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        Music is an important feature in the All’s Fair series. Go here for the Playlist of All I Fear.

      

        

      
        “Hate Me” - Nico Collins

        “Hurricane” - Thirty Seconds To Mars

        “Control” - Halsey

        “I Scare Myself” - Beth Crowley

        “I’m A Wanted Man” - Royal Deluxe

        “Battle Cry” - Beth Crowley

        “Wicked as They Come” - CRMNL

        “An Unhealthy Obsession” - The Blake Robinson Synthetic Orchestra

        “Can I Be Him” - James Arthur

        “Wolves” -S am Tinnesz, Silverberg

        “Cold-Blooded” - Beth Crowley

        “Gasoline” - Halsey

        “PSYCHO” - AVIVA

        “Mind Games” - Sickick

        “Monster” -F ight The Fade

        “Sucker for Pain” -Imagine Dragons, Lil Wayne, Wiz Khalifa, Logic, Ty Dolla $sign feat X Ambassadors

        “ON” - BTS

        “Bleed For Me” - Digital Daggers

        “Werewolf” - Motionless In White

        “Sure Thing” - Miguel

        “Wicked Games” - The Hot Damns

        “Dangerous” - Royal Deluxe

        “Bones” - Imagine Dragons

        “As We Fall” - League of Legends

        “Man or a Monster” - Sam Tinnesz, Zayde Wolf

        “How Villains Are Made” - Madalen Duke

        “No Mercy” - Zayde Wold

        “Wings” - Jonas Brothers

        “Writing’s On The Wall” - Sam Smith

        “Born for This” - CRMNL

        “Now That We’re Alone” - The People’s Thieves

        “I Wasn’t Born To Behave” - Black Hydra, City Wolf, Easy Mccoy

        “Carry You” - Ruelle, Fleurie

        “I’m Not Afraid” - Tommee Profitt, Wondra

        “Battlefield” - SVRCINA

        “Monster” - Willyecho

        “Play Dirty” - Kevin McAllister

        “If Our Love Is Wrong” - Calum Scott

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Welcome back to the All’s Fair series. This book is recommended to be read after All I Want, so if you haven’t done that yet, I highly suggest you do so in order to not miss all the nuances of the storyline and these characters.

      This is Tennant Mason’s book. He is exactly who he presents himself as in book 1. He’s also…not. As a sociopathic psychopath, his idea of right and wrong is…twisted, and his understanding of emotions aren’t like other people’s. There will be things said and done that people in a “normal” relationship will never do, but then, none of these guys are normal.

      All that being said, this book contains love and family much like all my books do. This book is bloodier, the characters are legitimately crazy, and the way they love may not make a lot of sense. But at the end of the day, love is love and I hope you see that in these pages.

      Thank you for once again trusting me to tell the story I needed to tell, I hope you enjoy this book and the characters as much as I do. They’re very different from my other characters, but at their core, they’re exactly the same.

      

      Abri

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Triggers that feature in this book include, but are not limited to:

      

        

      
        Sexual Assault

        Human Trafficking

        Violence

        Torture

        Fear play

        Knife play

        Blood play

        Breath play

        Drugging

        Consensual kidnapping

        Suicidal ideation and intention

        Non-consensual kidnapping

        Dubious Consent

        Mention of child abuse

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Aurora,

        you and Roman know why
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      “You ready for tomorrow?” Cristian asks from the other side of the desk.

      “I’ve been ready since we first discussed it. Are you doing the honors or shall I?”

      “We both can. He’ll be here soon.” Cristian slides a manila envelope across the desk and changes the conversation. “I need Hollis to do a job for me; see that he gets this. He hasn’t been answering my calls.”

      I smirk. “Pass it to Leandro; he’s fully capable and needs the practice. Hollis has been kidnapped.”

      Cristian huffs. “You realize your relationship is fucked-up, right?”

      I wipe all expressions from my face. “I’m aware of what you and the bastard get up to in the bedroom. And while you might be good at hiding it from everyone else, I can see that you wince every time you move.”

      He shrugs. “What can I say? Carter is pretty when he’s covered in blood—doesn’t matter if it’s his or mine.”

      “At least I only drug and restrain my partner. Neither of us get permanent marks from that.”

      Cristian shakes his head and moves the conversation back to tomorrow. “Do you have a plan for him?”

      “I’m going to break your son, Cris, the same way I break all my men. He’ll be the perfect soldier by the time I’m finished with him—ready to move up the ladder of the Family.”

      Before he can respond, there’s a knock on the door, and at Cristian’s nod, I get up to open it. Roman stands on the other side of the door, wearing a black suit and maroon shirt that makes his dark green eyes shine. I move back to let him into the office, noting he’s wearing a skirt instead of trousers. As I retake my seat, I glance at the polish on his nails. Both the skirt and polish will have to go—by force, if needed. It’s not that I care what he wears, but as I told his father—I’m going to break him.

      The only true way to learn is to do. And Boss’s son or not, I have high expectations for the men under me.

      “I have a new job for you, Roman.” Cristian leans forward and stares at his son. “From now on, you’ll be working for Tennant.”

      Roman doesn’t look at me, but I study the way he stills, his body coiling with tension that’s almost palpable. I have to force myself not to react, because his response is beautiful.

      “What do you mean?” There’s curiosity mixed with wariness in his tone.

      “You’re old enough for more responsibility now, which means it’s time to put it to the test. You need to prove yourself, Roman.”

      “What does Ten have to do with it?”

      I speak up. “We don’t allow our men to do anything we’re not willing to do ourselves. You know that. Now it’s your turn. By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll have more understanding and respect for the people who work for us.” Among other things. But I can’t give away all my secrets.

      “Fine. When and where?”

      I smile. “Don’t worry about that, I’ll let you know when I need you.”

      With that, I turn away from him and focus on Cristian, who’s studying his son. Something passes between the two of them, before Roman turns and walks out of the office.

      “How much grief do you think he’s going to give me?” I ask.

      Cristian sighs and leans back in his chair. “Depends on what you do to him. He’s a good kid, you know that. He’s capable, but still naïve in a lot of ways. The older he gets, the more he chafes against any orders given to him that don’t come directly from me or Carter. Whatever your plan is, it’s going to make him hate you for a while.”

      “As if I care about something so trivial.” Standing, I button my suit jacket and turn to leave. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a captive to feed and water.”

      He laughs as I head to the door. “You’re so fucked.”

      Probably, but that’s what makes it fun…
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      The ringing of my phone rouses me from sleep. I open my eyes just enough to grab it and hit the answer button. “Someone better be dead,” I mutter into the device.

      “You will be if you’re not at the front door in five minutes,” Tennant’s cool voice says before he hangs up.

      Squinting at the phone screen, I check the time. Three-thirty. Motherfucker.

      Tossing the phone onto the bed, I sit up and scrub my hands over my face. I’ve only been in bed for an hour and a half.

      “Your father is annoying,” I mutter as I fling the blankets back and climb out of bed.

      “You really should have expected this,” Leandro replies. “Now shh, I need sleep. Your father gave me a job, and I need to prove my worth.”

      I turn the lamp on and take satisfaction at Leandro’s protest before he pulls the blanket up and over his head. “You’re a dick.”

      “You love me.”

      Leandro makes a feral sound from his nest of blankets, but I ignore him and head into the walk-in closet. I choose an older suit, unsure of what fuckery Tennant is going to put me through today. I don’t want to ruin one of my nice ones.

      I wash my face, brush my teeth, and dress. A comb through my thick hair is going to have to be enough because the last thing I need is to piss Ten off on day one.

      “Wish me luck,” I call over my shoulder as I step out of the bedroom, the door closing behind me before I can hear Leandro’s response.

      The condo is dark and quiet as I walk on careful, socked feet down the hall. The last thing I need is my parents hearing me and investigating.

      “You’re late.” Tennant’s soft voice causes my heart to jump as I turn the corner into the entry hall.

      “You didn’t give me much time to work with,” I reply as I set my shoes down and slip into them.

      “Since this is your first day, you’re allowed to make mistakes. If it becomes a pattern, we’ll have a problem. Understand?”

      Looking up from where I’m tying my laces, I meet those ice cold eyes of his in the dim light. The intensity of them sends a shiver down my spine. This isn’t Ten, my father’s best friend. No, right now he’s Tennant Mason, Second in Command to the Amato Organization. And that Tennant is dangerous.

      Tennant doesn’t say anything when I straighten up, he just walks to the door, where the current house guard on duty opens it. The only one in the hallway, aside from Ten and I, is another guard.

      “Where are my babysitters?” I ask as I follow Tennant to the elevator.

      “They’re aware of the situation. You don’t need them when you’re working for me.”

      I huff out a laugh. “I’m surprised Dad and Carter agreed to that.”

      It’s been four years since I was kidnapped, and since then, my father has been extra paranoid about my safety. Not that I really blame him. It was terrifying being at the mercy of someone so unhinged. But it also grates because I’m capable of taking care of myself. I’m no longer the fifteen-year-old boy I once was.

      “I didn’t give them a choice. Besides, what I plan on doing to you is far worse than any kidnapper or assassin.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here.” Tennant tosses me a bag as we sit in the back of the car.

      Opening the bag, I find nail polish remover and a package of cotton pads. “No.” I shove the bag onto the floor.

      “You’re mine now, Roman. And that means you’ll follow my orders.”

      “Not at the expense of my own identity.” Raising my chin, I meet his eyes.

      Tennant’s mouth quirks up in the corners, and before I can blink, he moves across the space between us and slams me back against the leather seat. A knife sits at my throat, and I swallow back my gasp.

      My heart thumps in my ears, but I refuse to show him any fear. Fucker feeds off that.

      “Until I say otherwise, you’re nothing and nobody. You want to prove what a badass you are? How you deserve to be Cristian’s heir? This is how you do it. Show me you have what it takes to get your hands dirty. It’s easy to bark orders, but you’ll end up speaking into the void if there’s no one there to listen. Give them a reason to respect you, little prince. Earn their trust by proving you’re more than a pretty face.”

      He presses the blade into my skin. Not hard enough to make me bleed, but I’ll feel the sting of it for a while. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way, Roman. It’s your choice.”

      “Okay.” I finally relent, knowing this is the first of many battles, and understanding that this may be the easiest of them all.

      Tennant sits back in his seat across from me and wipes the blade down before putting it away. Looking at him, you wouldn’t think he just held a knife to my throat. He appears calm and collected. Dressed in his all black suit, he looks like any other businessman. Oh, how looks can be deceiving.

      With a glare, I pick the bag back up and take out the nail polish remover and cotton pads. Tennant watches intently as I remove the bright red polish. I mourn the loss of color for a moment. I had only painted them yesterday… Well, Carter did.

      As I strip the last bit of color from my fingers, my breath catches in my throat. This isn’t the first, nor will it be the last time I remove my polish in order to better blend into this life. But it is the first time someone from my family has asked me to do so.

      I understand why. The psychological reasoning behind stripping me of everything that makes me me, reducing me down to nothing but Tennant’s perfect little soldier. That doesn’t mean it hurts any less.

      Maybe I should have let him do it. Hating him for forcing me is different than doing it myself.

      Taking a breath, I rein in my emotions, refusing to allow him to see how much this is affecting me. Mind games…it’s all mind games, and this is only the beginning.
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      Roman unloads and then reloads the gun with quick, efficient movements. His hands are steady, breathing slow and even, as he raises the weapon and aims at the target, before unloading the entire magazine.

      He doesn’t hesitate to reach for more ammunition and to reload, sidestepping to stand across from the other target. Everything is second nature to him. I don’t remember there being a time where Roman didn’t have a gun or knife in his hand. He could outgun most of the people on my payroll by the time he was a teenager.

      With a gesture from me, someone rushes Roman, almost slamming into his side. Only the boy turns on quick feet, moving swiftly out of the way. He keeps his gun trained on his would-be attacker, only to spin on his heels and shoot the person trying to come up from behind.

      The man hisses and moves out of the way when Roman fires upon him again as he sidesteps, putting himself in a position where he can face both his attackers.

      Two men are no match for him, even when one swoops in with a knife and red begins to blossom on the sleeve of his shirt.

      Another hand gesture and two more men come from the shadows and join the fray. Roman is cool under pressure. I have no doubt he expected something like this. He ditches the gun and pulls out a knife, ducking under one attacker’s arm, slashing at his side. I don’t think he cuts the man, but it still catches him off balance, making him crash into another attacker.

      While they untangle themselves, Roman twists and evades the two men who try to catch him. He’s smaller than his opponents, and while that could be a disadvantage, if they actually managed to get a hold of him, Roman is faster than they are. Light and quick on his feet, he weaves around all four of his attackers.

      He doesn’t come out unscathed. I watch as another knife cuts his side. It’s a glancing blow, something that will sting like a bitch and slow him down, but no permanent damage will be done.

      This is far too easy.

      With that thought, I shrug out of my suit jacket and toss it to the side. I don’t pull out my knife. I don’t need it.

      Roman grins when I join the fray. His face is red, he’s drenched in sweat, and has blood from both him and his opponents splashed on him, but his eyes are light and dancing with mirth. Someone uses his momentary distraction to grab hold of his hair, wrenching his head back. Roman doesn’t fight it. He moves with his captor, letting himself be dragged back a few steps before he reaches up with both arms, one hand gripping his attacker’s wrist, the other slamming down hard on his forearm.

      Roman drops his body weight at the same time, making his captor stumble, and he uses that to his advantage. Once again, he strikes his assailant’s arm with his, this time closer to the elbow. He doesn’t have enough leverage or power to break the bone, but he seems to have hit just right as the hand in his hair spasms.

      He uses the opportunity to twist the wrist in his grip and turns to face his attacker. I signal my men to fall back, and while Roman is distracted by the man in front of him, I grab him from behind, taking him to the ground and laying him flat on his stomach.

      Roman doesn’t squirm. Instead, he goes still, keeping his body limp as I lay fully on top of him. “What now, little prince?” I ask in his ear. “You’re trapped under someone. They’re going to fuck you before they kill you.” Glancing up, I find his knife just feet away, where he dropped it while trying to get away from the one who had his hair. “You’re weaponless. Powerless.”

      His feet move. He tries to brace himself on the floor and create space between us so he has leverage.

      I move to stop him…and miscalculate.

      Roman thrusts his hips up, and when I try to shove him back down, he lets me, because he has managed to get an arm underneath him, and is no longer flat on the floor. As I try to redistribute my weight, he once more thrusts his hips up, and before I know it, I’m the one on the ground.

      I suck in a breath as my back hits the ground hard. Sneaky fucker was able to hook his foot over mine and roll us, faster than I could counter, as I thought he was going to try to roll out from under me using the leverage he would have gotten with his arm…

      The prick of a knife at my throat brings my thoughts back into focus. Roman grins down at me, eyes bright and smile wide.

      “So you can fight,” I tell him, trying hard not to let anything bleed through my tone. “Good for you.”

      Roman rolls his eyes and hops off me. “Admit it,” he says as I climb to my feet. “You’re impressed.”

      I don’t reply. He doesn’t need me to tell him that a burst of what could only be pride shot through me right after my back hit the floor. In all the years we’ve been training, he’s never been able to get one up on me. Guess there’s a first for everything.

      Straightening out my clothes, I take in Roman. His shirt is torn in multiple places, and blood is soaking through his sleeve. His hair is in disarray, and a bruise is blossoming on his cheek.

      “Go get cleaned up and changed into something more…presentable.”

      He scowls. “If I had known you were going to ruin my clothes, I would have brought extra.”

      “Figure it out. I plan on taking you out in public, and I can’t have you embarrassing me with such a shabby appearance.”

      Fire burns in his eyes, and for a moment, I wonder if he’s going to attempt to attack me. He seems to think better of it though, as he spins on his heel and walks away.

      I let a smile curl on my lips. This is going to be interesting. More than I originally thought. Good, I was starting to get bored. It seems Cristian knew that, and gave me a challenge I couldn’t refuse.
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      There’s a shirt hanging in the changing room that is my size. It seems to be brand new. I don’t think too hard about someone stocking spare clothes for me. Since this little scheme is my dad and Tennant’s idea, I’m not surprised they thought of all eventualities.

      I’m not sure what they think they’ll gain from this little game of theirs, but I’ll go along with it, for as long as it benefits me. I won’t deny there’s a lot I can learn from Tennant, and those who work under him. I’m not arrogant enough to believe I understand everything about the business. That’s how you get killed.

      I clean up the best I can. My hair is a mess, dark locks trying to fall into my face every chance it gets. I have nothing here to tame it, but I do my best to finger comb it into some semblance of order.

      The bruises littering my arms, torso, and face are already turning deep shades of purple. Not for the first time, I curse my pale skin, and the woman I inherited it from. Some days, staring into the mirror is hard. The only thing I got from my father is his dark hair and thirst for blood. Everything else, from my height and more delicate features, to my pale skin and green eyes, comes from the woman who birthed me and then sprinted off into the night, with the money she was paid clutched tightly in her hands.

      Shaking those thoughts off, I once more try to get my hair in order before giving up and shrugging into the shirt. It’s good quality material, even if it’s not my particular brand of clothing. Despite Tennant’s words, meant to humiliate and cut me down, I know how to dress the part. Looking impeccable is just as important as the bloody side of the business.

      Calling it good, I leave the changing room and set off to find my suit jacket. I don’t have to go far, Tennant is waiting for me at the mouth of the hall, my jacket slung over his arm. He looks perfectly put together, every strand of blond hair in place, though he has changed into a different suit. It’s still black on black, making his cold blue eyes stand out like beacons in his hard face.

      “Do I pass?” I ask after a long moment under his intense scrutiny.

      “You’ll do.” He hands me my jacket, and I shrug into it before following him out of the building.

      “Where’s my gun?” I ask as he leads me to the car.

      “I have it.”

      I wait, but when he doesn’t offer it up, I scowl. “Can I have it back, please?”

      “In a moment.” He gestures for me to get into the backseat and I huff.

      “Are you going to be this difficult the entire time we’re working together?”

      For the second time today, I have a knife at my throat. “That’s where you’re wrong, little prince. You’re not working with me, but for me. The sooner you accept your place, the easier this will be for you.”

      I glare at him. “Why do you keep calling me that?”

      His smile is cruel. “Because it’s what you are. A little prince trying so hard to be a man. It’s my job to figure out if you have what it takes.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      He leans in so close his words are like a caress on my skin. “You don’t want to know.”

      I try hard to hide my reaction from him, but the way his eyes burn tells me I don’t. I know what he’s saying is true. If I am not useful to the Family, there’s no reason to keep me around. They won’t kill me. My father is too good of a man for that, but there are worse things than death. Knowing I broke the final pieces of my father’s heart? After everything he’s already gone through? I'd rather slit my own throat.

      Tennant sits back and I let out a breath. “Fine, sir.” I don’t bother hiding my disdain at calling him that. “What are we doing?”

      “There are some dealers that need shaking up. Normally, I’d leave it to the enforcers. It’s their job to make sure everyone stays in line, but I don’t trust anyone else with you, not right now.”

      “They have to know that if anything happens to me, it’d be their heads.”

      “Precisely. And what would you have learned if they’re too busy trying to keep your hands clean?”

      “They didn’t have a problem beating my ass.”

      “That was a controlled environment, and I was overseeing things. On the street, it’s a different story.”

      He has me there. “Doesn’t babysitting me keep you from your regular duties?”

      I get a blank stare. “I’m whatever and whoever Cristian needs me to be. Presently, that’s your tutor in all things blood and destruction.” Said in his calm, soft voice, the words are chilling.
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      The door opening wakes me from my light doze. I keep my breaths slow and steady as sharp steps on concrete make their way towards me.

      Fingers thread through my curls, pulling my head back. “You’re so pretty tied up and at my mercy,” my captor says.

      It takes all my willpower not to respond. The last thing I want to do is say something scathing and risk a black eye to match the one I already have.

      “Nothing to say?” Disappointment laces through his tone and my insides tremble.

      The hand in my hair tightens, pulling at the strands and causing me to gasp at the sharp pain.

      “There we go. Don’t hide your responses from me—it’s boring.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. How dare I bore my kidnapper.

      He lets my hair go, but doesn’t take his hand away. Instead, he pets me.

      “I’m not a fucking dog,” I spit.

      “No?” he says as he removes his hand and walks around to stand in front of me. “Funny, because I thought you were my good little pet.”

      There’s a gleam in his blue eyes that sends both fear and anticipation through me. “I’m not your anything.”

      He smiles, and the shiver that races up my spine at the sight isn’t one of fear, though it should be. I’m so fucked in the head.

      Lifting my chin, I throw caution out the window and say, “Do your worst.”

