer or seeing two men getting it on. It was hard to tell what might have offended them most. Carmine's regular guys weren't phased at all. In fact, it looked as if several of them were opening their wallets and handing bills over to Pops. The old guy gave Michael the widest smile as he passed by. "Nice to see you, kid."

      "Do I get a cut of that?"

      Pops laughed. "I'll buy you a beer later."

      Michael shook his head and waved over his shoulder, not wanting to pause, not when he could see Ilya sprawling back in a chair as the bartender put two bottles on the table next to him.

      Michael took the seat opposite, pulling one of the beers toward him and sighing. They were going to have to talk—they both knew it—and it was going to be as awkward as hell. Or he thought it would be until Ilya said, "I'm sorry."

      Michael frowned. "For what?" An apology was the last thing he was expecting.

      "Y'know. For Carmine…" Ilya waved his hand vaguely in the air, which could have meant anything, except he didn't seem to be able to make eye contact.

      "Kicking me to the curb?" Michael offered. "Slinging me out on my ear? Dumping me like a—"

      Ilya groaned in protest. "I don't know what the fuck he was thinking."

      Michael hadn't known either. Not until he had walked into the bar. Perhaps if he hadn't had that little chat with his brother over breakfast he still wouldn't know. But he was getting an idea.

      "Probably that it would look too suspicious if I stayed."

      Ilya nodded. "Yeah, it would have."

      "And things might have gotten dangerous. Especially with you out of action."

      "I'm not defenseless, asshole."

      Michael picked at the label on his bottle. "He knew I'd want to be there for Pat too. Taking over the family has been…" Hard? Exhausting? Michael didn't know exactly how to quantify the level of fuckery his brother'd had to deal with.

      Ilya huffed out a laugh. "Tell me about it. Mino has barely slept. I think the only thing holding him together right now is Marcus. We should compare notes." He said it casually as he lifted his beer to his lips and took a long draft.

      Michael watched him, the line of his throat, the way his hands gripped the bottle, the indolent angle of his shoulders, all the things that he remembered from the first time he'd set eyes on the man. All the things he thought about when he was alone, at night, with his hand down his underwear.

      "You still wanna do that with me?" Michael asked quietly. "Compare notes?"

      Ilya paused mid-swallow, freezing just long enough to express that he knew what Michael was getting at and just what a stupid question it was. "What the fuck are you talking about?" The bottle landed on the table with a thunk as Ilya leaned over menacingly. "It wasn't me who sent you away, you idiot."

      Michael nodded, trying not to let the rejection get to him before he knew for sure what was going on. "So, Carmine is the one who doesn't want to—"

      Bizarrely, Ilya laughed loud enough to draw attention from around the room. "Are you fucking kidding me? Do you know what it's been like the last few weeks? Having to live with him fucking pining? Staring off into space like a lovesick…I don't even know what. And if you thought he was a miserable bastard before—Christ, he's been making everyone's life hell since you've been gone."

      Michael wanted to frown, wanted to scoff and tell Ilya he was talking shit, but the thought that had dogged him since he'd walked in the room was getting louder and louder with every breath. "Did he tell you why? Why he sent me away?" He didn't need Ilya to answer aloud when his shoulders stiffened in defense. Michael shrugged. "Pat thinks—I mean, he kinda—" He blew out a breath as he leaned heavily on the table, scrubbing the hand that wasn't cradling the bottle over his face, as if that could order his thoughts somehow. "Does Carmine think I was only with you guys 'cause he made me? Does he think he forced me into it?"

      Michael half-hoped Ilya would laugh but instead he looked guilty, of all things. It was not something Michael had seen before and the expression made Ilya's face seem all wrong. It wasn't funny but Michael laughed anyway. "Are you serious? Is he?"

      "It's complicated, Mike." Ilya's voice was quiet. "He's complicated." He looked as if he was going to say more, his lips parting slightly as he inhaled, but it all came to a stop when his gaze caught on something behind Michael's chair. The way his eyes softened, Michael knew exactly what—who—it was before he stood up and turned around.