      “You’re a feisty pet, aren’t you?”

      I grit my teeth. “Not. A. Pet.”

      He pulls out a knife and drags the point down the column of my throat. He doesn’t break the skin, but the sting it leaves behind has me catching my breath. “I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me what you are or are not.”

      “I’m not going to play your game.”

      The knife skates across my collarbone and then moves lower. My breath catches. The thrill of it makes my cock harden, and I curse my fucked-up brain.

      I’m not like Carter and Cristian; I get off on the danger, or the idea of it—my fear drives my need, not the actual act itself.

      The pain of being cut makes me hiss, and I watch as he lifts the knife to his mouth, licking the blood off it.

      “You taste so good, pet.”

      I spit at him and he backhands me. My mouth fills with blood, and maybe I have brain damage from the first time he struck me, because I spit again. Blood sprays his face, and my heart stops in that moment.

      A hand wraps around my throat, trapping my gasp as it squeezes. “What a naughty pet,” he says as he cuts off my oxygen.

      I struggle against my bindings, as he squeezes his hand tighter around my throat. Fear courses through me. The look in his eyes is dark and dangerous. The promise of death hidden in the icy blue.

      My cock hardens further, and my lips part on a silent protest.

      He takes that as an invitation. His mouth is hard on mine, tongue plunging into my mouth for a taste. Teeth nip at my lip, break the delicate skin. He licks at the wound, opening it further and filling our mouths with blood.

      He pulls away, and I gasp in a much needed breath. My lip aches and my throat burns. I try not to breathe too fast; fear is arousing, hyperventilating is not.

      “Still want me to ‘do my worst’?”

      His calm, unaffected tone pisses me off and I spit again. The sound of his hand smacking against my skin is loud in my ears.

      Before I know what’s happening, the chains binding me to the chair loosen, and he’s grabbing me by the hair again. I cry out as he drags me off the chair by my hair. My hands and legs are still tied, so I have no hope of trying to stop him.

      My body drags along the ground as he pulls me to the small metal bed in the corner.

      “Please,” I beg as he throws me onto the thin mattress. My scalp throbs as he releases me.

      “You asked for this,” he reminds me as he cuts my binds and clothes off. “Would you look at that…” He drags the blade across my rapidly hardening cock.

      “P–please, don’t…”

      “Don’t, what?” The cool metal slides up and down my dick. “Don’t play with this lovely cock here? But I think it likes me.”

      Because my dick is an idiot. I don’t say that though. I have some self-preservation.

      The sting as he nicks my cock with the knife has me crying out and trying to turn onto my side to protect my poor dick.

      He grabs my hips with both hands and pins me to the bed. “No, no. You move when I say you do.” He leans over me and places his knife to the base of my throat hard enough to puncture the skin. “You don’t even breathe without my say so.”

      I hitch a breath as he leans down and licks up my blood. When he straightens out, there’s blood on his lips, and the want coursing through me is enough to make me dizzy.

      When he runs the knife point over my skin again, he makes sure to nick me in several places.

      “What turns you on?” he mutters, as he runs his fingertips around the head of my dick. “Even with a knife pressed against the base of your lovely cock,”—he digs the knife into the skin hard enough to make me cry out—“you stay nice and hard.”

      The pad of one finger runs across the head of my dick, smearing pre-cum. I shiver, the action making the knife dig just that much deeper into the base.

      “It can’t be pain,” he muses. “I haven’t hurt you—much.” He moves the knife away from my dick, down my groin and over to my thigh.

      I hold my breath as he taps the blade against my upper thigh, near where the femoral artery would be. One wrong move, one cut too deep in the wrong place…

      I can’t hide my body’s reaction: goosebumps erupt across my skin as my cock throbs and spurts more pre-cum. Shivers slither up my spine, making me tremble in both fear and excitement.

      Dying shouldn’t sound so hot.

      I have to swallow down the moan that tries to escape. I can’t let him know how much he’s getting to me. It’s not dying that turns me on, despite all evidence to the contrary.

      No, as he abandons tormenting me with thoughts of slicing my artery open and letting me bleed out, instead moving his knife far too closely to my ass, it’s that stutter in my heart, the fear that runs through me at the idea of actually dying this time… That has my cock hard as a fucking rock.

      If I cared about such things as normalcy, I’d probably be worried about why danger and fear gets me going—amongst other things. Luckily for me, none of that matters. Not when I have someone perfectly capable of giving me exactly what I want and need—willingly or not.

      Between one breath and the next, I flip Tennant off me, and as his back slams onto the hard concrete, I grab for his knife and sit on his hips, holding the blade to his throat.

      “What gets me off, is none of your fucking business. Unless you’re planning on doing something about it?”

      Tennant smiles one of those chilling smiles, the kind that have lesser men running for their lives. I, of course, with more blood in my dick than my brain, take it as a challenge.

      With a quick motion, I cut him, blood welling up and running down across his collarbone, towards his shoulders.

      Tennant easily flips me off him, my back hitting the concrete, stealing my breath for a moment. Despite having gotten one over on him, he’s a fighter, I’m not. So he pins me down easily, arms above my head, and legs bracketing my hips.

      “Oh, there are plenty of things I want to do to you, Tesoro.”

      My breath catches in my throat as he leans down and kisses me. Despite his words, his lips are soft against mine. The juxtaposition of being thrown around and his sweet kisses makes my head spin.

      My dick is aching by the time he pulls back. He kneels over me and shoves his pants down. “Don’t move.”

      I stare at him as he removes his clothes, the order unnecessary, as why would I ever want to be anywhere but under him?

      Tennant grins at me, sharp and viciously as he moves to straddle me again. My cock bumps against his ass and I suck in a breath.

      He kisses me again, only this one is edged with the type of danger that gets my heart racing and my blood pumping. He moves forward and lifts up as he breaks the kiss.

      “Keep your hands where they are,” he orders, as he lines my cock up with his hole and slowly begins to slide down. It’s slow going without anything to slick the way, but Tennant doesn’t show any signs of pain or discomfort.

      His eyes are trained on mine as he sits all the way on my dick. I gasp and my fingers twitch, itching to grab at him, but I don’t want him to stop, so I don’t move.

      He plants one hand on my chest, the other wraps around my throat. I swallow, enjoying the pressure of his fingers squeezing my neck.

      Slowly, so slow I whine in protest, he lifts up a bit and then drops back down. Over and over, he works himself on my cock.

      The stimulation is almost too much, the friction just on the wrong side of painful.

      Tennant puts more pressure on my neck, cutting off my oxygen as he fucks himself, hard and fast. Blood rushes in my ears, and as he thrusts his hips down, he cuts off my air at the same time.

      Every sensation is heightened as my body begins to beg for air. Every slide of Tennant’s ass along my cock is sweet pleasure-pain. My lungs are desperate for breath, and every nerve ending is a livewire, as Tennant uses me as his personal fucktoy.

      My dick, warm and happy inside Tennant’s tight channel, throbs with pleasure as my vision starts going black around the edges.

      My hands fly up and grip his arms, breaking the skin.

      “You don’t listen very well,” he growls, before there’s even more pressure against my neck.

      The back of my head bangs against the concrete floor as my dick jerks and I come deep inside him. My vision blacks out, and my mouth opens in a silent scream.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I know, we’re lying on the cot, Tennant’s warm body under mine, his strong arms around me.

      “You alive, Hol?”

      I chuckle and prop myself up to stare down at him. “I’m fine.” My voice is raspy.

      “Good. Cris would have been pissed if I murdered you.”

      I snort and slide up his body to kiss him. “You telling me you don’t care if I live or die?”

      He nips my chin. “So long as I’m the one who gets to kill you.”

      I laugh, wincing at the soreness in my throat. “You’re twisted.”

      “Probably, but you don’t mind.”

      Smiling, I shake my head and kiss him again. “I love it. Love you.”

      His arms tighten around me and I move to lay my head against his shoulder. He doesn’t tell me he loves me, but I don’t need him to. His wanting to be the one who eventually kills me is basically an admission of undying love from him.

      Tennant has never been anything except who he presents himself to be. Three years, and I know we wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t play the games we do, if he didn’t care for me on a deep, instinctual level.

      Him cleaning me up and holding me while I rode the high of being fucked unconscious is as close to a marriage proposal as the two of us are comfortable getting.

      “How’d it go with Roman? Was that today? Yesterday? My days are blurring together.”

      He huffs. “Yesterday, technically. It’s after midnight. A bit later than I wanted to be getting back to you, but it went…better than I expected. He’s a lot like Cristian at that age, but that’s to be expected. He was raised to be the head of the Family, and with that comes a certain arrogance. Nothing I can’t beat out of him, though.”

      I laugh. “I don’t think that’s what Cristian had in mind when he asked you to take over Roman’s education.”

      “Cristian knows who I am, he knows my methods. I won’t kill him, but I’ll put him in his place. Roman is smarter than he leads people to believe. He’s calculating, and with time, he’ll be as ruthless as Cristian. But he’s young, and his arrogance is getting in his way.”

      Tennant’s grip on me tightens, and I run my fingers up and down his side until he relaxes. That’s something many people miss in Ten. They think he’s emotionless, and while it’s true, he couldn’t give two fucks about people who he doesn’t trust, it’s not the same for those he does.

      He’s called Roman arrogant twice now. His grip on me is an indicator of how much it bothers him. Yes, Cristian, Carter, and even Tennant, are all arrogant in their own way, but with that comes years of experience and mistakes. If Tennant can’t teach Roman how to get out of his own way, he won’t live long enough to correct his mistakes. Ten knows that.

      He might not understand the nuances of the emotions running through him, but logically, he knows it’s a bad thing to not help Roman while he can still be helped.

      Tennant, for all that he appears cold and unfeeling, harbors a lot more emotions than most people. They just…don’t always come out in a socially acceptable way.

      “And Leandro? Has he gotten kicked out of school yet?”

      “Not yet. Amazingly, I think he’s on his best behavior. Cristian gave him a job. Well, he gave it to you, but I told him you were occupied so I passed it to Leandro.”

      “Good, he needs to practice on things that aren’t the university.”

      “And the police station.”

      I groan. “He didn’t.”

      Tennant huffs a laugh. “He absolutely did. I told him you’d rake him over the coals for it.”

      “Damn right I will. Fucking teenagers.” I shift and push myself up again so I can look at Tennant’s face. “When’d he do that?”

      “Two days ago.”

      “How’d you find out? And how long have I been kidnapped for?”

      Tennant grins. “Only three days this time. He told me when I asked him what he was up to.”

      I sigh. “At least he’s honest.”

      “He knows I’ll flay him alive if he isn’t. Leandro is many things, a pain in my ass mostly, but he knows how to choose his battles.”

      Shaking my head, I lay back down. “I bet if I asked Cristian, he’d say you were a lot like Leandro at his age.”

      His hands tighten on me again. “No. I started much, much sooner than he did.”

      I hear what Ten doesn’t say. He had less control as a teenager than he does now, and he ended up hospitalized for two years because of it. It’s why, after the Amatos acquired Leandro, Tennant took him under his wing. Why he had me push the paperwork quickly through the system, so that, on paper, Tennant is Leandro’s adoptive parent.

      “Can we go home now, or are you planning on tying me up again?” I ask.

      “Now there’s an idea.” Tennant slides his hands down to my ass and gives it a squeeze. “I do love seeing you at my mercy, but I’m done with you…for now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Hollis]
        

      

      “Good,” I say as I check Leandro’s work on both the assignment Cristian gave him and the tasks I set before my recent “abduction”.

      “I know what I’m doing.” I don’t have to be looking at Leandro to know that he’s rolling his eyes. Damn teenager.

      “Don’t get cocky. You still have things to learn. Your few years of experience has nothing on my twenty.” Without looking at him, I continue. “I heard you went poking where you didn’t belong.”

      Leandro sighs. “I was just poking around. No harm done. I erased my tracks.”

      “That’s not the point, ” I reprimand as I break into the police station’s system, only to pause and look at the teen.

      I’m met with a smirk that I want to smack off his face. “I also found your backdoor and built some extra protections around it. See, I know my shit.”

      “Don’t make me ground you,” I reply. Turning back to my screen and diving deeper into the system, I double check his work by searching for any hint of his presence that he might have left behind.

      “I’m eighteen!” he protests.

      “And? I’m pretty sure if I suggest it to Ten, he’ll be on board.”

      A long, drawn out sigh is his only response, and I try not to smile.

      When I can’t find anything that would hint at someone being in their system, I cover my tracks, close the backdoor Leandro left, and add another locking layer of my own—I doubt it’ll keep him out for long, but learning how to get around it will be good experience.

      “How’s your school work going?” I ask, turning in my chair to face him.

      Leandro shrugs and keeps his attention on his own monitor. “Fine. I haven’t hacked into the school system again, if that’s what you’re really asking.”

      “It wasn’t, but good.”

      “I still think it’s stupid you guys are making us go, but you don’t have to worry about me getting kicked out…this year.”

      I sigh but don’t reply, there’s no point in arguing with him.

      If someone told me three years ago I’d be playing mentor slash father figure to a sulky, way too smart for his own good teenager with psychopathic traits, I’d have laughed and asked what they were on.

      I knew the deal when I decided to go after Tennant, but I didn’t think about what it’d look like if anything actually happened between us. At the time, I was tired of playing the game and took my chance.

      Now this, teaching Leandro the tricks of the trade, is my life. I can’t complain really, but sometimes I think facing down someone who wants to kill me is easier than dealing with everything that comes with trying to be a good influence on the kid.
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      The blow sends me staggering. Blood pools in my mouth and I have to spit, swiping my arm across my mouth afterwards, staining my shirt.

      “I thought I was clear yesterday?” Tennant says in a calm voice, his tone and inflection not betraying the fire burning in his gaze. “Remove the polish.”

      I spit more blood. “No.”

      Tennant comes at me with an easy grace. I evade his grabbing hands, pulling a knife but keeping it low for now.

      “You can beat me, you can have your men come at me in droves, and you can test my loyalties to the Family until I am nothing but a lifeless corpse, but you will not take my identity away. I let you get away with it once, that was your only concession from me.”

      Tennant fights like he does everything else—as though he has all the time in the world, and couldn’t give two shits about the outcome or impact of his actions.

      It’s beautiful to watch when you’re not his target.

      I go low, swiping at his sides and abdomen. Tennant avoids my blade, but it’s a near thing a few times. He pushes me back again and again, tripping me at one point, and I stumble enough to lose my guard, earning me a punch to both the stomach and face.

      Blood streams out of my nose and mouth, pain radiating through my core. My breath catches in my lungs.

      The fucker trips me again, and as I stumble forward, I slash the knife between us. It’s a reckless move, uncalculated, but it pays off as blade meets flesh.

      Tennant hisses as the knife digs in deeper than I intended initially, as I fall into him. He shoves me back and I hit the wall behind me. Running on pure instinct now, I don’t hesitate for a second, lunging forward again. It earns me another hit to the face, but it’s worth it as I get my own shots in.

      Tennant is taller than me by a substantial amount, but I’ve been training to take down people bigger and stronger than me since they allowed me to hold a blade.

      My knife hits its target again and I grab at Tennant, changing our positions, throwing him at the wall he had me backed against before moving in close, knife at his throat, ready to cut into the flesh of one of the only people I could ever trust. At least, so I thought.

      The point of the knife against my stomach isn’t a surprise.

      “I won’t do it,” I hiss, slicing into his skin, watching as blood drips onto the blade.

      Tennant smiles, and that’s my only warning before I’m pressed face first into the wall. My arm is wrenched behind me, hard enough that I cry out. My knife is confiscated and something sharp presses into my back, just under the edge of my ribs.

      “Your life is worthless without me now, little prince. Your wants and desires don’t matter while under my care. This has already been explained to you. As a courtesy to my friend, I won’t cut your throat and leave you to rot.” His breath washes across my ear as he whispers to me.

      I shiver, trying to tell myself it’s only because of the words he speaks and not any other reason.

      “You are mine, little prince. The protections you so desperately cling to as Cristian’s heir no longer exist, not here.”

      He presses himself tightly against me. The knife disappears, but my arm is still trapped between our bodies. He forces my free hand against the wall and everything in me freezes at the feel of cold steel against my finger. “Shall I give you a matching set?” he asks conversationally. “You don’t really need this finger, right? You’ve shown otherwise over the years…”

      No. The word echoes in my head, and I clench my teeth against my fear. He wouldn’t—he can’t. My fathers may have given him carte blanche to ‘train’ me as he sees fit, but I doubt either would agree with him mutilating me.

      “Go ahead,” I say softly, hoping to call his bluff.

      “Oh Roman,” Tennant says, amusement clear in his tone. “You seem to have forgotten who I am…” The knife cuts into the base of my finger. “Shall I remind you?”

      I don’t scream when he digs into the flesh, hitting bone, and making my teeth clack together.

      Pain I thought I left behind four years ago rushes through me. Tears burn my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. He can have pieces of my body—literally—but he’ll never get pieces of my soul.
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      Roman puts up a good act, but I can see through it easily. He forgets who taught him how to lie.

      Not wanting to test Cristian’s wrath, I stop when I hit bone. Roman shivers as I slowly remove my knife. If he’s lucky, I didn’t actually nick the bone, and he can get sewed up good as new within the hour. If I did chip or fracture the bone…well, too bad.

      “Do not think my fondness for you and your father makes me weak, Roman. You know who we are—who I am. I will cut you down where you stand if you force my hand. You are not in charge here, understand?” I keep my tone light and conversational, but the words are spoken in a hushed voice.

      Several tense moments pass before he responds in a tight voice. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good boy,” I whisper, and pretend not to notice the way he freezes at the words, but not before he gasps and shivers…giving me way too much insight into the boy’s preferences.

      I release him, and it takes a heartbeat for Roman to move himself away from the wall to face me. I extend his knife to him and he takes it, storing the blade away before cradling his bleeding hand.

      He doesn’t try to attack me again, but the stubborn tilt of his chin, and the fire in his green eyes tells me he won’t give me what I want without further fight.

      Let the games begin…
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      Going to school is dull compared to the rest of my life, but I do it because my fathers think it’s a good idea, and they’re not wrong. I doubt my professors would be pleased to learn that I take what they teach me about business and apply it to the drug and weapons business my family runs, but at least I’m learning.

      “Could they make those slideshows any more boring?” Leandro complains as we leave our last class of the day, bodyguards dutifully following in our wake.

      “Not everyone is a computer genius like you and Hollis,” I remind him.

      “But you’d think they’d want to be a little more engaging, since they want us to actually pay attention. Oh,” he says, smiling brightly. “Maybe that can be a new torture technique. Bore someone to death.”

      I snort. “I doubt Tennant would go for it, not nearly enough bloodshed.”

      “True. How’s training going, by the way?”

      I look at him and hold up my bandaged hand.

      Leandro huffs. “Yes, but I mean besides that.”

      “He wants me to fall in line, to be some perfect little soldier he can mold into whatever he wants. I’m not going to let him. I’m letting my fathers and him play this game. They want me to get some ‘real world’ experience, and have thrust me into the nitty gritty. Fine, I’ll get my hands dirty and prove that I belong at the top, but I’m not going to bend to his demands.”

      “You’re in for a lot more black eyes and bandaged appendages then.”

      I shrug. “So be it.”

      We make our way across campus to where our car is waiting. Leandro only threatens to run over two people when they get in his way. My best friend doesn’t want pity, but he hates people who can’t even pretend to have any decency and act offended when they almost collide with his chair.

      Leandro is an instigator, and will, on occasion, put himself into unsuspecting people’s paths just to see what they’ll do. He finds people’s reactions to him amusing, mostly. The ones who trip over themselves to apologize get under his skin, and if he wasn’t absolutely sure my father wouldn’t rake him over the coals for it, he’d probably have stabbed one of them by now.

      We manage to get to the car without any bloodshed though. As we settle into the backseat, I ask, “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      He shrugs. “I’m hoping this makes them both chill a little.”

      “You know safety is Tennant’s thing. It’s literally his job to make sure we’re protected.”

      Leandro looks at me with familiar blue eyes, but while the shade matches Carter’s perfectly, they remind me more of Tennant’s—lacking any warmth. With me, he knows he doesn’t have to pretend, and for a mimic as good at blending in as Leandro is, that takes the ultimate amount of trust.

      “I’m aware. It’d be pointless to try to argue. I admit the idea has merit.”

      I snort and shake my head. Merit, I guess that’s one way of looking at it.

      “It will be nice to go somewhere else for the week, though. Not sure how good the accommodations will be, but it is what it is. I am curious to see what type of dog he picked out.”

      “You don’t know?”

      Leandro shakes his head. “Didn’t ask, and Ten hasn’t said anything. I know he’s gotten weekly updates, so he would know his investment paid off, but that’s all.”

      “Should be interesting then. I’m sure you’ll learn a lot.”

      “Maybe.”

      I roll my eyes and don’t respond. Having grown up with Tennant, I am used to being around someone with an antisocial personality, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to strangle him sometimes. I almost want to ask my dad how he put up with Ten for so long.

      Though, I supposed, someone like Tennant is the best person to put in his position. He has the right aptitude to look for threats and takes everything in stride, unaffected in an emergency. All good traits to have when shit hits the fan.

      Times like now, however, when a simple and easy conversation becomes anything but because their reactions and emotions aren’t what yours would be in the same position, are frustrating.

      In his place, if my dad had told me he bought a dog from a breeder and shipped it off for training so it could become another layer of protection for me, I would have been pissed at first.

      But, unlike Leandro, I’m capable of defending myself. Yes, Tennant and my fathers all took an interest in training Leandro so he wouldn’t be defenseless, but the difference is, his disability limits him. He’s not incapable, and no one would ever think that, but it does make him an easier target because he couldn’t escape as readily as someone else could.

      So, protection dog. I don’t know whose idea it was initially, but on Leandro’s birthday, ten months ago, Tennant said his present had just entered the training program and would be graduating in the spring. Now, Leandro is set to go and meet the dog and spend a week with the trainers to learn all he can about his new furry best friend.
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        * * *

      

      “Will I see you later?” I ask as we take the elevator up to Leandro’s floor.

      “Yeah. I need to pack, but I’ll be around for dinner. Probably sleep with you tonight.”

      “Sounds good.”

      We’ve shared a bed many times since we were both rescued from Julian’s psychotic ass years ago. It took a long time for both of us to get to that level of trust with one another, but Leandro slowly became my best friend, the only person I know I can one hundred percent count on outside of my fathers and Tennant.

      The elevator doors open and Leandro and his bodyguard get off. “I’ll be up later,” he says before the doors close and I go up to the next floor.

      The current house guard on duty opens the door to the condo for me and I step into the apartment. Music emits from the overhead speakers, and I head deeper into the condo while my bodyguard stops in the foyer to converse with Carter’s.

      Pulling out my phone as I enter the main living space, I connect to the bluetooth and change the music.

      “I was listening to that,” Carter complains as he looks over the top of his laptop at me.

      I shrug and flop down on the sofa. “My turn.”

      He rolls his eyes. “How was class?”

      “Eh, boring, a waste of time. Hard to type with the bandage.”

      Carter frowns. “It shouldn’t have gone that far.”

      I shrug again. “I knew what I was getting into. I provoked him. On the bright side, he let me keep my finger.”

      Carter shakes his head, but doesn’t say anything. He knows as well as I do that Tennant couldn’t care less what anyone thinks of his methods. Especially Carter. They’re still working on the whole trust thing, since it was revealed that Carter is really Georgio De Luca’s bastard—now heir, since he killed his brother after Julian kidnapped me.

      Once you lose Tennant’s trust…well, you usually end up dead. Carter is, of course, different. He’s the De Luca heir, yes, but he’s also the only other parent I’ve ever known outside my dad. Trying to reconcile those two parts of him was hard at first, but love is never easy, especially not in this life.

      I can’t say I’ve fully forgiven him, but I do trust him. And that’s enough.

      “Aside from the bruises, and almost losing more body parts, how’s your training going?”

      I shrug. “It’s…going. I understand why Dad wants me to do it. It’s one thing to be born into my position and think everyone owes me something because of who I am, it’s another to prove that I belong there. Doesn’t make it any easier whenever Ten tries to control me. He wants to break me, strip me of everything I am, what I’ve worked so hard for.

      “I am more than Dad’s heir. I always have been, and I hate that he’s trying to take that away from me. There’s nothing more demeaning than being stripped of who you are, when you’ve worked so hard to prove that despite your differences, you belong.”

      “So prove him otherwise,” Carter says. “He wants to break you, and he will, if you play into his games. It’s a mental power trip, one that keeps unruly and difficult soldiers in line, but for you…he wants you to fight him, Roman. Show him that you belong there; that you can follow orders and keep your individualism.

      “The weak, the ones who break too easily under his ministrations, they don’t last long. Every single one of our men are here because they earned it. They didn’t let Cristian or Tennant break them, even when they tried their damndest to do so. Now, it’s your turn.”

      Anger builds inside me and I stamp it down, for now. My injured finger throbs since the painkillers wore off a little while ago, and it reignited my frustration at my current situation. But…Carter is right. I can’t give in to their games. Not if I want to prove myself.

      “I’m going to change,” I announce, shoving up from the sofa.

      “Okay. Your dad’s in charge of dinner tonight, he should be back soon.”

      “I thought he was working out of the basement office today?”

      Carter scowls. “He was. But there was an issue in one of the De Luca warehouses. We got it sorted quickly, but he stayed behind to make sure there wouldn’t be anymore fuck ups.”

      Because Carter is, on paper, De Luca’s only surviving heir, he’s been working alongside his bastard of a father to learn his business… And to implement the Amato way of doing things as well. Once Carter takes control of the De Luca Family, everything will become Amato property, since he’s married to my father and all.

      It was clever on my dad and Carter’s part, really. Maybe it’s not what Dad expected when he fell for Carter, since he didn’t know who he was, but despite the pain he put our family through, Carter has shown where his loyalties lie.

      Having control of the De Luca territory will allow us more power, and more avenues to grow our business in the future.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      Carter shakes his head. “We have it under control, but we’ll let you know if we need you. Go get cleaned up.”

      I leave Carter and head to my bedroom to shower and change into something more…freeing. I couldn’t care less what people think of me, but I also understand that as the Amato heir, I have an image to uphold. My father’s standing in this city is iron clad, but having a femme son isn’t easy all the time. I don’t blame him one bit. All the adults in my life have done nothing but support me since I was young and first told them I wanted to wear “girl” clothes.

      So, while I stay true to myself and wear more “feminine” clothes, I also remain more…conservative, with the types of skirts I wear in public. Today, it was a maroon pencil skirt that hugged my hips perfectly with a white silk blouse.

      When I put new clothes on after my shower, it’s a black ruffle skirt that sits at mid-thigh. It’s my preferred style of clothing, but it's too casual for most situations. If I want to be taken seriously as my father’s heir—especially now that Tennant is “training” me—I have to look the part.

      The music playing overhead cuts off and something else starts. Scowling up at the speakers embedded into the ceiling, I grab my phone off the bed and change it back to “Hurricane” by Thirty Seconds to Mars.

      As I leave my room, the music changes again, so I play the game and whip my phone out to put on my song.

      “Roman!” Dad calls out.

      “What’d I do?” I ask when I enter the kitchen.

      He glares at me from the other side of the counter and I smile innocently. “You’re a pain in the ass, kid. Come help me.”

      “You love me,” I reply, setting my phone on the counter and washing my hands, careful of my bandage.

      “That’s debatable. Take over here,” Dad says, setting the knife he was using to chop vegetables down.

      As I take over the chopping, he pulls out another cutting board and starts on the meat. Though we have a cook, who not only makes fresh meals when we’re at the main house, but supplies us with pre-made food for when we’re here at the condo, Dad has always liked taking on as much as the business would allow.

      Being a single father is never easy, but when you’re the Boss of one of the most notorious Families in the area, it makes for a delicate balancing act. I can definitely say I don’t feel like I missed out on anything though. Dad always made sure I had what I needed, and was home as much as possible. He and Tennant did their best, with the help of a nanny. When Carter entered the picture, I was pretty self-sufficient, and the three of them did their best to finish raising me. I’d like to think I came out okay, questionable morals notwithstanding.

      “You working with Tennant tonight?” Dad asks.

      I shake my head. “Not that I know of. He’s taking Leandro to the training facility tomorrow, so unless he pulls me out of bed in the middle of the night again, I don’t go back to him until Friday.”

      “Planning on pushing his buttons still?”

      I look over at Dad and smile. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      Dad shakes his head. “I wouldn’t push him too far, if I were you. Or that…” he nods to my bandaged finger, “won’t be just a warning.”

      “I can handle Ten,” I assure him.

      “I know you can, Roman, but…that doesn’t mean I don’t worry about you at the same time. I know very well how Tennant can be. He’s my Second for a reason. His lack of people skills, and the fact he gives zero fucks about human life may serve us well, but that doesn’t always mean it’s the right way.”

      I bring the knife down a little too hard and the blade cuts into the cutting board slightly. “I can handle myself. I have since I was a teenager. I know exactly who and what Tennant is. I don’t need you protecting me. This is to prove I have what it takes to be your heir? Show everyone who doubts me because of the way I dress, that the balls under my skirts are bigger than theirs, and that I can get my hands dirty? Then let me. I can’t become my own man if you’re always bailing me out. I won’t live in your shadow for the rest of my life. One day, not anytime soon, but one day, you won’t be here to save me. Let me make mistakes while you are still around to help pull me out of the fire, but also learn when you have to step aside and let me stand on my own two feet.”

      Dad grabs me and pulls me into a hug. Sighing, I wrap my arms around him and relax against him. “I’m proud of you, Roman. I know I’m overprotective at times, but I see the man you’re becoming, and I couldn’t be happier to see who you are and who you’ll become. Ti voglio bene, Mio Figlio.”

      “Love you too, Dad. Can you stop being embarrassing now?”

      He huffs but lets me go. “You’re a brat.”

      “Yes, but you love me. You just said so.”

      He ignores me and goes back to prepping dinner.
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      The series of beeps brings me back to reality. I blink, remove my glasses, and scrub at my eyes. I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting at my desk, but as I stretch, my back cracks and my fingers and wrists ache.

      The problem with being an obsessive perfectionist and workaholic, is that I lose time…a lot. Especially when I’m doing a long and involved job. It’s not too complex, not for someone with my skills, but it still takes time to do the job correctly. Which then translates to my body protesting about the hours I put in front of my monitor.

      The beeping continues, and my sluggish brain finally realizes what the series of specific beeps mean. “Fuck!”

      With quick and efficient keystrokes, I open the correct encrypted communications program and plug in my webcam. When the video feed connects, the picture is grainy, but I can still make out the person on the other side. Their long blond hair has been replaced with a pixie cut in a neon green.

      I make a face. “Not your best look, V.”

      They stick their tongue out. “I look fabulous and you know it.”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

      They huff and roll their eyes, before their expression smooths out and their dark brown eyes convey more than words ever could.

      I straighten up in my seat. “What happened?”

      “He’s on the move.”

      I suck in a breath and hope my expression doesn’t show how rattled I am. Not that I really think I can hide from them. V is one of only two people who knows who I really am, and that’s because they were there when I burned my former life to a crisp. No one knows me better than they do.

      “Where? Any indication as to why? It’s been years since he moved on.”

      They shake their head, face grim. “I lost him.”

      Everything in me freezes. My voice is barely a whisper. “What do you mean you lost him?”

      “Exactly that, D. I lost track of him the night he cut and run. I didn’t think too much about it. He goes off grid when he moves around, but he always, always shows up again… I’ve exhausted all avenues, and can’t find a single trace anywhere.”

      Panic rises up but I shove it down and take a few deep breaths. They don’t do shit to actually help, but it’s the illusion. I can’t lose my shit, not now.

      “How long has it been?”

      V grimaces. “Two weeks.”

      “Two weeks!” I explode, standing and slamming my hands down on my desk, making my keyboard and mouse jump. “Why the fuck did you wait so long, Valentina?”

      “Because, Dayton,” they spit my former name and I flinch. “That’s his usual MO. He moves on, or takes a vacation, and goes off grid. Never for more than a week or so. When he didn’t pop back up somewhere, I set things in motion to track his ass down, and when that failed, I called you.”

      My legs refuse to support me any longer and I drop back into my chair. “I’m sorry, V. I just reacted, I didn’t mean…”

      They wave me off. “It’s fine. I understand, I know why. You’re taking this better than I would in your situation.”

      I laugh shakily. “I’m not taking it well at all. But good to know I can still fake it. I haven’t had to pull out my acting skills in a while.”

      “We hide and lie for a living, D. No one who doesn’t know you would be able to tell. I’m sorry for calling you by your old name.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay. Just haven’t heard it in a long time, sometimes I forget who I was.”

      They nod. “As you should.” They pause and then give me a small, strained smile. “You gonna make the call or do you want me to?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll handle it. It’ll be better if it comes from me. But keep looking, yeah?”

      “‘Course. Let me know if there’s anything more I can do. Stay safe, D.”

      “You too.”

      We end the call and I sit back in my chair, my mind going a million miles a minute, and my heart's threatening to pound out of my chest as fear rushes through me. The sudden adrenaline is enough to give me a headache.

      With shaky hands, I open another encrypted program and send a message, hoping both V and I are overreacting and we won’t need the additional help. All the while, knowing it’s better to have all hands on deck so we can stay one step ahead of the bastard.

      Message sent, I close down everything and shut the system to emergency alerts only. My head is too much of a mess to do anything more today.

      All I can do is wonder why now, after all this time, and pray that he hasn’t found me before I find him.

      Odds are we’re already too late.
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        FOURTEEN YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      I plate the food and swallow back the nausea that rises from the smells. My empty stomach reminds me it’s been three…no, four days since I’ve last eaten. And while the chicken and gravy and mashed potatoes looks appetizing, the smell and memory of what happened the last time I went without food and then was given something heavy to consume surfaces.

      Just the thought makes me want to vomit. I push it back though. That’s the last thing I need. The memory of what he did to me when I threw up that meal… My stomach aches with phantom pain and I dry heave.

      “What’s taking so long?”

      The voice makes me jump and I take a few deep breaths, shoving the memories aside. “Coming, sir,” I respond in the pitch I’ve perfected over the past few months. God forbid I be accused of yelling at him.

      I set the plate on the tray where I already have everything else except his drink ready. Grabbing a mug from the freezer, I crack open a new can of soda and expertly pour it in. The smell of the drink makes my mouth water with want instead of nausea, unlike the food. What I wouldn’t give for just a sip of the sugary carbonated drink. Only having water for so long makes each and every time I have to do this tempting, but I won’t. Despite his words, I am not stupid enough to take that kind of risk.

      With steady hands, I pick up the tray and walk calmly to the dining room. My insides shake from the lack of food and the nausea, but I don’t show it outwardly.

      “‘Bout damn time, boy. Thought I was gonna have to teach ya another lesson.”

      My stomach rolls and I let out a slow breath as I set the tray down in front of him. “No, sir. I apologize for the wait. Had a bit of trouble with the hand mixer for the potatoes. I think I might need a new one, sir.”

      He casts me a withering glare and I barely stop myself from flinching. “You think I’m made of money, boy?”

      “No, sir. I’ll make it work, I don’t want to inconvenience you.”

      He grunts and tucks into his food. I shift and get into position; feet shoulder width apart, hands clasped loosely together behind my back. I keep my stare at the wall across from me, glad I only have to hear him eat and not watch like I did in the beginning.

      When he’s finished, he snaps his fingers at me, and like the obedient pet he’s training me to become, I break my stance and move over to him.

      He pushes away from the table and I get onto my knees, setting my hands on his legs as I look up at him. He threads his hand through my hair and I try not to flinch.

      “Suppose I can forgive you for being a minute late for dinner.” He opens his pants with one hand, pulling out his half-hard cock. “Tell you what, Dayton. You suck my cock nice and sweet like, and I’ll look into getting you some proper kitchen gadgets, deal?”

      I smile, hoping it comes off sweet and sincere. “Thank you, sir. I don’t deserve it, but I appreciate the gesture.”

      He nods at my words. “Suck it good now. Get me wet, but don’t get me off. I wanna fuck that tight ass of yours tonight.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      I keep my eyes on his as I lean forward and take the head into my mouth. I want nothing more than to pretend I’m anywhere else, but it didn’t take me long to learn that closing my eyes is the ultimate show of disrespect to him. After all, I should be grateful he gifts me with his cock as often as he does.

      I suck him into my mouth and lavish him with attention, keeping my hands on his thighs because ‘real boys take it all’.

      I act like I love it, using everything I’ve learned the past year and putting them into play with perfection. As his cock swells my mouth and throat, I moan like my life depends on his dick to survive, and in a way, it does…
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      Fingers thread through my hair. Reacting on instinct, I lash out, a knife clutched in my hand, until it isn’t. I cry out as my wrist is caught in a firm grip and the knife is easily removed from my hand.

      Being weaponless doesn’t stop me from fighting. Standing from the chair, I kick it away and bring my other arm up, determined to get out of my attacker’s hold.

      I’m not fast enough.

      My back hits the edge of my desk and I swallow back a cry from the pain. Adrenaline rushes through me and I kick out with my foot, not really watching what I’m doing. A leg is shoved between mine and I’m slammed into the edge of the desk again, the impact radiating up my spine. That’s gonna leave a fucking mark.

      “Enough,” a voice says.

      My forehead connects with my attacker’s face and they curse. My wrists are brought together and squeezed hard enough to leave bruises, while fingers thread through my hair, yanking my head back.

      I whimper and squeeze my eyes closed before remembering the rules and opening them quickly. When I meet cold blue eyes, something inside me comes to a halt. Sucking in a breath, I try to remember where I’ve seen them before…

      When it finally registers that the person restraining me is Tennant, all the fight drains from my body.

      “Ten,” I gasp.

      “Enough, Hol,” he says, voice low and…comforting, despite the lack of emotion behind it.

      I begin shaking and find myself no longer restrained, but in the arms of the last person on earth who would normally consider comforting someone. And yet, he does… Because despite what he or anyone else says, Tennant cares. He cares far more for my well-being than most people in my life. Go figure, I had to go and find the most dangerous man there is in order to feel safe…and loved.

      Tears fall and I’m not ashamed to let them. For far too long I was forced to hold back, to hide who I am, and to pretend… Never again.

      So I cry. I cling to Tennant and let my tears soak into his suit jacket, as he holds me until the shaking stops and my eyes and nose ache from the emotions pouring out of me.

      I pull away and he cups my head, kissing me slowly, gently, handling me like I’m the most precious thing in the world. It makes more tears escape but we ignore them, drinking each other in. This is what I needed—both now and at eighteen, when I was at the mercy of that bastard.

      Tennant backs away first, and as he does, he removes my glasses and methodically cleans them before handing them back. “You missed dinner.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I…I spoke to V and they gave me some news I wasn’t prepared for. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      Tennant frowns. If his eyes could get any colder they would. “What did they have to say?”

      I shake my head. “I…just some shit from my past. Maybe I should have been expecting it, but I’ve let my guard down and so I didn’t handle it well when faced with…what I was given.”

      He cocks his head. “Would you like to elaborate?”

      Another head shake. “Not right now, no. I…need time to process.”

      “Does it compromise your safety?”

      I wince. “Maybe? I honestly couldn’t tell you. I reached out to H and will learn more then. I promise, I’ll tell you when I can. It’s just…it has to do with who I was before…”

      Ten nods. “Okay. But if you’re in danger, I need to know, Hol. I cannot protect you otherwise. Not only that, what affects you now affects the entire Family.”

      “I know. I swear, Tennant, I will not keep this from you. I just…I can’t talk about it, not yet.”

      He studies me for a moment. “I want you to start seriously training. No,”—he holds up a hand when I go to protest—“I disarmed you far too easily, Hol. If your past is coming back to haunt you, I want to know you’re adequately equipped to handle it.”

      Reluctantly, I nod.

      He’s right, I know he is. Having a knife on me brings some comfort, but when someone can easily take it away, as he just demonstrated, it does me no good. It might make me sleep better at night—that and I sleep next to a man who is a deadly weapon in his own right—but being unable to keep it allows for someone else to use it against me.

      “Okay.”

      “Good. Now, come to bed, it’s late.”

      I glance at the clock and realize he’s right. I lost hours sitting in my chair, waiting for H to return my message, and thinking about things best forgotten. There’s nothing I can do now except wait for H to get back to me. I hate having to wait, but he’s harder to get hold of than I am. For good reason. Not many people in the business are on my level, let alone better at hacking than I am, but H is. Which means he has enemies—a lot of them. Not only because of his hacking skills, but because of who he’s associated with.

      “I doubt I’ll get any more sleep tonight, but okay.” I step away from the desk, and as I do, the series of beeps associated with the program I talk to H on goes off.

      Spinning around, I connect without any hesitation. The screen pops up and only I show on camera. Internally, I sigh in relief. I didn’t even think about the implications of what having Tennant in the room with me would mean. H wouldn’t hesitate to hang up if he thought it was unsafe.