      Carmine looked hard, his expression impassive, lips thin where they were pressed together, and his jaw rigid. It was tough for Michael to look at him like that, not when he knew what softness he could hold in his eyes. It didn't stop Michael from taking a step toward him. They were almost toe to toe when Michael sighed and said softly, "Mino?" Carmine's gaze finally landed on him and instantly began to melt, even before Michael asked, "Can I please come home now?"

      From somewhere behind Carmine, Michael heard his brother sigh, sounding resigned but also relieved when he said, "You need to check in every day, Mike. And I want you back for dinner once a week. Call me later, okay?"

      Michael didn't bother responding. The way his brother's voice was fading, he was already halfway out the door. Besides, his mouth had better things to do when Carmine grabbed him roughly by the lapels of his jacket and dragged him close.

      "You can stop this now if you want." Carmine's voice was barely above a whisper, low and threatening tears, although Michael wasn't sure if they'd be his or Carmine's. "I need you to know what you're getting into."

      Michael had to smile. "The second I saw you, I knew I was in over my head."

      "You still want in?"

      There was a laugh on his lips as he closed the distance. It was the second most dangerous thing he'd ever done. He only had a moment to whisper, "Mino, I was never out," against the lips of the deadliest man in the room, before he was having the breath kissed out of him.

      There was a collective groan from around the room as money changed hands again, but Michael couldn't have cared less. Not when he finally had something to lose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Good Faith. I hope you enjoyed it.

        If you’d like to leave a review on Goodreads, Amazon or anywhere else, that would be very much appreciated.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you like to get in touch, I’d love to hear from you – contact@alexjane.info

      

        

      
        I have a newsletter that I occasionally remember to send it you’d like to here from me – click to subscribe

      

        

      
        Otherwise you can find me through my website – www.alexjane.info

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Huge thanks as always to Milly who held my hand while I wrestled this thing into existence. It was a bit of a slog at times, healing at others but ultimately a lot of fun hearing her make dolphin noises down the phone when I left her hanging at the end of a chapter.

      Massive thanks to Lillian who, honestly, worked as hard on her beta notes as I did writing this. They aways make me feel a 1000% more confident in what I’m writing (once I’m done crying over their notes). Also to Masja. whose attention to detail makes my mind boggle that I could have ever thought the book was looking pretty good. I’m so grateful.

      I’m immeasurably grateful too to Jennifer for all her hard work and helping pull this together at the last minute. I swear she’s magic.

      And to you sweet reader. Thank you for continuing to read and reread and rec and come back for more. I seriously can’t do this without you 🖤

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            about the author

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexis Jane is the dark-half of author Alex Jane.

      Exploring the visceral side of MM romance, her stories delve into horror themes, profoundly problematic relationships, and violence while holding romance and love at their core—no matter how misguided it might be.

      It’s love…but darker.

      Because some happy endings come harder than others.

      
        
          [image: Author logo]
        

      

      After spending years creating stories in her head, Alex started writing them down and then found she couldn’t stop. Despite the late start, she now writes m/m romance about found families, sometimes with a historical feel—and the occasional werewolf.

      Free from aspirations of literary greatness, Alex simply hopes to spin a good yarn of love and life, wrapped up with a happy ending. And if her characters have to go through Hell to get there, she’s a-okay with that.

      Alex writes and walks on the South Coast of England—even when her heart and spellcheck are in New York.

      
        
        www.alexjane.info

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            also by the author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Writing as Alexis Jane

      

      

      
        
        No Regrets

        Stumble Forward

        Devil Next Door

        The Devil Told You

        The Wolf and the Pear

      

      

      

      
        
        Writing as Alex Jane

      

      

      
        
        The Alphas’ Homestead Series

        Home Is Where You Are

        Returning Home

        Longing for Shelter

        Home in your Heart

        Be My Sanctuary

        Always Here

        The Homestead Legacy Series

        The Arrangement

        The Legacy

        Podlington Village Romance

        Rewriting History

        Building Something

        The Mr & Mr Detective Series

        Gazes Into You

        A Foreign Country

        Seasonal Stories

        ‘Tis the Season

        Tinsel Fixes Everything

        Glitter Fixes Everything

        Audiobooks

        ‘Tis the Season

      

        

      
        Find the full backlist here

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
2






images/00003.jpeg