      Thankfully, Ten is smarter than I am, and he’s positioned himself outside of the camera’s view. I don’t dare glance at him, not wanting to tip my hand to H.

      When he comes into view, I drink in the sight of him. His dark hair is unruly, curls going every which way, his skin is pale, and there are serious bags under his eyes. He’s also lost weight, more than someone so small can really afford to lose.

      “Sorry it took so long to get back to you,” he says. “There was an…incident with one of my clients.”

      I snort but don’t respond. I’m sure assassins have a lot of ‘incidents’ H needs to help clean up. “It’s fine, I trust it’s sorted now?”

      H shrugs. “As sorted as it’s going to get at the moment. Anyway, what’s up, D? It’s been a minute since you requested a face to face.”

      I grimace. “Spoke to V earlier in the evening.”

      H leans forward and frowns. “Don’t tell me…”

      I nod. “He’s on the move and V lost him… He’s been off grid for two weeks now.”

      “Son of a bitch!”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “I’m on it. You somewhere safe?”

      I smile and it doesn’t feel forced. “I am. I’m still with the Amatos. They’ll keep me safe.”

      H nods. “Good. Henry is unavailable for the foreseeable future, but I’m owed some favors, so if they don’t protect you, well, they’ll meet an untimely end.”

      I laugh, wishing I could see the look on Tennant’s face right now as my scrawny little brother threatens to send assassins after the Family. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I’ll look into finding him. I don’t have much free time at the moment,” he grimaces. “But I’ll start now and let you know as soon as I find something.”

      If anyone can, it’ll be him.

      “Thank you, H.”

      He smiles. “Anytime, take care, D. And if you need to cut and run, my resources are available to you.”

      He terminates the call and I sag, hands planted on the desk as my head hangs down and I take my first full breath in hours. I’ve done all I can, now there’s nothing to do but wait, and hope it doesn’t kill me.
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      I lead Hollis straight into our bathroom after his call with “H”. I’m glad I was in the room when the call came in, not that it gave me any answers, but it helped me see a different side to Hollis.

      I always knew he was hiding things from his past. His reactions to my gifts years ago was the first indication, then there are the little things, triggers I don’t think he realizes he has, but I do.

      Hollis is a puzzle I’ve been slowly piecing together for the past three years, yet I keep finding more and more pieces that don’t quite fit. It’d be irritating if it wasn’t so fascinating. My little hacker has more secrets than I do, and that’s saying something.

      He’s acting like everything is fine, but I can see the fear in his eyes as I undress him. His hands still shake as I take them in mine and lead him into the shower. There’s a fire burning deep inside me; one that demands vengeance, and wants nothing more than to tear apart anything and everything that has ever hurt what is mine.

      It grates that this isn’t something I can fix for Hollis. His past is just that, his. I’m not entitled to it anymore than he is entitled to mine. We’ve respected one another’s boundaries for so long, now it seems to be biting us in the ass.

      “I don’t like being so helpless,” I tell him as I wash him gently.

      “I know. I’m sorry I can’t tell you, not yet.”

      Cupping his face, I stare into dark brown eyes that hide so much depth and secrets. “Don’t. Saying sorry means you think it’s wrong, and it’s not. You are not required to give pieces of yourself to anyone—even me. Probably, especially me, Hol.”

      Tears fall from his eyes and I brush them away before kissing him. “I want to protect you,” I say against his mouth. “Every instinct I have is screaming at me to save you from whatever is hurting you, but I can’t. And it’s killing me. But…when you’re ready, I’m here; to listen, to care for you, and to ruin every single person who’s ever hurt you. I am Cristian and the Amato Family’s greatest weapon, but I am also yours, Hol.

      “Whatever you need from me, you have it.” I kiss him again, hard and then slow, lingering, drinking in the taste of him.

      When we break apart he says, “You’re being sweet. It’s weird.”

      I stare at him. “I can be sweet.”

      “Usually only when you want something. Or it helps your endgame, so not often. You’re not sweet, Ten. A pain in my ass, and annoying on a good day, but not sweet.”

      He…has a point. No one, not even Cristian, would get such a declaration from me. I’d die for my friend and Boss, but the level of…devotion I’m offering Hollis is something else entirely.

      He got under my skin a long time ago, but I’m not in a rush to get rid of him. Maybe I’ll never be.

      The thought sends me reeling and I let go of Hollis. He stares at me in confusion, but I ignore him.

      There’s a difference between not wanting to let the man in front of me go, and thinking in terms of forever. That’s admitting that some part of me, the humanity that stops me from killing my way through everyone who irritates me, actually likes Hollis. That this thing between us goes far past obsession and a need to have him. And I’m not sure what to do with that.

      As I stare at him, dripping wet with his dark hair falling into his face, and those eyes that have never looked at me with anything but care... I consider that maybe it's not such a bad thing. To keep him until neither one of us is breathing.

      “Tell me.” My voice shakes, but it’s too much effort right now to keep it steady.

      Hollis smiles and moves in close but doesn’t touch me. “I love you, more than you’ll ever know.”

      Reaching out, I grab the back of his head and slam my mouth over his. He gasps, and I take advantage to thrust my tongue into his mouth. Completely owning him. Pouring as much of myself into the kiss as I can.

      I might not understand his words on an emotional level, but I won’t deny that there’s something that draws me to him whenever he utters those three words. And for that, I’ll keep him close, and we can face whatever comes our way.
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      Skinning is dirty, messy work. It’s also very precise, if you want your subject to live long enough through the process. The first time I saw Tennant take strips off a man, I knew I wanted to learn how to create such acute pain.

      “This would go a lot faster if you stopped trying to escape.” I look up into my canvas’s eyes and scowl.

      “Fuck you!” he spits.

      Wiping the fluid off my face with the back of my arm, I sit up straight and hit him across the face. If the edge of the skinning knife in my hand catches his skin, too bad.

      Moving out of the way as he spits blood, I stare at him, head tilted to one side. “Does this mean you’re ready to talk?”

      “I have nothing to say to you, child.” He says the last word like it's an insult, as if I should get offended because of my age.

      I smile. “Oh, is that a compliment? I love to know that I look younger than my age,” I coo.

      He jerks in his binds, hissing when the rope holding him down slides over his exposed flesh. “You wouldn’t be able to take me on like a man,” he snarls.

      I laugh. “You’re cocky. Maybe that’s why you thought you could get one over on us. How’s that working out for you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No?” I step closer, and with my gloved hand, I press my fingers into his arm, right over where I had stripped his skin moments ago.

      His howl of pain is music to my ears.

      “Ten?” I look off to the side, where the other man is standing in the shadows, observing.

      Tennant steps into view and his smile is…downright eerie, if I’m being honest. He holds out the sack in his hand. Taking it from him, I open it and laugh when I see what’s inside. “Oh, this is wonderful. Thank you, Tennant.”

      The dickhead in the chair jerks in his binds. “Wh–what’s going on? M–Mr. Mason, I didn’t know you were here.”

      “Would you have changed your answer if you did?” Tennant asks him in that soft, conversational voice of his.

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “No?” Tennant takes a step forward and looms over the idiot. “So you haven’t been upcharging your customers and stealing money from us?”

      The look in the idiot’s eyes is amusing. “Oh?” I say. “Did you not expect us to figure out what you were doing?”

      “I—that wasn’t me, Mr. Mason. Sir, please…”

      “You mean it wasn’t you who told the dealers under you that they’d get a bigger cut because they’d have more money rolling in? You weren’t taking advantage of our vulnerable, valuable customers?”

      The idiot snorts. “Valuable? They’re fucking junkies. The only value they have is to line my pockets, and therefore yours.”

      Tennant backhands him. “Without them, there’d be no money to fill your pockets with. So, yes, valuable. You’re nothing more than a slimy drug pusher. You thought you had the perfect system. Charge more than street value, give us our cut, pay your dealers, pocket the rest. Isn’t that right?”

      Tennant gets a face full of blood and everything in me freezes. He doesn’t raise a hand to the idiot though. No, he lets the asshole open his stupid mouth.

      “You think we get rich from this job? You think there’s anything glamorous about being your fucking lackey? You wouldn’t last five minutes on the street, pretty boy. Your whore over there wouldn’t even last a minute. You know nothing. So I took matters into my own hands. My boys and I earned it after putting up with you for so long.”

      “It’s not our fault you didn’t know how to manage your money, and had no ambition. Things don’t just get handed to you. If you wanted more, you should have worked for it, not tried to steal it…” Tennant looks back at me. “Knife, Roman?”

      I hand it to him, and he gets to work on the idiot’s other arm. He isn’t as precise as I was. Some of his cuts go deep, and there’s blood everywhere, but Tennant knows well enough how to cut someone up without nicking one of the arteries.

      “It’s too bad you won’t be able to learn from your mistakes. I so would have loved to observe you as your skin grew back. Ah well.” Tennant takes a step back and gestures to me. “Your show, Roman, but try to make it fast. I still need to get some things together before I go pick up Leandro.”

      Taking the first container out of the sack, I let the idiot see what the label says before opening it and sprinkling some of the contents over the arm I just skinned.

      Listening to him scream as the salt hits his wounds is music to my ears. A rush goes through me, causing my blood to heat, and in this moment, I understand why Tennant likes to experiment with torture so much. The head rush, the bloodlust, the euphoria of holding someone’s pain, pleasure, and life in your hands. There’s nothing like this in the world.

      When I get bored of the salt, I go back to where I left the sack and pull out the bottle of lemon juice.

      Moving to the arm Tennant skinned, which is still bleeding steadily, I take a second to admire the beautiful patterns of red that the drips are making on the cement floor.

      “Please… I–I’m sorry… Please…”

      “I do love it when they beg,” Tennant says, just as I tip the bottle of juice all over his arm.

      When the screams finally die down, I pull out my favorite knife and slice the idiot’s throat from behind. It’s almost dissatisfying after all the fun, but I think the message has gotten across. Tennant’s most trusted men will make sure that those who worked under this idiot understand that the single bullet they’re getting after watching the video is a mercy.

      Yes, killing them all leaves a void of dealers in that particular area, but I trust that Tennant knows what he’s doing when he says there’s one person in particular who deserves to run an extra bit of territory. Whether he’ll prove to be able to handle it, is the question, but I suppose we won’t know until we try.

      I toss the salt and empty bottle of lemon juice back into the sack, stripping off my gloves and tossing them in there as well. Leaving the sack on the idiot’s lap, so it’s all nice and neat for the cleaners, I follow Tennant out of the torture chamber.

      “You did good. You’re going to have to practice your technique a little though. I know you were trying to be precise, but you were too slow. Everything else…you make a very good apprentice, little prince.”

      I scowl at the nickname but let it go, my insides glowing at his praise. Tennant doesn’t give empty compliments, and knowing that while it wasn’t textbook perfect, it impressed him? It’s a good feeling, one I didn’t know I needed.
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      I follow Leandro as he shows his new protection dog, Boston, around the main house. She’s an adorable ten-month-old German Shepard. You wouldn’t think she’d be interested in anything except being a puppy, but I see how alert she is, how she seems to take everything in, and listens to all of Leandro’s commands—both verbal and not.

      “She really is well-trained,” I say as we head into the living room after roaming around upstairs.

      “Yeah. There’s a lot we still need to learn about each other, and I have to make sure she gets downtime, but the facility really knows their stuff.”

      We sit on the sofa and Boston lays down on the floor, relaxing, so I reach down and pet her. “Such a good girl,” I coo. When I straighten up, I turn to my best friend. “If it wasn’t so much work taking care of another living thing, I’d almost be jealous that Carter talked Dad out of getting me one.”

      Leandro doesn’t smile—he rarely does when it’s the two of us and he doesn’t have to put on an act—but I can see amusement in his eyes. “I think it was a close one, at least from what I heard. Carter had to lay out all the reasons why you wouldn’t appreciate being micromanaged like that.”

      That’s not surprising. My father’s paranoia over me went up to about a thousand after I was kidnapped. You'd think that going four years with no serious incidents would get him to relax, but it seems the older and more independent I get, the more he worries.

      So, despite my teasing words, I am glad Carter was able to talk Dad out of a dog. I accept a lot of his added protections, but that would have gone a bit too far for me.

      “How’s it going with Ten?” Leandro asks.

      “Intense. It’s…amazing, getting my hands dirty, learning new things about the business. I’ll admit, this is something I needed. Hands on learning is the best way to truly understand what it takes to run the Family at all levels, but it’s also exhausting. Tennant doesn’t give two shits about my name. I thought I understood that going in, but having to earn not only his respect but that of the men too…it’s tiresome.

      “But I got to kill someone last night, which was fun. And I think it earned me some points because of how…messy and brutal the torture beforehand was. It no longer felt like I was just following orders, or doing it because it’s what I knew I had to do. I felt…like myself.”

      Leandro laughs. “Maybe you’re the one with ASPD and not me.”

      I grin and shake my head. “No, you and Ten hold the market on batshit crazy, but murder and torture? Yeah, I can do that. It’s not only my birthright but something I enjoy.”

      “I’ll stick to hacking into places I shouldn’t, thanks,” Leandro replies.

      I roll my eyes. “Please, you know you enjoy getting your hands dirty sometimes.”

      “Only when I have to. There are so many other fun ways to ruin a person.” The look on his face is almost identical to the one Tennant wears when he’s playing with his victims.

      I shake my head. “You’re frightening.”

      Leandro grins, all wide, innocent eyes and boyish expression. “Why, thank you.”

      There’s a reason Tennant adopted him, and why he had Leandro quickly and quietly evaluated when it became clear that his reactions were…off. There’s no right or wrong way to act when you were kidnapped by the biological father you never knew, who also killed your mother. But something about his responses back then were too perfect, almost rehearsed.

      As Leandro relaxes his expression, and nothing on his face shows the angelic boy he just portrayed… I’m reminded just how dangerous he is. A mimic of his skill—a psychopath with the ability to hide who he is, capable of mimicking those around him—with the added bonus of being a competent hacker, is a dangerous weapon to have, and I’m sure as hell glad he’s on our side.
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      I grimace as I stride through the front doors of the main house and my ears are assaulted with the music overhead. The boys must have taken over, because there’s no way Carter or Cristian would be playing this shit willingly.

      With a quick pace, I make my way to Cristian’s office, give the door a courtesy knock and then open it without waiting for a response.

      “No,” Carter says from his seat across from Cristian at the desk. “Just come on in.”

      “I'd rather have walked in on you two fucking than listen to another second of what’s playing overhead,” I reply as I make my way to the seat next to Carter.

      Cristian picks up his phone from the desk and taps the screen, he studies it for a moment before looking up at me with a smirk on his lips. “What, you don’t like Halsey?”

      I stare at him and he laughs as he sets the phone aside. When he’s done poking fun at me, his expression turns serious. “Are you set for next week?”

      “Yes, the meet is a go, and all the arrangements have been made. I sent people in ahead of time to secure the area, and to make sure they can’t do anything shady. I don’t think they’re going to want to fuck us over, not when we can put in a good word with the other Families who support us, but you never know. One slight misstep, on either side, could see things go downhill quickly.”

      Cristian nods. “I trust you to make the judgment call if you think the deal isn’t as it appears. Are you going to take Roman with you?”

      Minute as it is, I can see the tightening of his eyes as he asks the question, and the way his body stiffens at the idea of his son being placed in a potentially hostile environment. But he knows as well as I do that he cannot protect Roman from this side of the business any longer.

      Eventually, the boy will have to learn. Taking him into what is essentially enemy territory is risky, but I believe he can handle it.

      “He’ll be safe with me. His bodyguards will be there, as well as my own. You do not have to worry, Cris.”

      “The day I stop worrying about him, Ten, is the day you put me in the ground.”

      “Roman can handle it,” Carter says. “We both watched the tapes from last night, and his other training sessions. Yes, it’s one thing to go from a controlled environment into the real world, but we were all doing worse things at a far younger age. We can’t protect him forever, Caro. He’s a good kid, but if you don’t start giving him leeway, he will rebel in order to prove himself. He has the same fire burning inside him that you do. Showing him you trust him to make his own way, while he still has us to guide him and catch him when he falls, will go a long way to helping him prepare for the day he takes over.”

      “I hate when you’re logical, Amore.”

      Carter chuckles. “I know. Deal with it.”

      Cristian sighs but concedes. “You’ll be the one to tell him then?” he asks me.

      I nod. “I’ll also be informing Leandro that he will be staying here while I’m away. Hollis as well.”

      “Any particular reason?” Cristian asks. “This is their home as much as it is ours, but we don’t normally make that order unless both of us are leaving town.”

      I grimace, knowing Hollis might kill me in my sleep for invading his privacy, but as I told him, this matter does not just involve him, but the Family as a whole. It’s been almost a week now since Hollis spoke to his contacts about the person from his past, and nothing has surfaced yet. It’s served to only stress Hollis out more. My little hacker has all but stopped sleeping now, and when he does, he’s plagued by demons I can’t eradicate from his nightmares.

      “I don’t have all the details, and even if I did, they’re Hollis’s to share, not my own. But it has come to our attention that someone who knows the person he was before has disappeared, and it’s…concerning. I don’t know more than that; why Hollis was having him monitored, or why he and his contacts have worked round the clock the past week to try to find him, to no avail. Only that Hollis had a panic attack the night he was informed, and hasn’t been the same since.

      “I think it’s safe to say this unknown person is a threat, not only to Hollis, but to all of us. I’ll be increasing security around you all while I’m away.” I hold up my hand to stop any protests. “My word is final. You entrusted me with your safety, and I take that job seriously. My son and my lover will be in your care while I am gone, as you’ve put yours in my hands many times before, Cris. I am doing the same now.”

      He nods. “They will be protected, you know that. I won’t lie and say more guards won’t be a pain in the ass, but until we know more, or this mysterious person shows up either dead or alive, we cannot do anything but prepare for the worst.”

      I’m thankful I didn’t have a bigger fight on my hands. Increasing security is always a pain for everyone, but it is mine and my men’s jobs to lay down our lives for the Amatos. Leandro and Hollis have both become integral parts of the family, part of Cristian’s inner circle, which means they’ll be offered the same protections. It’s all I can do until Hollis is okay enough to tell me what we’re up against. I won’t rush him, he looks like one strong gust of wind will knock him over already. No need to add more stress, not unless the situation escalates.
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      “That’s enough of that,” Tennant says as he takes my coffee mug right out of my hands.

      “Excuse you, sir.” I glare up at him. “I was drinking that.”

      “Did you know it’s eight in the evening now?” he asks.

      I glance at the clock then back to him, and shrug. “So?”

      “So, you’ve been awake since four this morning, and have consumed God only knows how many cups of that shit. No more.”

      “What are you, my mother?” I snark.

      I find his fingers wrapped around my throat before I can take my next breath. My hands fly up to grip his arm, but I don’t know if I want to push him away or encourage him to hold me tighter.

      He pulls me to my feet by my throat, and my cock hardens at the show of strength and threat he poses.

      “I will tie you to our bed if you can’t assure me you’ll behave yourself while I’m away, Tesoro. I don’t have time to worry about you making stupid, reckless decisions. Save that for Leandro and myself. You are…the balance I need in this blood-soaked life of mine, Hol, and if you unnecessarily put yourself into an early grave, I will resurrect you, only to murder you slowly and painfully.”

      My dick is hard as steel and my head spins as with every word he speaks, while he tightens his grip on my throat that much more.

      When Tennant lets up enough so I can suck in some much needed air, I can’t help letting out a moan.

      “I was going to let you fuck me,” Tennant says. “After all, I’ll be away for a few days getting this new deal secured, but…” He leans in and nips at my lips, “I think you deserve to suffer.”

      I whine as he lets my throat go, my body swaying toward his, missing the tight constriction of his fingers around my neck.

      Tennant runs soft fingers over my abused skin and I shudder. “You bruise so beautifully for me,” he muses. “I always knew you would. The very first time I heard your voice, I knew you had to be mine.” Icy eyes meet mine. “Isn’t that right?”

      I nod, and then speak, the words coming out rough from my rapidly swelling throat. “Yes. And you’re mine.”

      He smirks. “Of course, Tesoro. Who else would love a monster?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Roman]
        

      

      “You will follow all of my orders today, Roman, or you will not like the consequences.”

      I scowl at Tennant as we’re driven to the meeting place. “I have done everything you’ve asked me to.” I flash one of my hands, showing off my bare fingernails. “You don’t have to worry about me. I know how to follow orders.”

      The sound that escapes him is a mimicry of a laugh, cold and hollow. “The day you follow all my orders, is the day the sky falls.” His expression smoothes out and he leans into my space, holding my gaze. “I am representing the Amato Family, and you are here to watch and learn. You will only speak when spoken to and you will not let them know who you are, understand?”

      “I heard you the first time, and the second, no need to keep repeating yourself.”

      He grips my jaw. “Do. You. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tennant releases me and sits back. “I told your father you were ready for this. Don’t make me a liar, little prince.”
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        * * *

      

      The place we’re meeting our potential new business partner is a farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. There’s a barn slightly off to the side, and that’s where their security instructs us to go when we arrive.

      Our bodyguards exit the cars first, before my head guard, Enzo, opens my door. As I step out of the vehicle, my three guards Enzo, Benji, and Thomas—who was a new addition to my guards after the kidnapping—take up places around me so I’m covered, but it’s not obvious that I’m important. Tennant’s plan is to have me fly under the radar today. The quickest way for a potential business partner to become an enemy is for them to realize who I am and try to take advantage of that by using me against my father.

      I miss the days when I only had two bodyguards following me around, and Carter was one of them. He still takes on that role, but being married to my dad has changed his role a bit. The title of mafia spouse comes with its own set of rules and tasks.

      At least my current guards are people who I get along with and they don’t try to be overbearing, even in the name of protecting me.

      On this trip, aside from my three guards, is Tennant’s own personal bodyguard, Joel. And he also takes up a position that will ensure I’m protected, but makes sure it doesn’t look like it’s me specifically he’s protecting.

      “Only Mr. Mason will see the boss,” one of the security guys says.

      “Me, along with two of my companions,” Tennant counters. “Surely your boss doesn’t expect me to walk into unknown territory unaccompanied?”

      The guards exchange a look before the mouthpiece finally nods. “Two only.”

      Tennant meets my eyes and I see the warning in them, before he gestures for Enzo to join us.

      Walking next to Tennant into the barn, I make sure to keep my head up and my strides match his, even as I sweep my eyes over our surroundings.

      Instead of stalls or farm equipment, there are crates and crates of what I can only assume are weapons.

      “Boss,” the mouthpiece bows his head to the stocky older man standing in the middle of the barn. Beside him is an open crate, but we stop too far away for me to get a good look inside.

      “Mr. Mason,” the man says in accented English. “I was only expecting you.”

      Tennant nods and takes a step forward. “I apologize for that, Mr. Oliveria, but I do appreciate you allowing my associate to join me.”

      At that, I also step forward so we’re standing shoulder to shoulder.

      Mr. Oliveria studies me for a long moment before turning back to Tennant. “Your boss wouldn’t be trying to pull one over on me, would he?”

      Tennant smirks and shakes his head. “Why would he do that? This is a mutually beneficial transaction, Mr. Oliveria. I assure you, my boss and I want the same thing you do.”

      “You know, when I agreed to this meet, Mr. Mason, I had hoped it would be with either of the Mr. Amatos. I do not appreciate two mouthpieces in their stead.”

      “The same could be said about you and who you report to, Mr. Oliveria. But I am the Second in Command of the Amato Family. I assure you, I speak for Cristian and his husband. My word is as good as theirs.”

      Something flashes across the other man’s face at Tennant’s words, but it’s gone almost the second it appears. Disgust at being reminded that my father’s married to a man, perhaps? At least this Mr. Oliveria is smart enough not to make his homophobia known. “Very well, let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      We all step up to the table in the middle of the room, and the open crate is wheeled closer to Oliveria. He reaches in and pulls out a gun, setting it on the table for us to inspect. “The finest semi-automatic you’ll find anywhere in the world, straight off the factory line and into our hands.”

      “And the possibility of that being traced back to you?” Tennant asks.

      “None, of course. These…were never put into production, something about the military deciding to go in a different direction.” The expression on Oliveria’s face is almost gleeful, like he’s proud of the fact they somehow managed to get one over on their own government.

      “And its capabilities?”

      “I think a demonstration is best to answer that question.” Oliveria gestures to the gun.

      Tennant and I exchange a look and he nods his head. With capable hands, I pick up the weapon, accept the magazine from Oliveria, and set about familiarizing myself with the gun. When I’m ready, I take a step away from the table, raise the weapon, and fire.

      Soon a perfect circle of bullet holes decorates one wall of the barn. When I set the gun back on the table, I nod. “It’s very nice. I’m not a big fan of rifles, but this will do for many of our clients.”

      “Excellent. Let’s talk price now. For the amount of weapons you require, we’re willing to part with them for say…a hundred and fifty a crate and—”

      “Absolutely not,” I cut him off.

      I can feel disapproval roll off Tennant, but he wouldn’t correct me in front of someone we have no ties to. It’s far too risky to show the fractures in our united front, that’s the type of thing that will get you dead.

      “We’ll pay seventy-five a crate, and we will be the only Family you sell this particular weapon to,” I counter.

      Oliveria laughs. “You must be out of your mind, little boy. Do not forget that your Family came to mine for these guns.”

      “Yes.” I grin, but it’s not a friendly smile. “But yours is not our only option. We have plenty of friends closer to home we can buy from. You want your foot in the door to our circles. Your boss is expanding, and if his other products prove to be as valuable as this one, he stands to make a boatload of money.

      “We have clients who will pay top dollar for these weapons, but if you want to do business with us, you will learn to compromise. Half of your asking price is more than fair, along with sole rights to these weapons.”

      The stare down between Oliveria and I lasts an age before he finally nods. “I’ll accept your terms. The De Luca and Amato Families will both benefit greatly by having us as a business associate.”

      “Good choice, Mr. Oliveria.”

      He extends a hand to me. “I do not believe I caught your name.”

      I don’t hesitate to accept his handshake, and even as I can feel Tennant’s gaze burning into my skull, I say, “Amato.”
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      We step off the elevator and I turn to our guards. “Leave us.” I don’t give anyone time to argue, getting a firm grip on Roman’s shoulder, I lead him down the hall to our suite.

      As soon as the door closes, I slam him against the wall.

      “What the fuck was that?” I ask in a tone that doesn’t give away the maelstrom I feel on the inside.

      “I was doing my job,” he says cooly, raising his chin and meeting my eyes.

      Bringing my arm up, I press it against his throat. “Your job is to watch and learn. To listen. Not risk my deal, or your personal safety, because you think you know better than I do.”

      “In this? I do.”

      I put pressure on his throat, cutting off his air. “I agreed to let you come because it's a good experience. If you’ve somehow picked up Carter’s death wish without your father noticing…well, I can certainly help with that. You don’t need to piss off the people we do business with for that. I’ll gladly gut you, little prince.”

      His green eyes darken and lips part, the rest of his breath escaping him in a gasp. It’s not fear, though, that causes such a reaction. No…I can see it in his eyes, and in the flush on his cheeks.

      Little shit likes this.

      With a curl of my lips, I let him go and step away from him. Roman being into manhandling is not information I needed.

      “Stay in the room tonight. That’s an order from your boss, Roman.”

      I stalk away to my bedroom before he can protest.
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      Stay in the room tonight. That’s an order…

      Tennant’s words play on a loop as I dress for the night. As if I’m going to listen to him. Yes, I overstepped my place today, but it was for a purpose. I don’t think I know better than Tennant, despite what I said when we got back to our room, but I do think I was able to get us a better deal.

      They want me to prove myself? To show that I’m ready to take over the Family? This is how I do it.

      So, with Tennant’s “orders” running through my head, I shower and pull out the clothes I brought, just in case a situation like this popped up. If Tennant thinks I’m going to bow down and listen to him, just because he’s my “boss”, well…he hasn’t been paying attention.

      I double check my makeup is exactly how I like it before calling myself done and leaving the bathroom. I don’t wear much makeup. I did when I was younger and was experimenting with my self-expression, but I much prefer to show my true colors through nail polish and skirts. Unfortunately, neither of those things are an option so far from home. So, makeup, skintight pants that show off all my…assets, and a pair of strappy heels will have to do.

      When I walk into the main portion of the suite, Tennant is nowhere to be seen, which makes this easier. “We’re going out,” I tell Thomas, who’s the current guard on duty.

      “Sir?”

      “I didn’t stutter,” I reply as I stride confidently to the door. He doesn’t let me leave the suite ahead of him, of course, and when he gives the all clear, I move to the elevator.

      “I need to alert the rest of the guards,” Thomas says, hurrying to catch up to me. “And Mr. Mason.”

      “You will do no such thing. Not if you want to keep your job…and your life. You and I are going out. No one else needs to know.”

      “This isn’t safe, someone could be watching the hotel—”

      “Let them. You’re not going to give them the opportunity to grab me, are you?”

      “Of course not, but this still goes against all my orders.”

      “Your current orders are to take me to the nearest gay club and watch my six while I drink and find someone to fuck. If you must go crying to Tennant and Enzo, then you do that, and I’ll find my own way.”

      Thomas seems to weigh the pros and cons of taking the risk and calling my bluff because he doesn’t say another word.

      We take one of the cars, but I make him disable the GPS first. It’s no fun if they can find me too quickly.

      Luckily, despite the place we met Mr. Oliveria, we’re staying in a big city, so it’s not hard to find the closest gay club. It’s even easier to slip the bouncer a few bills and bypass the line, with him not even bothering to glance too hard at my fake ID. Which I, of course, have because my best friend is a computer whiz. Leandro and I have our fun when we can. What do they expect from us? We might be more than the average college student, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have urges to just…pretend we’re normal.

      I head straight to the bar, pushing my way through the people who don’t see the intimidating man following in my wake, and get themselves out of the way.

      It’s crowded at the bar, but I flash a smile and my ‘pretty green eyes’ at the nearest bartender, and get served quicker than I probably should have.

      Downing the shot is easy, as are the ones that follow.

      As the alcohol works its way through my system, I move onto the dancefloor, ignoring Thomas’s indignant shout as I bully my way straight into the middle of the action.

      Closing my eyes, I let the beat wash over me. I’m not the best dancer, but who cares? All that matters here is letting loose and having fun, and that’s exactly what I intend to do.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I stay on the dancefloor. Long enough for my shirt and hair to plaster themselves to my skin with sweat, for the alcohol to buzz nicely through my veins, and for hands to grip my hips firmly from behind, pulling me back into a hard cock and muscular chest.

      I know what I told Thomas, that I wanted to drink and fuck, but even though the dick against my ass feels nice, I don’t think I can do it. My blood buzzes and I’m horny as all hell, but…my mind keeps going back to being pushed against the wall of our suite, the way Tennant loomed over me, his icy eyes burning with a dangerous fire.

      I’ll admit the manhandling over the past few weeks has gotten under my skin. Tennant has always been physical in his training, it’s just who he is as a person, but until recently, I wasn’t so affected by him.

      I’ve had bed partners who would fuck me as rough as I wanted, but it was never enough. With Tennant…I know he would not only be rough, he would mean it. Every death threat he throws my way should scare me off, but it does the opposite.

      Not that I’m delusional enough to think it’ll be anything more than a new fantasy of mine. He’s my father’s best friend, my best friend’s father, and he's with Hollis.

      Clearing my head of thoughts I should not be having, I lean back into the person I’m dancing with, twisting my hips and relishing in his accompanying groan.

      The groan is quickly replaced by a scream, and I spin around as the hands that were gripping me tightly are suddenly gone. Tennant tosses my dance partner at Enzo, and as I stare wide eyed, he grips my arm tightly and starts dragging me along with him. I don’t bother fighting him, knowing there’s no use.

      The bouncer at the door looks like he’s going to step in, but one look at the guards surrounding Tennant and he changes his mind.

      Instead of taking me to the car, Tennant drags me around to the side of the building and slams me hard against the brick wall.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Roman?”

      “Having fun. Ever heard of it?” I spit back angrily.

      He slams me against the wall again before closing his hand around my throat. “Following orders, have you heard of that? It means, when I tell you to do something, you do it! You do not go galavanting around the city like we’re not in unknown territory. We might have made a deal with the Brazilians today for their weapons trade, but that does not mean we’re safe. They can very easily use you as leverage to fuck us over. Especially since you decided to go and announce who you are to them!”

      I’ve never been scared of Tennant. I know who he is, what he’s capable of. From a young age, I’ve seen the darkness he works so hard to control, but in this moment, I can see why others are wary of him.

      His grip on my throat is tight, and I can hear my heart beating in my ears. My lungs burn for air and my eyes water, but I can’t look away from the fire burning in his blue gaze.

      This man is the most dangerous person I’ve ever encountered—and I’ve been kidnapped and mutilated by a fucking psycho—but instead of being afraid, I want more.

      Tennant shakes his head and his grip on my throat eases up a bit so I can suck in a much needed breath. “You’re not even listening to me. I’m not dealing with this shit. Your father can find a suitable punishment for your insubordinate ass, because if I have to do it, I’m likely to kill you. Fucking spoiled little—”

      His words cut off when I grab the front of his shirt, pull him into me, and kiss him. His mouth is cold and unyielding against mine, and I swear my heart stops as I count down my final seconds alive.

      Tennant takes control of the kiss, retightening his grip on my throat so that I gasp and he thrusts his tongue into my mouth, not tasting but almost…claiming me.

      As soon as it begins, it ends. Tennant rips his mouth away from mine and releases me. I stagger, and if it wasn’t for the wall holding me up, I’d have fallen on my ass.

      Tennant moves away from me. “Step out of line again before this trip is up, and you’ll be begging for death by the time I’m finished with you.”

      “Ten…” I manage to say, but he turns away. I reach for his arm, not willing to let him go so easily, and he backhands me, the blow making me fall back against the wall again.

      He leaves me against the side of the building, but I know he didn’t go far. No matter how pissed he might be, how close he is to losing control and putting me down, he takes his job as Second in Command and Head of Security seriously. I might have just ruined our personal and work relationships, but he would never neglect his duties.

      Footsteps have me looking up, hand pressed to my throbbing cheek. “Time to go, Roman,” Enzo says in the gentlest voice I’ve ever heard from him.

      Fighting back tears, I nod, letting him guide me to where the cars are waiting.
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      I jolt upright, my heart going a mile a minute and breath coming out harshly. Just another fucking nightmare. Not that the reminder it wasn’t real actually helps. Because it’s not just a nightmare. It’s a memory; a cruel, twisted truth I actually lived.

      Years of working through what happened and putting it behind me, and here it is, rushing back to remind me that I might have physically escaped, but mentally and emotionally, I never will.

      Wiping my face with the edge of the blanket, I kick the covers off and climb out of bed. In the bathroom, I splash water on my face, but all it does is wash the tears away, I don’t actually feel any better or worse. I don’t feel anything at all, even my terror is dissipating.

      In the bedroom, I grab my phone, throw on one of Ten’s T-shirts and a pair of pajama pants, and head to my office.

      The house is still and quiet, only the night guards are around, and they know their job well enough, so I don’t run into any of them as I descend the stairs and cross the house to my office. It’s bigger than the one I have at our condo. When Tennant and I first got together, he got permission from Cristian to not only turn one of the unused office spaces into my own, but they knocked down the wall between two of them, creating a hacker’s wet dream. Anything and everything I’ve ever wanted is in this room, and if it weren’t for Tennant dragging me out—literally—I would probably live in here.

      I check for updates from H, but everything is the same as it was a few hours ago. He managed to find where he had been, as of four days ago. It doesn’t do us any good now, but knowing where he’s been gives us an idea of his plan. At least, in theory, it should. In reality, we’re nowhere closer to figuring out what his endgame is, except to know he’s only two states away. Tennant is going to lose his shit.

      As I settle in to work on…something, anything to get my mind away from things I can’t control, I pull my phone out.

      My text thread with Tennant is mostly him bitching about how he’s going to kill Roman and bury him in the woods. For someone who’s used to torturing those that annoy him, having to restrain himself is really testing his patience. I can’t help but smile at how dramatic he is over text, because in person, he works so hard to keep his reactions to himself. Seeing the mess underneath the mask of terrifying perfection is amusing.

      Even though it’s the middle of the night, I send him a text. Knowing him, he won’t sleep much until he’s safe at home. With me.

      
        
          
            
              
        HOLLIS

      

      
        I love you

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t expect my phone to ring, and I almost don’t answer, because if he finds out I’m in my office in the middle of the night… But he already knows I’m awake, so it’s not like I can’t not answer.

      “Hey, love, everything okay?” I try to play it off, hoping he allows me to do so.

      “What’s wrong, Tesoro?”

      I cringe. “Can’t sleep. Guess I got used to you being around.”

      There’s silence for a long moment before he says, “Nightmare?”

      I sigh. “Yeah. I’m so…fucking tired of this, Ten. I thought he was my past. I worked damn hard to put what happened behind me. I have a life, which is something I didn’t think I would ever have after everything. I’m no longer just surviving, I'm building a future with you and Leandro and the others.

      “How dare he still have power over me. I’m no longer the eighteen-year-old I was. I am far stronger than any person should have to be because of what I survived. I wouldn’t wish my pain on anyone—even that bastard. Though I do want to see his dick shoved as far down his throat as possible.”

      We sit in silence for a while, my words hanging between us. I didn’t mean to say all that, but eventually, I’ll have to tell Tennant everything. Maybe doing it in dribs and drabs like this will be easier than all at once.

      “I kissed Roman,” Ten says suddenly.

      I have to pinch myself to make sure I’m actually awake.

      “Did you now?” I ask carefully.

      “Please don’t kill him. I don’t want to have to save you from Carter and Cristian.”

      I snort. “I…don’t feel possessive. Which is surprising considering the fantasies I had about that bitch who couldn’t stop touching you last time we went out.”

      Tennant huffs a laugh. “I remember.”

      I think that’s one of the surprising things about us. Tennant isn’t possessive. He knows I’m his and he doesn’t have to worry about anyone else. He finds me getting flirted with amusing, because there have been times where people just don’t get the fucking hint.

      I, on the other hand, wouldn’t hesitate to gut a motherfucker who gets too close to what’s mine.

      But with this…it’s different. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I don’t want to wear his blood while I string him up by his innards.”

      “Lovely visual, Tesoro.”

      I ignore Ten and continue. “I…I don’t want to say it’s because it’s Roman, as I’m fairly certain Cristian would eviscerate anyone going after his son, but… Well, it’s Roman. He’s not a threat to me, to us.”

      Tennant growls. “No one is a threat to us. I might not be as bloodthirsty as you are when it comes to other people, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let anyone come between us.”

      “Right, I know. But…I’m not worried.”

      “You don’t sound as surprised as I thought you would.”

      I laugh. “Because I’m not. You said it yourself, he’s an arrogant brat. Knocking some sense into him would be your kryptonite, Ten. I don’t think you even realize why you get so irritated with him. It’s like when you think I spend too much time working. You care, in your own way.”

      “I slammed him against a wall and threatened to kill him. I almost did, Tesoro. I put my hand around his throat and choked him. I thought about finishing the job, all it would have taken was a little more pressure. I could have done it without the other guards noticing.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      He’s silent for a while, and I’m worried he’s not going to answer, until he says, “Because I liked seeing the tears on his face more than I liked the idea of taking his life.”

      “You want him,” I state.

      “No,” Tennant says harshly. “I want and have you. It was a momentary lapse in judgment.”

      “Then why are you telling me?”

      “Because I promised, a long time ago, I would always be honest with you, Hol. I might have kissed him back, but you are mine. Not him. Whatever ideas he has running in his head, I’ll gladly shut them down.”

      “Okay,” I say, not convinced, but I let it go because there’s no point in discussing it on the phone.

      “Cristian is lucky I respect him as much as I do. Roman is pushing every button I have, Hol. I don’t know if it’s rebellion or he really is this reckless.”

      “He’s still a kid, Ten. I think they’re supposed to do reckless and stupid shit.”

      “Cristian and I didn’t.”

      “No,” I agree. “I didn’t either, but the three of us are bad examples. You already faced the consequences of your actions, and I… Well, I was living a nightmare. I’d say ask Carter, but his idea of rebellion was going to college so he could get away from Julian. So, I don’t know.”

      “Thanks, Hol, that was no help at all.”

      I smile. “I didn’t say I was going to be helpful.”

      “You should go back to bed.”

      I look at the time and grimace. “I won’t be able to fall asleep.”

      “Try, for me?”

      “Maybe…”

      “Hollis.” My name comes out short and with enough bite that I can just picture the look on his face. How his eyes flash and show the monster hiding just beneath the surface. It makes me shiver.

      “Fine, I’ll try.”

      “Good.”

      With a sigh, I get up from my chair and leave the office. We’re both silent as I walk back through the house, up to our bedroom.

      Setting the phone down, I remove my pants, but keep his shirt on as I climb back into bed.

      “Okay, I’m laying down.”

      “Thank you. Stay on the line with me for a while longer.”

      “So bossy,” I tease, turning and pulling his pillow over to my side of the bed so I can cuddle it.

      I settle in and take a breath, listening as Tennant does the same. Closing my eyes, I can almost pretend he’s here with me, and it’s enough to shut my brain off.
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      Tennant doesn’t speak to me, he doesn’t even look at me. Well, he glares, but he doesn’t actually look. I…don’t know how to handle him like this. I thought I knew all the sides to him, but last night and today proved me wrong.

      I always thought I knew what lived under Tennant’s mask; what he kept so perfectly hidden from everyone—even the doctors that treated him—what he honed in order to become my father’s ultimate weapon. I thought I knew it all. Turns out, I was dead wrong.

      I saw the thing that people fear when he backhanded me behind that club. The way his eyes looked impossibly dark, how his features somehow became sharper, as if warning me away.

      I wish I could say I was terrified of that Tennant. It’d be so fucking much easier if it was.

      Instead, the low-simmering attraction I’ve been trying to deny decided it liked what it saw, and wanted to get even closer to the man. I want to feel his lips on mine, his fingers around my throat, and his dick as far up my ass as it can go.

      More than that, I want him to ruin me. Damn the consequences and my personal safety.

      The flight home isn’t long, and our private plane isn’t that big, so try as he might, Tennant can’t avoid me. We’re sitting across from one another. He’s studiously working on his laptop, and I should be doing something, anything, except staring at him.

      His white blond hair falls into his face, and he doesn’t move it right away. I wonder what it’d be like to run my hands through the strands.

      Shaking my head, I look away from him, trying my hardest to forget about what happened last night. You’d think my sore and bruised cheek would have been enough of a deterrent, but apparently, I lost my mind somewhere between the dancefloor and having Tennant’s mouth on mine.

      There are so many reasons why it’s a bad idea. And him already being in a relationship isn’t even at the top of the list.

      My dads are going to kill me when they discover how reckless I’ve been. The only excuse I have is that I was angry, and that’s not good enough. Emotions are messy, and they get you killed in this business. I’ve seen firsthand how emotions almost ruined my parents. In the end, after all the secrets and lies, they came out stronger than before, but they got lucky.

      I was stupid and careless last night, and I’m lucky a slap to the face is the only punishment I got from Ten. That and being left at the hotel this morning while he went to finish the deal with Oliveria. To say I was pissed was an understatement, especially when I learned he didn’t take any guards with him. Of course, Thomas was tied up because he aided and abetted me last night and couldn’t do anything, while the other three were left behind for my “protection”.

      I shift in my seat, feeling the soreness of my body from where I tried to fight my way out of the suite. When they finally had me subdued, Enzo said they had permission to fucking sedate me if I didn’t cooperate.

      I have a feeling my dad will agree with that order too, once he hears everything. Sighing, I look out the window and try to work past everything in my head. I need to talk to Carter. He’s always known how to walk me through things, but this isn’t something I can tell him. If it were about anyone else, I wouldn’t hesitate, but I don’t trust he wouldn’t flip out.

      That leaves Leandro, who’s not exactly in tune with his emotions. Fuck my life. Surrounded by overprotective men who can and will murder for me, but don’t know how to deal with feelings. At least not the ones I’m having for my father’s psychopathic best friend.
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        * * *

      

      Joel brings us drinks, and I want to down the whisky like a shot, but I refrain, just barely. Tennant, however, doesn’t. He doesn’t even flinch as he swallows the alcohol, handing his glass to Joel before turning back to his computer.

      I’m sipping at my drink when suddenly Tennant’s head lolls forward and he slumps in his seat. “What the fuck!” I shout.

      Joel is there, moving Tennant’s laptop off to the side and adjusting his posture. “It’s okay, Mr. Amato. Mr. Maddigan gave the order. He’ll be out for a few hours.”

      It takes a few seconds for the words to register, and I let out a strained laugh. “Right, of course. You just drugged your boss on his lover’s orders, but nothing is amiss.”

      I look into my glass. I don’t feel any differently, but I still have to ask. I look up at Joel. “You didn’t drug me, right?”

      He smiles. “Of course not. I don’t have a death wish.”

      I snort and shake my head. “Right, okay. Thanks.”

      He nods and walks back to where the other guards are sitting.

      I sip at my drink and stare at Tennant. He looks almost human while asleep. His features are smoothed out, and how handsome he is shines through. Without those eerie icy blue eyes watching you and assessing your every move, you can almost pretend he’s normal.

      I snort and finish my drink. ‘Normal’ and Tennant don’t go together. Especially since he’s currently in a drug-induced sleep so his boyfriend can “kidnap” him and do… Who knows what kinky as hell shit they get up to.

      The thought makes me shift in my seat, my cock coming to life, too curious for its own good.

      No. I shake my head and try to banish those thoughts. I do not need any more ideas or fantasies.

      A few minutes later we begin our descent and I stay where I am, even after the door to the plane is opened and the guards tell me it’s safe to unboard.

      Joel and one of Hollis’s guards heft Tennant up between them, acting like it’s perfectly normal to drag him off a plane.

      Only then do I get up and follow them out. I watch as they load him into the back of a car and take off. The whole thing is surreal. Knowing the games the two of them like to play is vastly different from watching the beginning act of one.

      Maybe it’s a good thing he pushed me away and is now avoiding me. I was already kidnapped once, and fake or not, part of some hot, kinky sex or not, that was plenty for one lifetime.
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      I wake up in chains. Motherfucker. “I hate you,” I say aloud, knowing damn well he has the room bugged.

      I take a look at my surroundings, moving my head slowly to combat the throbbing in my brain from the drugs. It’s not a room I'm familiar with, which makes me wonder when the hell he had time to build a new space for us to play in.

      He doesn’t keep me waiting long. The door opens and I admire the way Hollis fills out a suit. The navy color looks good on him, and it’s tailored to fit him like a damn glove.

      “I don’t have time for this, Tesoro, but fuck you look good.”

      Hollis smiles and moves to stand in front of me. “Too bad. I bartered for a few hours of your time with Cristian. Roman will give him his report, and when I’m finished with you, you can give yours.”

      I try to shift in the chair, but the chains restraining me have no give. “Do your worst, Tesoro.”

      He grins and kneels between my legs. “Oh, if only I had more time with you, my love. The things I could do to you while you’re at my mercy…” Hollis slides his hands up my thighs, thumbs brushing the crease close to my groin, before he travels up. His fingers skit across the chain wrapped around my chest and up the sides of my neck, barely grazing the flesh and causing goosebumps to erupt.

      “Hol…”

      He grins up at me. “Yes?”

      “I thought you said we only had a few hours? Don’t tease me.”

      “But that’s the point of the game.” His grin grows wicked and he digs his fingers into the skin on my neck, making me hiss at the sting as he drags his nails down. It’s not enough to break the skin, but it sure as hell is going to leave a mark.

      My cock hardens in my pants and he drops his gaze, hair flopping forward into his face, hiding his expression.

      “Why’d you kiss Roman?” he asks in a soft, gentle voice.

      I tense, but don’t say anything. Hollis slides his hands back down my body, undoing my pants and looking up at me as he reaches his hand in to pull out my cock.

      “Tell me, love, and I’ll play nice.” To demonstrate, he leans forward and licks the head of my dick.

      I moan and try to thrust forward, despite knowing it’s useless. Dark eyes watch me struggle for a few moments. Everything in me is screaming to escape, to not let him trap me into a confession. I want nothing more than to turn the tables on him and show him how to really torture a man.

      Closing my eyes, I take a breath and shove that part of me back into its box. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt so out of control, but Roman seems to bring out the worst in me. Looks like another meeting with that stupid bitch of a therapist is in order. If nothing else, meeting with her is a good test of my control, as I have to keep all my lies in order to convince her I’m exactly what I want her to believe. She works with people like me regularly, and likes to think she can spot manipulation and deception a mile away. It’s amusing, as if that were true, all the notes she has on me wouldn’t be so blatantly wrong.

      When I open my eyes again, I find Hollis’s dark brown ones watching me. He’s opted for his contacts today, and I much prefer his glasses, they suit him better.

      As much as I don’t want to answer him, I’m helpless when it comes to Hollis. Anything and everything he wants, I’ll gladly give, even at the expense of myself. “I wanted to. He…pushed my damn buttons in a way no one else does. He calls to the deepest, darkest parts of me. I don’t know if I want to strangle him or fuck him.”

      Hollis strokes my cock with a loose grip and smiles brightly. “You say the same about me.”

      I huff. “Yes, but with you it’s a game, Tesoro. Sometimes, I really do think I could kill him. He’s so…arrogant, and he doesn’t know how to follow a simple fucking order. But…I've also watched him become a man, and while he still has a lot of growing up to do, I’m proud of who he’s becoming. He’s fucking ruthless, and eager to learn. So much raw potential, and if he can survive, he’ll make a formidable opponent and amazing Boss.”

      “So you admire him.”

      It’s not a question, but I answer anyway. “Yes, I would say so.”

      That earns me another swipe from his tongue. “You’re attracted to him.”

      “I shouldn’t be. He’s Cristian’s son. He’s too young.”

      “He’s nineteen. Old enough to consent. I don’t like that he touched what’s mine without permission, but…I don’t want to watch him bleed out either. I told you that. He’s different. I think I knew that the first day you started working with one another. You remember? You fucked me unconscious and then we talked.

      “I knew you cared about him. You have his entire life, and yes, maybe it should be weird, but I also think attraction can hit you out of nowhere. You don’t expect to find anyone hot or fuckable, it just happens. And I’m not blind. Roman is an attractive young man. He’s danger wrapped in a small, cute package. If you want him, you can have him. I won’t object, so long as you let me watch.”

      “I find this really hard to believe, Hol. Especially since it came out of nowhere.”

      He stands and slides himself onto my lap. I groan as his ass slides torturously over my cock. He throws his arms over my shoulders and looks me dead in the eye. “Do you trust me?”

      “More than anyone else.”

      Hollis nods. “I trust you, too. I didn’t think I would, not after all the shit I’ve been through. But the reason I took that very first job you offered me is because I knew you wouldn’t lie to me.

      “I can’t say I’m exactly happy about the turn of events, but you’ve never asked me for anything, Ten. And I know you would never do anything to intentionally hurt me. I’m not saying this is easy, but you wouldn’t have kissed him if you didn’t want him. So, be honest with me, Tennant Mason. Do you want this chance I’m giving you?”

      I don’t deserve this man. This fierce, insane, pain in my ass is the only light I have in the darkness of my life.

      Hollis makes me want to live, and no one’s ever done that before. On the other hand, Roman makes me want to bathe in blood. I saw it that day we tortured that dumbass drug pusher. He revels in the kill and it makes my blood heat… And if I’m honest, my heart soar.

      Two very different men, two very different needs, and deep inside my bloodstained soul, I can admit I want them both.

      I do the only thing I can, I tell Hollis the truth. “Yes.”

      Another wicked grin and he hops up, reaching into his pocket and producing a bottle of lube. “Good. We can talk more later, but for now, you deserve a reward.”

      He pours lubricant all over my cock and then undoes his pants.

      “Hol?” I ask in a low voice.

      He meets my eyes, and I can see the apprehension in his. “Just…let me do this.”

      I shake my head. “Not if it’s not what you want. You don’t have to, Hollis.”

      He steps out of his pants and underwear. “I want to, Ten. I have for a while. I just wasn’t sure how.”

      I nod in understanding. “Only if you’re sure, Tesoro.”

      “I’m always sure with you,” he replies as he slides on my lap again. “I already prepped myself,” he whispers against my lips. “I had hoped you wouldn’t lie to me, Ten.” He manages to maneuver himself so he’s hovering over my cock, his hot, slick hole right there for the taking.

      Everything in me is straining. I’ve never wanted this man more. I’m also very aware of the trust he’s putting in me right now.

      “Never,” I reply in a hoarse voice as he lowers himself down onto my cock.

      Hollis grips my shoulders and slowly, carefully, takes me all the way inside him. “Fuck,” he gasps. “I've always wanted to know what this feels like, but I never imagined it would be like this.” He rocks a little and we both moan. “Holy hell, three years with you and I’ve seriously been missing out.”

      Hollis fucks himself on me slow and sweet, and I thrust my hips into him as best as I can while chained to this damn chair.

      After a while, he reaches down with one hand and fists his cock. “Fuck, I wish we had more time,” he pants, as he slams himself down on me harder and faster. Leaning forward, he sucks my flesh into his mouth, kissing and licking my throat.

      I tilt my head, letting out a groan as he bites me, digging his teeth in as his body tightens around my cock and he fucks himself faster.

      Hollis releases his teeth only to bite again, this time the pain is hot and sharp, and I’m certain he’s broken the skin. With a shout, I come inside him for the first time. Everything around us fades away as he pulls back, looks me in the eye and then kisses me. The taste of my blood on his lips is exquisite.

      Hollis breaks the kiss, pulls himself off me, and stands between my spread legs as he jerks himself off. I hate not being able to touch him, but watching him take his pleasure is beautiful.

      His head tilts back, exposing his lovely throat and the ring of fading bruises from my fingers. He groans and comes all over my cock and suit pants.

      When he catches his breath, he leans in and kisses me, short and sweet. “I love you. You infuriate me, and this isn’t going to be easy, but it’ll never change how I feel about you.”

      A rush goes through me and I didn’t realize how much I needed him to say those words until he did. Fuck, the things this man does to me.
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      “You look like shit,” Leandro says when I walk into the house.

      “Thanks, you’re so good for my ego,” I deadpan.

      He shrugs. “Lying is a waste of time. Come, your dads are already waiting.”

      “Since when are you part of the welcoming party?”

      “Hollis and Ten are doing kinky shit, so I’ll be standing in and doing Hollis’s job today,” he explains as we make our way to my father’s office, Boston trotting happily alongside him.

      Leandro knocks once on the door, and when we’re given permission to enter, he goes first, which I’m more than grateful for. Taking a breath, I step into the room, shutting the door firmly behind me.

      Leandro heads to where a laptop is already set up off to the side, his chair gliding easily across the floor as he situates himself at the table.

      My father sits behind the desk, Carter in a seat on the other side, as usual. They both stare at me as I cross the room, gazes burning into the bruise that spreads across my cheek.

      I stand next to the other chair, waiting, not so patiently, for permission to sit. When it finally comes, I work hard on appearing relaxed. Giving away too much before I discover what they already know isn’t ideal.

      “What happened, Roman?” my father asks, voice hard, dark eyes blazing.

      “We secured the deal. Exclusive rights to the weapons at seventy five thousand a crate. Mr. Oliveria was very enthusiastic to work with us. Hollis should have the contracts.” I nod over to where Leandro’s fingers are flying over the keys.

      He looks up, blue eyes bright. “Everything will need to be double checked, of course, but I’m not seeing any issues with the agreement. The transfer was clean, no hidden trackers, so they’re not stupid at least.”

      Dad nods. “Good. And your face?”

      I grimace. “Tennant and I had a disagreement.”

      “And he hit you?” Carter asks.

      I glance at my other dad and give him a small smile. “After he threatened to kill me, yes.”

      “Roman.” Dad’s voice holds that tone. The one that says he’s not going to put up with my shit.

      I sigh and try to get a read on them both, but neither give anything away. I have no idea if Tennant told them what I did, but since I’m not getting bitched out yet, I am assuming no.

      “Yes, sir?” I go for innocence, trying to stall as long as possible.

      “Tennant doesn’t lash out physically unless he’s pushed to the edge. What. Did. You. Do?”

      In the face of my father’s disappointment, I look away for a moment before raising my chin and meeting his gaze head on.

      “I overstepped my place and the orders he had given me,” I say slowly. “In doing so, he ordered me to stay in my hotel room. I was too pissed to care about the ramifications and snuck out, but I took a guard with me.

      “Tennant somehow tracked me down to the club I was at, pulled me out, and we argued.” And I kissed him. “I…” I’m ashamed to continue, knowing this is where I fucked up. “He tried to walk away, to rein himself in. I was upset and wasn’t thinking clearly, not that that’s an excuse, but… I tried to touch him after he turned away.”

      “You are very, very lucky a bruised cheek and battered ego is all you walked away with, Roman,” Dad says. “You know better.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      Dad shakes his head. “You don’t. I almost wish he had shown you more than a simple slap across the face, but I think, for a first consequence, it’ll help remind you to think before you act. At least for a while.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. There are no excuses. I went against multiple orders, so he was in the right to punish me, but didn’t. I got off easy, I know that.”

      “I won’t ask you why. I know sometimes the rules stifle you, but dammit, Roman, you’re smarter than this. You know better. I have half a mind to ground you. If I thought it would do any good, I would. You are growing up, Roman. You know the rules, know how to act, especially when you are representing the Family.

      “This is the one and only time you get to fuck up like this, do you understand? The next time you do so, there will be severe consequences.”

      “Yes, sir. I understand,” I say. Everything in me wants to rebel, to cite how unfair it is. But I don’t. Opening my mouth, pushing for more, is how I ended up pinned between a wall and Tennant’s hard body in the first place.

      If I want to keep my other transgressions a secret, I’ll shut up and take what I am given.

      “Good. Dismissed.”

      With a nod, I stand and head to the door, taking slow steps when all I want is to run from the room.

      “Roman?” I turn back to face Dad. “Despite the issues, you did well.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I leave them and head upstairs to my bedroom, already stripping out of my suit as I walk.

      When I enter my bathroom, I drop my clothes on the floor, uncaring how they land.

      The shower eases my tension and I sigh as I try to push the events of the past few days from my mind. It doesn’t exactly work.

      Tennant’s mouth, so cold it almost burned against mine…

      His hands wrapped around my throat…

      His tongue in my mouth, claiming me…

      And the hard cock he couldn’t hide, even if he tried, pressing against my abdomen.

      I wrap my fingers around my cock and moan as I begin stroking myself. Thoughts I shouldn’t be having run in circles through my mind. Being pinned into place with nothing but icy blue eyes; spots filling my vision as my lungs beg for air and are denied; messy, soft dark hair threaded between my fingers…

      Slapping a hand against the tiled wall, I groan as I stroke my dick harder and faster. Tennant is a paired set. I’m not naïve enough to think that where one goes the other wouldn’t follow. The thought doesn’t turn me off though. No, being fucked by the two of them… Or being fucked and unable to breathe because of the cock lodged deep in my throat…

      I let out a hoarse cry as my orgasm tears through me, painting the wall in front of me.

      After catching my breath, and trying hard not to think about what just happened, I finish my shower.

      I’m not surprised to find Leandro lounging on my bed. I ignore him as I dress and then join him. He watches me carefully as I sit opposite him on the bed.

      “I kissed him,” I say.

      Leandro doesn’t even flinch. He studies me closely and I try not to squirm. Over the years, between him and Tennant, I have gotten used to such intense scrutiny. But now it makes me feel exposed, as if all my transgressions are laid out in front of both of us.

      “I didn’t know I was attracted to him. I mean, I knew, but until that moment, I thought it was a mixture of admiration and fear, with a little of lingering teenage hormones thrown in. But…when I kissed him, God it was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.

      “I jerked off to fantasies of him and Hollis fucking me while I was in the shower. Because I’m not an idiot, I know they come as a set. Tennant loves Hollis, as much as he can. And I’m slightly worried Hollis will kill me in my sleep, but I think I deserve it. Holy shit, I’m going to die over a fucking kiss. Because if Hollis doesn’t murder me, my dad sure as fuck will!”

      “You are far too emotional right now. I’m going to need you to take a chill pill.”

      I glare at my best friend until he grins and I sigh. “I don’t know what to do now.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      I shrug.

      He huffs and leans forward, grabbing me by the shoulders and pulling me close. “You can ignore it, or grow some balls and do something about it. You kissed my dad, which is weird, but whatever. Now you’re saying you just came to thoughts of him and his boyfriend. Also weird, but who cares?

      “If you want them, go for it. The only one standing in your way is you, and probably death, because you’re right, your dads will murder you. I don’t know a damn thing about relationships or feelings, but I know you’re freaking out in a way I’ve never seen before. Which tells me you’re serious about liking Ten.”

      I take a breath and then another until I get my shit together. He’s right. I don’t freak out like this. I take what I want, because that’s how I was raised. And if I learned anything in the last day and a half, it’s that I want Tennant, and all the batshit crazy that comes with having him and his hacker.

      Now, I have to figure out what to do about that and try not to die in the process.
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      Despite the late hour, Cristian is waiting for me in his office. He motions for me to sit and I do, leaning back in the chair like I didn’t betray him. If there’s one thing in this life Cristian cares about, it’s his family. He trusts as well as I do—so not at all.

      It’s a strange and uncomfortable feeling knowing I abused his trust so thoroughly. If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t care, but this is Cristian. It’s not guilt, that would mean I regret what I did, and regret would mean I believe it was wrong. None of those things are true. I do, however, recognize that it is not what a “best friend” does with their friend’s son. Nor does a mentor kiss the person they’re supposed to be guiding.

      It’s a good thing none of our lives are “normal” then. That doesn’t mean there isn’t tension running through me as I sit across from Cristian. Stupid fucking emotions. I like it better when I don’t have to think too much about feelings—mine or anyone else’s.

      Studying Cristian, I don’t believe he’s aware of what happened between Roman and I. Reading people is a skill I pride myself on, and after growing up with the man across from me, he’s easiest for me to read. He looks displeased, yes, but there’s nothing that says he’s about to murder me for touching his son.

      “Roman already gave his report, and both Carter and Leandro looked over the contract details. I am pleased with what you and my son managed to accomplish with the Brazilians.” Those dark eyes bore into mine and I see the shift in them, when he moves on from business to personal. The fire he always has for his son shines bright, if you know what to look for.

      “I thought things between you and Roman were going well?”

      “They were. But your son decided to forget who he is and where we were. Personally, it was only my respect for you that prevented me from hurting him. It would have been very easy to have taught him a lesson, Cristian. My fondness for your family only goes so far. I would suggest talking to your son, if you want him to remain intact.”

      My words are filled with half-truths and misdirection. While the idea of hurting Roman is…appealing, what I am implying to Cristian is not. Yes, I want to see my marks on the boy’s pale skin, but not in the way Cristian thinks…

      “Please don’t kill my son,” Cristian says seriously, but I can see the humor in his eyes and the smirk he gives me. “I won’t tell you how to handle the people under you, but I would very much like to keep him alive. If he’s so blatantly disrespectful again, though, you not only have my permission, but my blessing, to punish him.”

      “Good to know. Is that all?”

      He nods. “Yes, it’s late and I’m sure you’re as exhausted as I am. Goodnight, and thank you for taking care of Roman, despite how troublesome he can be.”

      I smirk as I stand. “Oh, but that’s the fun of it, Cris. It makes it so much more satisfying to break them when they’re feisty from the start.”

      He laughs and I leave the office, my mind on breaking his son…just not in the way he thinks.
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      “Package for you, sir,” one of the maids says, bringing it into my office.

      “Just set it there,” I tell her, motioning to the unoccupied corner of Leandro’s desk. “Thank you.”

      The maid bows her head and leaves the room quickly. I eye the package; it’s nondescript, wrapped in brown paper. Scooting my chair over, I see there’s nothing but my name printed on the label.

      What are you playing at now? Gifts haven’t been part of our game since right before we got together, when Tennant thought the best way to win me over was to stalk me and ‘anonymously’ send me gifts. Joke was on him though, I was already too far gone for him, he just didn’t know it yet.

      Deciding the ‘gift’ can wait, I slide over back to my desk and get to work. Tennant and Leandro may have cleared the Brazilians, and tucked them into the ‘kind of trustworthy’ folder, but it’s my job to double-check that they belong there. In this line of work, you can never be too careful. Allies and business partners are in the perfect position to turn on you…
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, what’s this?”

      Leandro’s words have me jerking back to awareness. Looking at the time, I grimace. Pulling off my glasses, I rub my eyes. When I set the frames back on my face, I turn to him, and the package I had forgotten all about.

      “Not sure. Probably something ridiculous that Tennant sent to annoy me.”

      Leandro stares at me blankly and I smile. Getting up, I stand in front of the package and pick it up—it’s heavier than I anticipated. Sliding my finger under the tape, I rip the paper off enough to see the box underneath…

      The box drops to the floor with a thud. Reeling back, I trip over my chair and fall on my ass. While the torn paper only reveals a little of the picture, I don’t need to see the entire thing to know what it is. I am very familiar with the item in the box, and it’s enough to send me right back there.
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        FOURTEEN YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      The front door slams shut and I jump. With shaky hands, I finish wiping the counter down and take a step back, surveying my work.

      Sweat plasters my hair to my face, and I remove one of my gloves to shove it out of my eyes. As his footsteps come closer and closer, my heart begins to beat hard and fast. I know I did everything I was supposed to, but there’s this irrational fear that I missed something, and he’s about to punish me. Not that he needs a reason…

      “Boy!”

      I startle and take a deep breath before turning around. “Sir?”

      “Did you complete all your chores?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He takes his eyes off me to look around the spotless kitchen. “I’ll do an inspection in a moment, but first, I have something for you.” He holds out the box in his arms.

      Hesitantly, I move closer and take the box, forcing myself not to shiver as our hands brush each other. I force a smile and hope I can convincingly pull off this lie. “Thank you, sir. I am very grateful for the gift. This will make so many things easier in the kitchen… Like that cake you like. Perhaps I can make it for you tomorrow?”

      He smiles brightly. “Now that sounds wonderful. Such a good boy.” He reaches out and strokes my cheek. “I’m going to do your inspection, then you can give me a proper thank you.”

      “Yes, sir,” I whisper, anxiety and fear coiling inside me.

      He starts in the kitchen and I stand off to the side, clutching the brand new hand mixer like a lifeline. When he leaves the kitchen to check the rest of the house, I set the box on the counter and take slow, deep breaths.

      Gripping the edge of the counter, I close my eyes and let a few tears fall as my throat tightens and stomach churns. I don’t know what he means by ‘proper thank you’ but I know it won’t be anything good.

      So far, he’s kept his touching to a minimum, and has only fucked me a handful of times, though he always insists on an after-dinner blow job.

      I understand I’m lucky… A humorless laugh escapes my throat. Yeah, I was sold to a fucking creep, but it’s okay, I’m lucky because he doesn’t touch me much… He prefers mind games more than anything, so it’s all okay.

      Body and mind attuned to his, I straighten up and wipe my cheeks and eyes when I hear his footsteps returning. As he walks into the kitchen, I turn back around to face him.

      “Very good, boy.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I think you deserve a reward, after you thank me.”

      I smile like I’m supposed to. “You’re too generous with me, sir.”

      He moves over to me and traces my lips with fat, clammy fingers. My lips part in shock, though thankfully, no sound escapes. “I’m feeling indulgent today, but if you don’t satisfy me… Well, let’s not talk about that now. You’re being so well behaved.”

      He grabs one of my arms and spins me around. “Over the counter, now. I want to demonstrate why I have you work so hard on keeping a clean house…” He forces me down and I brace my arms on the cold tiles as he shoves my pants down.

      My cry of pain as he enters me swiftly urges him on, and I get fucked while staring at my ‘present’.
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      My opponent hits the mat hard, and satisfaction thrums through me at the sound that escapes his throat. When he doesn’t get up, I huff and turn to find someone else. Never mind that I’ve been here for hours already. Beating the shit out of people, even if I can’t do them permanent damage, is saving me from completely losing it.

      Roman has decided to ignore me. He’s also back to wearing nail polish, even though we’re far from done with his training. I watch as he spars in a space not too far from me. His form is excellent, and he’s definitely showing off now as he circles his opponent. Sweat clings to both of them, and every time the other man gets closer, Roman just barely dances away. I can tell by the smirk on his face that he’s doing it on purpose.

      I take in every inch of Roman, lying to myself that I’m making sure he’s remembering his training as he goes up against someone bigger than him, when in actuality, I’m watching as his muscles bunch and shift with every move he makes. He has his shirt off, and while his body isn’t muscle bound, he’s still lean and defined. Pale skin stretches over a flat stomach and hairless chest, the expanse of his torso just begging for my marks…

      “Sir,” Joel’s voice brings me back, and I turn to him. He hands over a phone. “It’s Leandro.”

      He’s the last person to reach out without an important reason, so I quickly grab the phone and bring it to my ear. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Hollis. He needs you.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Handing the phone back to Joel, I turn back to where Roman is currently taking his opponent down. “We’re leaving,” I call out. “Now.”

      Roman looks up with wide green eyes, breathing slightly heavily, sweat plastering his hair to his forehead. “What? Why?”

      “Something’s going on with Hollis, and I’m not leaving you here. Let’s go.” I turn on my heel and make my way out of the training room.

      My men get out of my way, as I stalk through the warehouse we use as a training facility. I’m not exactly sure what they see on my face, but it’s enough that no one bothers to stop to ask me questions.

      When I get to the car, I head to the driver’s side, ignoring Joel as he opens the back door for Roman. I barely let the bodyguard shut his door behind himself before I drive off.

      The ride to the condo takes longer than I'd like, as the training facility is closer to the main house on the outskirts of the city, and nobody in this fucking city knows how to fucking drive. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d shoot every single one of them.

      I don’t bother parking the car when we reach our building, I’ll leave that to Joel or one of the other staff members. Instead, I park as close to the parking garage elevators as I can and jump out.

      Footsteps rush after me, and I look over my shoulder enough to see Roman scrambling to keep up. We don’t have to wait for the elevator as the guard on duty already pushed the button for us as soon as we pulled up.

      Roman hits the button for my floor and I try to take deep breaths as we go up. It’s hard to get my mind to focus. With the secrets of Hollis’s past coming back to haunt him, there are any number of things that could go wrong. I hate the unknown, the variables are too many and it makes it difficult to plan and protect those I need to.

      When we reach my floor, I stride as quickly as possible without flat out running down the hall to the front door. The guards stationed outside open the door quickly when they see me approach.

      “Everything okay, sir?” one asks.

      “Good question,” I respond. “Anything unusual happen today?”

      He shakes his head. “No, sir. Mr. Maddigan received a package and I believe the maid took it in to him as she was here today. Other than that, everything went on as usual. Leandro arrived home from school about forty minutes ago and has yet to leave the apartment again.”

      I nod. “Good, keep me informed,” I order, then stride into the condo, heading straight for Hollis’s office.

      The room is about half the size, maybe a little smaller than the one he has at the main  house. With Hollis’s two desks and Leandro’s one, plus another table for other equipment and a cabinet full of God knows what, the room is rather cramped.

      When I enter the office, Leandro looks over his shoulder and begins backing up from where he was positioned between the door and walkway, blocking my view of where I assume Hollis is on the floor.

      “What happened?” I ask, voice so deadly low, even the apathetic side of Leandro knows to flinch at the sound of it.

      “He started opening a package and then freaked out,” Leandro replies as he moves his chair into the space between the door and his desk, so he can swing around and face me.

      “Do you know what it was?” I ask, as I move into the room and head to where Hollis is sitting on the floor, Boston laying over his lap. I don’t know if she’s trying to protect or comfort him, but he has one hand buried in her fur, and despite her being for Leandro, I’m grateful she’s proving to be a comfort for Hollis too.

      “No idea, he didn’t get the wrapping all the way off before dropping to the floor.”

      Crouching in front of Hollis, I reach for his face, and Boston growls. “Easy, I’m a friend.” Upon hearing two of her command words, she relaxes again. I cup Hollis’s tear-streaked cheek and turn his face to mine. “You with me, Tesoro?”

      Hollis opens his mouth, but no sound comes out. I don’t even think he’s seeing me, his dark eyes are unfocused despite meeting mine.

      “Call your dog, Leandro.”

      “Boston, to me.”

      The dog perks up at the command from her handler, but looks up at Hollis and whines. I run a hand over her back. “It’s okay, go.”

      Leandro calls her again, and though she hesitates, her training was too good to ignore a direct order, especially when there’s no active danger to protect against.

      With the dog out of the way, I pull Hollis to me. He collapses against my chest and I wrap my arms around him.

      Carefully, I urge him to stand with me and then scoop him into my arms, holding him close. The boys are nowhere to be seen when I turn and stride out of the office, Hollis clutched tight to me.

      I carry him straight to our room and lay him on the bed. He doesn’t let me go, so I lower myself onto the bed, careful to not squish him, but I cover most of his body with my own.
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        * * *

      

      When Hollis finally moves away, I’m the one pulling him closer.

      “I’m okay, love,” he says in a small voice.

      Pulling back enough to see his face, I assess his expression for a moment. “What happened, Hol?”

      He sucks in a breath. “He found me, Tennant.”

      Everything in me freezes, and it’s not until Hollis whimpers that I realize my grip on him has tightened too much.

      “Shit, sorry.” I bring one of his hands up and kiss it in apology. “Explain, please.”

      “I… Only H knows the whole truth. He helped me…after I escaped. V knows enough so they could keep tabs on him, but they’ve never asked and I never volunteered answers. I’m sure they’ve done their own digging, but I'd rather live in ignorance.” He closes his eyes. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      “I know, but this isn’t going to make me think any differently of you, Tesoro. You’re still the light in this bloodstained life of mine. No matter what you did, or what happened to you in the past.”

      Those dark soulful eyes of his open and more tears fall. “God, I love you. And the next person to call you emotionless will find themselves answering to me. You’re better, kinder, more loving towards me than anyone else in my entire life.”

      I want to scoff and brush his words off, but I can see he really needs this—needs me. Just because I don’t and can’t understand the way he feels, doesn’t mean I can deny the truth of them.

      My comfort isn’t important right now, so whatever he needs from me, is what I’ll give him.

      “You’re mine, Hol. That won’t change. Ever. Nothing and nobody can come between us.”

      “Even if…”

      “Especially if I get something going with Roman. That will never change us.”

      Hollis surges forward and presses his lips to mine, kissing me gently. “I love you. And it’s because I love you that I can do this.” He takes another breath and moves closer, burning his face in my shirt and holding me close.

      “My father was a gambler. Major debt, and surprise, surprise, he pissed off the wrong people. Couldn’t pay his debts. So, guess what he did? He fucking sold off his son.” Hollis pushes away from me and sits up, threading his hands through his hair. In an angry tone he asks, “You wanna know how much money he owed? Five hundred thousand. Know how much money I had in my account from doing hacking jobs on the dark web? Three hundred.”

      He lets out a humorless laugh and says, “Do you know what it feels like to know your father sold you out for money you could have made like that?” He snaps his fingers. “If he wasn’t such a piece of shit. If he just listened to me, I would have given him everything I had. It wouldn’t have taken me long to get the other two hundred thousand. I was damn good at my job, even as a teenager.”

      I believe that. Hollis is scary good at hacking. I’ve seen the types of jobs he pulls in now, and that’s after years of practice, so I can believe that a teenage Hollis was as good as he claims.

      “Long story short, he gave me to the people he owed money to, who then sold me to this creepy old dude, Mr. Thommilson. Wasn’t really thrilled about being sold. I was seventeen, for fuck’s sake. But he was…nice. Didn’t do much to me except look. Sometimes touch, but that was it. I got off lucky, and don’t,”—he says vehemently, and glances at me—“say otherwise. I understand what it was, that it was wrong and shouldn’t have happened. I know that. But, you know what? He was eighty-years-old and would tell me stories sometimes about how he wished he was younger. He would tell me about the other boys he had, what he would do to them… I was his sixth boy. I was also his oldest. He liked a certain age range, but he knew he wouldn’t live long, so he chose me because he didn’t want to die alone.”

      Tears fall steadily down his face, and he removes his glasses to wipe his eyes. I reach for him but he pulls away. “Let me finish this,” he says.

      After a few minutes, he puts his glasses back in place and looks at me. “When he died…I had nowhere to go, and I don’t know how they knew, but they did. Maybe the butler called or something. Or they had a deal in place with Mr. Thommilson before his death. Whatever it was, they came and collected me from our… From the bed we shared.

      “They sold me again, and even though I was eighteen by then, I still looked young. This time I was sold to a bastard named Gerald Bradley. He…he treated me like a… I guess, prize. He touched me, fucked and violated me. It was mostly sweet in a creepy way. He liked to fuck with my head. Those first few weeks, he would be sweet and then…not. He conditioned me to be what he wanted me to be.

      “I spent two years with him. I escaped about two months after I turned twenty. At that point, he wanted… He was training me to be like him, so we… H–he wanted to buy someone else and for us to share him.”

      Hollis breaks down and lets me sweep him into my arms. “It’s so fucked up, Ten. I hate him so much. The things he did, the way he acted… He wasn’t overtly cruel, but then he didn’t have to be. He conditioned me to follow his orders, and for the most part, I did. I… It would have been easier if he beat me. Instead, he’d lock me in a room and…and leave the house.”

      “How can you be okay with the games we play? The things I do to you?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not real. I know it’s not real.” He pulls back to look at me. “Do you know how many times I wished he’d kill me? How many times I thought about doing it myself? I’d be cooking his dinner and think ‘I could do it now, just take my own life’. But I was a coward and never went through with it.”

      “No, Hol. No. You are not, and never have been, a coward. You are the strongest person I know. It takes immense and incredible strength to survive something like that and continue on. You’re here, with me, and living as well as you can. If you tell me it’s not a trigger for you, then I will kidnap you as often as possible, and show you how much I need you in my life. You are vital to me, Hollis Maddigan. You hear that? So damn needed and wanted, it’s probably unhealthy, but that’s okay. I won’t tell my therapist.”

      He lets out a watery laugh at that. “You’re crazy.”

      “I absolutely am, and I have a trip to inpatients to prove it.”

      He snorts. “So, yeah, that’s my story. Not the nitty gritty details, but you get the idea.”

      “I do. Is…is that why you let me do and say all those things to you, but draw the line at any mental games?”

      He nods. “I know it sounds crazy. When we play, it’s…well, I am about eighty percent sure you won’t murder me, so I know it’s all a mental game. But when I feel your hands around my throat, or your knife against my dick, it’s different. When you threaten to murder me? That’s acceptable. But if you threatened to leave me?” He shakes his head. “I couldn’t do that. That’s a hard limit for me. Like I said, he didn’t beat me, but he’d leave me locked in a room and leave the house. Sometimes, it’d only be for a few hours, but one time it was…four days? Five? That time period is fuzzy. I was scared out of my mind. I thought I was going to die in that damp, cold room, all alone.

      “It was at that moment that I remembered Mr. Thommilson. And how he only got me because he didn’t want to die alone… I–I can’t be alone, Ten. I know that is incredibly needy, but if… If you ever get tired of me, just kill me, please. Don’t abandon me.”

      “You’re stuck with me, Hol. You have been since that very first job.”

      That earns me a small smile. “Good,” he whispers.

      “So, what was the package? You really think that bastard sent it?”

      He nods. “I know he did. He used to… Whenever he’d buy something, whether it be for the house or me personally, he’d make me ‘thank’ him. The first thing he ever bought was an electric hand mixer… That’s what he sent. Same fucking color too.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” I say in a calm voice, a contradiction to the maelstrom churning inside me.

      “Not if I get there first,” Hollis replies.

      I give him a smile. “We can share. But either way, he will pay for his crimes.”
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      I leave Hollis in our bed after a long, restless night. Nightmare after nightmare, flashbacks and panic attacks made for very little sleep, a lot of tears, and growing helplessness. I don’t like feeling so powerless. My position affords me the ability to tackle any problem head on, usually before they become an issue.

      I can’t do that for Hollis, and if it weren’t for him clinging to me and needing my comfort, I probably would have found some trouble to get into during the night. Except, I told him I wouldn’t leave him, and though that’s not what he meant, I don’t go back on my word.

      As he sleeps, finally peaceful, I leave the room, determined to head to the building’s gym to work off some of my pent up aggression and frustration. I don’t expect to run into Roman. He’s coming out of Leandro’s bedroom as I carefully close the door to my own.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He stares at me blankly. “Leandro needed me. He won’t admit it, but seeing the person who helped raise him so…lost, it does things to you. It’s not like he can go to you for help. You’re just as clueless as he is when it comes to feelings.”

      I scoff. “I understand just fine that you’re irritating as fuck.”

      He laughs, dark and low. “You’re such a prickly bastard. I’m starting to wonder what Hollis even sees in you.”

      I move closer, crowding him against the wall. “Do not speak of things you don’t understand, little prince.”

      He lifts his chin and meets my gaze. “It’s the truth. Hollis is kind and warm, and maybe a little odd at times, but you’re…you. I don’t get it.”

      I tilt my head to the side, trying to figure out if he’s being a little shit on purpose, or he really is curious about how Hollis and I work as a couple.

      “Yet you gambled with death and kissed me.”

      His breath hitches. “I didn’t say I was smart.”

      Leaning in, I lower my head to speak directly into his ear. “On the contrary. I think you’re smarter than anyone knows. I can see through your act, Roman.”

      His voice trembles as he responds. “Oh, you think you can?”

      Tucking my fingers under his chin, I lift his head a little and brush my lips across his cheek. “Yes.”

      I kiss him then, slow and deep, denying him every time he tries to take control, until he gives up and clings to me.

      Pushing him into the wall, I trap him there, running my hands down his sides and lifting the bottom of his shirt so I can touch skin. He groans and tears his lips from mine, his hands unclenching from my shirt and gently pushing me back.

      “Wait,” he pants. His green eyes are dark and full of need. “What about Hollis? I…this…we need to talk. I…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you the first time. I wasn’t thinking clearly, but this…”

      “Hush. I understand. But he knows.” I chuckle lowly. “Did you really think I’d keep this from him? We talked the night everything happened, and again when I returned.”

      “I… Really?”

      “Yes.” I press a hard kiss to his beautiful, sweet mouth. “When he’s in a better headspace, we can all sit down and discuss it. But know this, Roman, if you choose to go down this path, you will be mine. I don’t share with anyone except my lover. And he’s a possessive fucker, so tread carefully. If you want to do this, you’re either all in or out.”

      His chest rises and falls rapidly as he takes in my words. “It can’t be that easy.”

      I smile. “Only if we want it to be.”

      “And do you?”

      All expression leaves my face as I stare down at him. “I kissed you, didn’t I? I told my very possessive, will kill a bitch over me, lover about you. I don’t think it’s a question of if I want you or not, little prince.” Leaning back in, I whisper, “It’s what I’m going to do to you once I have you… Now that’s the question you should be asking.”

      He sucks in a breath and I smirk at him, before backing off…and walking away.
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      I stay plastered against the wall as I wait for my heart rate to return to normal and my dick to go down. My body trembles as I take a few deep breaths. This…isn’t what I expected.

      Kissing Tennant the other night was impulsive. It was weeks of pent up frustration at him for trying to run my life and break me down, plus the blooming attraction the longer we spent around one another, and the more he pushed me around.

      I didn’t think about the implications of my actions. Hearing him say he spoke to Hollis about what happened… That he’s apparently okay with Ten and I… It’s almost too much for me to handle.

      I want to tuck in my tail and run back to Leandro’s room, but my stomach reminds me I was on my way to make breakfast when I ran into Tennant. So, taking a deep breath, I put on my big boy pants and head into the kitchen.

      Tennant is sitting at the island, cup of coffee in front of him as he types on his phone. “Don’t bother cooking,” he says without looking up. “We’re all going to the main house soon for a meeting.”

      I head to the coffee pot as I ask, “About what happened yesterday?”

      “Yes. Your dads need to know, because it’s clear that bastard knows one of Hollis’s locations, which means it’s not safe for any of us right now.”

      I nod in agreement. If this person knows where Hollis is, then there’s no telling what else they know about him. Any sane person would know to back off.  Getting tangled up with the Amatos isn’t on many people’s bucket lists, but if this asshole is messing with Hollis? It already proves they’re not all there in the head. I'd rather go up against Tennant any day, as opposed to Hollis. The hacker may look unassuming, but he will fuck your life up, if given the chance, and he doesn’t even have to leave his office to do so.

      “Go wake Leandro, please. I’d like to get out of here in thirty minutes or less.”

      I stare at him. “It’d be easier to carry his ass out of here.” He is not a morning person.

      Tennant meets my gaze and I sigh, knowing I’m not going to win with him.

      I pour another mug of coffee and head back to Leandro’s room. Boston raises her head, and when she sees it’s me, she climbs to her feet and bounds over, tongue hanging out of her mouth.

      “Move, please,” I tell her, trying to walk around her. The dog—still a puppy—despite having graduated from her training program, manages to trip over herself as she dances around my legs, and then I trip over her.

      “Motherfucker!” I curse as I almost drop one of the coffee mugs.

      “What are you doing?” Leandro asks from his nest of blankets.

      I step over Boston and finally make my way to the bed. “Your dog is trying to kill me. Here, coffee. Ten wants us to leave for the main house soon, so you need to get up.”

      He whines and pulls the blankers higher over his head. “I'd rather not.”

      I set the coffee down on the nightstand and climb onto the bed, tugging the blanket down. “Too bad you don’t get a choice.”

      “That’s unfair.”

      “Tough shit. It’s about Hollis. If I know my dads, and I do, they’ll probably try to make everyone stay at the main house until whatever is going on is resolved.”

      “What even is going on? So he got a package and freaked out, that’s not the weirdest thing to happen this week.”

      Leandro sits up and leans against the headboard, holding out his hand, so I reach over and grab his coffee for him.

      “I have no clue. Ten said something about “that bastard”, but fuck knows if I’m supposed to know who that is. I’m assuming that’s going to be discussed as well.”

      “Must be pretty big if Hollis lost his shit, he’s usually more collected than that.”

      I hum in agreement and pick up my coffee. Before I take a sip, I say, “Tennant kissed me, again.”

      “Well you’re still alive, so I’m assuming you didn’t punch him.”

      I laugh. “I kissed him back, idiot.”

      “And?”

      “What do you want me to say? It wasn’t a fluke. I still want him, maybe even more so after he said Hollis not only knew about us, but apparently, gave his fucking blessing.”

      “Really? I thought for sure you were going to end up as a missing person when he found out.”

      I glare at him. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Tennant may be the one without morals, but Hollis is definitely the possessive one.”

      “I’m not sure what to do about it. I… We can’t actually do anything about this attraction, can we?”

      “Don’t see why not. It’s mutual, and you’re all consenting adults. If you don’t want to do anything with him, then don’t. And if you do, then figure your shit out. I'd rather not hear you waffle about it—way too much angst for me.”

      “Some best friend you are.”

      He shrugs. “Didn’t say I was a good one. I can pretend to care about your feelings, if you want?”

      I shake my head. “Please, don’t.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      There’s a knock on the bedroom door and Leandro calls out, “Come in!”

      Tennant pops his head in and glares at us. “Can you follow one simple direction, Roman? Both of you get up, we’re leaving in ten minutes. You can have your gossip session, or whatever the fuck this is, at the main house.”

      “Can we drink our coffee first?” I ask, just to be a shit.

      “I will drag you out of here by your hair, Roman. Ten minutes.” He slams the door behind him.

      “Well, whatever you choose, I suggest you make the decision quickly,” Leandro tells me as he transfers from the bed to his chair.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Seriously?” He stops in the doorway to the bathroom and looks over his shoulder to glare at me. “That was like a thirty second exchange, and I could feel the tension between you two.”

      I snort. “That was nothing!”

      “Exactly. Figure your shit out, Roman. I'd rather not have to watch the stupidity that comes with dancing around whatever it is between you.” He shuts the bathroom door behind him and I huff, rolling his words around in my head.
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      I’m a mess. It’s not easy for me to admit that. I pride myself on being unflappable. I’m with Tennant, for fuck’s sake. If I were easily scared, my relationship would have ended before it even got started.

      But this…this is entirely different. I always knew he’d try to find me one day. I just didn’t ever think he’d actually succeed. It makes me sick to my stomach, and as I sit across from Cristian and Carter Amato, the feeling intensifies. There’s absolutely no way I can tell them everything. Not because I don’t trust them, but it was hard enough opening up to Ten as much as I did, and that wasn’t even the whole of it.

      Tennant, for his part, is being very loving and understanding right now. While any other person would soak the feeling in, it’s leaving me unnerved. If he thinks I need special care and attention, then I probably look the way I feel inside—as if I’m seconds away from breaking apart.

      “And you’re certain the “gift” was from Mr. Bradley?” Cristian asks.

      “One hundred percent. Only two people, aside from him and myself, know about the significance of the mixer, and one of them is Tennant.”

      Carter speaks up. “You’re certain the other person wouldn’t send it to mess with your head?”

      I shake my head. “Absolutely not. H…he’s the one who helped me after the fact. We’re family, not by blood, but in every other sense of the word.”

      “It’s concerning that you were so easily found,” Cristian says. “I’m going to assume Hollis isn’t your original name.”

      I grimace. “No, I killed the person I was a long time ago. I…” Sucking in a breath, I close my eyes for a moment before meeting Cristian’s gaze head on. “Only H knew who I was associated with. He’s a lot of things, but he's not suicidal enough to think he could go up against the Amato Family. Besides, as I said, we’re brothers. But he isn’t the only person who knew where I was staying. Another acquaintance, V, knew where to find me; they only had the address to the condo,” I reassure them. “Unless V discovered who owns the building—which should be impossible, as you did well covering your tracks and placing it under multiple shell corporations—they wouldn’t know about our association. Which means this location is still secure.”

      “You’re assuming this V person sold you out?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. He…he’s not great at technology. It’s been twelve years since I last saw him, so maybe that’s changed, but I don’t believe so. Only V and H knew who I was before. They’re the ones who helped me shed my old self. Though H is the one who made sure that who I was before died and stayed dead. I’m not ashamed to admit that he’s a better hacker than I am. Of the three of us, V is the least skillful, though they still have quite a name on the dark web.

      “I don’t know how, if this was always planned or if he somehow caught up to them, or what… But the only way that bastard would be able to connect who I was with who I am now, is if someone told him. I…I’ve been betrayed.”

      Tears fall, though I try to hold them back. I’m not afraid to cry, not even in front of my Boss, but I am so fucking sick of tears.

      “If we have a leak, we need to plug it,” Cristian says.

      “I’ll have it taken care of,” I reply in a hard voice. He raises an eyebrow and I smile, explaining, “H is independent, but also does a lot of contract work for some assassins. One in particular, is very good at his job. I’ll see if H can hook me up with, if not the one I want, then someone else. They’ll be able to extract V and bring them to us.”

      Cristian watches me steadily as he asks, “You wouldn’t have the assassin kill them?”

      I shake my head. “We need answers. I’m sure whoever I hire would be happy to do the interrogation, but we can handle that ourselves.”

      “We can handle the extraction too,” Carter points out.

      “Yes, but I don’t think your husband wants to step on the Jiménez Cartel’s toes. Not when we just made a deal with their competitors.”

      “True,” Tennant says. “My men could slip into Mexico easily enough, but carrying a person over the border? That would require connections, to make sure nothing goes wrong. An assassin or mercenary would have an easier time pulling it off.”

      “Very well. This is your past, Hollis. I’ll allow you to run the operation as you see fit.”

      “Thank you, Boss.”

      He nods and looks off to the side where Leandro and Roman are listening in. “Everyone will stay here at the main house until the issue is resolved. No arguments.” He speaks in a no nonsense tone that has me straightening up in my chair.

      I had a feeling this was coming. While I don’t agree with it, I will abide by the rules. Knowing that fucking bastard knows where I live? No, it’s safer here.

      “I am sorry for this,” I say, shaking my head. “This is why I resisted Tennant for so long, though I wanted him long before we met face to face. My past… It’s not pretty. I wouldn’t wish it—wish him—on anyone.”

      “It’s not your fault, Tesoro.” Tennant reaches for my hand, and I cling to the lifeline he offers.

      “But it’s my mess affecting you all now,” I protest.

      “All our pasts are messy,” Carter says. “No one here expects anyone’s past to be rainbows and butterflies. Life sucks.” He stares at me with dark blue eyes that hold years worth of pain. “I know what it’s like when your past comes back to haunt you. It might not be the same, but we survived then and we’ll get through this now. You’re not alone, Hollis.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, throat thick with emotion.

      “If there’s nothing else,” Cristian says, “It might be best if you get started on contacting your friend, Hollis. Get the ball rolling on this.”

      “Yes, Boss.” I release Tennant’s hand and stand.

      I want to say thank you, but I know they’ll brush it off. These hardened mafia men accepted me into their family so easily three years ago, and now they’re willing to do whatever it takes to keep me safe, without even being asked.

      There’s not enough thanks in the world to show my appreciation. The only thing I can do is offer my hacking abilities for as long as they’ll have me.

      Dismissed, I leave Cristian’s office for my own, Tennant hot on my heels.
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      Once the door to Hollis’s office closes behind us, I shove him against it.

      “I need to get into contact with H, Ten.”

      “It can wait a minute.”

      “No, it can’t!” He fights me, trying to wiggle out of my grasp.

      Pinning both hands above his head, I press my body into his, trapping him. “Yes, it can. You’re safe here, Hol. I need you to take a breath and think rationally for me.”

      “I don’t have time for your bullshit, Tennant.”

      I squeeze his wrists together. “It’s not a request, Tesoro.”

      He spits, and without thinking, I react, hitting him across the face, color instantly blooming across his pale cheek. Everything stops for a moment as we stare at one another.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “I’m sorry, love.”

      I kiss him, first his lips, then his cheek. “It’s okay, Tesoro. I know it’s stressful at the moment. I shouldn’t have pushed.”

      He shakes his head. “You have got to stop being so damn sweet, Ten. I neither deserve nor want it.”

      Stroking my fingers across his red cheek, I reply, “How can I be anything but what you need? I’m not as good at mimicking as Leandro is, but I don’t have to be. You fuck with my insides, Hol. You make me want to do all kinds of things to and for you. Including treating you how an emotionally competent person would.”

      “I don’t need that. I need you, just as you are.”

      “Taking care of you is part of who I am, Tesoro. So deal with it.”

      He lifts his chin. “Kiss me.”

      It’s easy to dip my head and press a kiss to his lips. He tries to arch into me, and I press my hips into his, keeping him in place. I kiss him slow and deep, exploring his mouth with my tongue and wishing we had time for more than this.

      “Go do what you need to,” I tell him as I step back, letting go of his wrists.

      Hollis looks down at his skin for a moment before saying, “I’m probably going to have bruises.”

      “Good. I like having my mark on you.”

      He looks up and rolls his eyes. “You’re crazy.”

      “You like it too, Tesoro.”

      Hollis sighs and moves past me to his desk. “Go mark up Roman now.”

      “I told him this morning that the three of us need to talk. I think reality has hit, and he’s worried he’s overstepped his place.”

      “He did.” Hollis glances at me. “But I’m not mad about it. We can talk later. Go now, I have to work.”

      “So bossy, but I’ll leave you to it.”

      Outside the office, I turn to Hollis’s guard. “You don’t leave his side, understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I nod and head back to Cristian’s office, not bothering to knock. Cristian is the only one in the room and I shut the door firmly behind me. “I’m going to kill him.”

      Dark eyes meet mine. “I didn’t expect anything less. I would do the same for Carter. But I will ask one thing: be smart about this, Tennant. I know you want to protect your lover, and to get revenge for whatever he suffered, but you cannot be reckless. It won’t do Hollis any good if you end up hurt because you let your obsession with bloodshed guide you.”

      “Two very different sides of me are at war right now, Cris. I want nothing more than to go down to Mexico and find the person who betrayed him, then rip them limb from fucking limb. But the more…rational side understands the need to wait. I won’t lie to you, I may need your assistance once we get our hands on V. In order to get the information we want, I shouldn’t be left alone with them.”

      “Understood.”

      And I know he does. Cristian, better than everyone else, understands how hard I’ve worked to curb my impulses. To suppress the need to act without thought, to not let the rage and bloodlust guide me. It’s the more logical side of my nature that allows me to be what the Family needs, to be calculating and to do my job well.

      We both understand the implications if I don’t fight my baser nature.

      “I will be there for you, Tennant. Until then, you still have a job to do, so go do that.”

      “Yes, sir.” I smirk.

      Cristian sighs. “Get out of my office.”
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      My back hits the mat and I groan. Enzo stands over me and holds out a hand. Taking it, I allow him to pull me up, unable to hide my grunt of discomfort as the world spins a bit when I stand.

      “I told you not to do it,” Benji says from his place against the wall.

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      Both of the bodyguards laugh and I scowl.

      “Just because you got one over on the boss, once,” Enzo says, “doesn’t mean anything. We’ve been trained to protect you for almost twenty years now.”

      “Exactly,” I bitch. “You’re both old. I should be able to take you down easily.”

      “It’s that arrogance that’s going to get you killed, little prince.”

      Spinning around, I find him leaning against the wall, just beside the entrance to the training room. “Don’t you have anything else to do?”

      He pushes away from the wall and makes his way over. “Did it already. Thought I’d track you down so we could have our talk.”

      My body flushes, and I hope everyone assumes it’s from the workout and not his words.

      “How do you know I’m not busy?”

      He smirks and steps in closer, lowering his voice as he says, “Because I just watched you get thrown around for the past twenty minutes. And while I highly enjoyed it, so much so that I think I’d like a turn, but first, we need to talk.”

      My pulse skyrockets and I swallow hard. “I need to get cleaned up.”

      “You do that.”

      Taking a step away from him, lest I do something stupid like kiss him, I turn back to my bodyguards. “Thank you both for indulging me. I think we need to do it more often. Clearly, I need to work on my skills.”

      Enzo looks between Tennant and me, and I pray he doesn’t come to the correct conclusion—there’s a reason he’s the head of my guard detail. If anyone can sniff it out, it’ll be him.

      “It wouldn’t be a bad idea, if Mr. Mason agrees,” Enzo responds neutrally.

      “My goal these past few weeks has been to continue his training, and to help him grow stronger. I don’t have any objections. For now, go get a shower and change, we have some unfinished business to attend to.”
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      I’m trying to run a comb through my hair, but I end up throwing it into the sink after the billionth time, forgetting that my finger is still technically out of commission. The stitches will hopefully be removed soon. But, at this point, I’m irritated enough to think he should have just cut the whole damn finger off.

      Giving up on my hair, I study my outfit, making sure the dark red skirt is straight, all the pleats laying how they’re supposed to. I debate changing my shirt, but the white crop top pairs well with the skirt.

      Stop fucking trying so hard. Scolding myself, I leave the bathroom, refusing to give any more thought to my appearance.

      Tennant and Hollis’s suite is at the opposite end of the hall from my bedroom. On quick feet, hoping to avoid running into either of my fathers, I make my way to their room. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d probably run. But the last thing I need is for the guard on duty to spy me on the cameras and sound the alarm, thinking something is wrong.

      With shaky hands and a racing heart, I knock on their door. Hollis opens it, his smile helps set me at ease.

      He steps back and I take a deep breath before walking in. The door clicking shut behind me causes me to jump.

      “Relax.” Hollis sets a hand on my back and gently guides me to the sofa in the sitting room.

      “It’s hard to relax when I have no clue what’s about to happen.”

      “If I was going to kill you,” Tennant says as he comes out of the bedroom. “I would have done it back at the club the other night.”

      “That’s not very reassuring,” I remark, taking a seat on the sofa.

      “I didn’t know that’s what you were looking for,” he replies.

      Tennant and Hollis take a seat across from me, the hacker curling up and leaning into Tennant’s side. I watch with a bit of…envy. I’m not jealous per se, but the desire to have the freedom to just take what liberties I want with Ten is strong.

      Clearing my throat, I focus on Tennant. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Us, of course.”

      “There is no us.”

      “But there can be.”

      I shake my head. “You make it sound so easy.”

      “Why does it need to be difficult?” Hollis asks.

      “Because he’s Tennant! Everything is fucking difficult with him. He plays mind games and fucks with people for fun. Not only that, but he’s my dad’s right-hand man, his best friend, the person he trusts the most with me. I doubt that leads to fucking me. And he’s with you! How are you okay with this?”

      Hollis leans forward and looks me directly in the eye. “Because he wouldn’t have kissed you if he wasn’t serious. Maybe it was spontaneous, and neither of you were seriously looking at the other that way, but I know Tennant. He would have pushed you away if it wasn’t what he really wanted. That tells me he’s serious about you. What am I supposed to do? Tell him no? Sure, I can keep him all to myself, and if you were anyone else, if this was any other situation, I would. I’d have no remorse about ending your life, if I thought you were making unwanted moves on my partner, but you’re not. I’m not going to analyze it.

      “If you want to continue kissing Tennant, or fucking him, then you’re just going to have to accept that we’re a package deal  and I'm okay with this. We can go on and on in circles about what’s right and wrong, and if this is something that should actually happen, but what’s the point? Unless you feel you need to be talked out of wanting Tennant, that’s a whole other thing. Is that it? Do you not want this?”

      I look between them, my thoughts going a million miles an hour. It’d be so easy to say yes, to back out, head to my own room and lock myself in. But if I’m being honest with myself, now that the door has been opened to the possibility of having more with the last person I should ever want…how can I possibly say no?

      “I don’t understand it, but do we need to? You can’t help who you’re attracted to, who you connect with.”

      My heart pounds as Hollis’s words hit the heart of the subject. But my doubts refuse to let go. “This may all be a fluke anyway. Just some pent up need and aggression, and once we get it out of our systems, everything will go back to normal.”

      Tennant stands and crosses the distance between us. He holds out his hand and I take it. He pulls me up, encasing me in his embrace and my breath catches in my throat as a sense of safety like I’ve never known before washes over me.

      Tilting my head up, I meet his lips. The kiss is hard and demanding, neither one of us conceding to the other. Tennant’s grip on me becomes painful and I gasp into his mouth.

      “I’m going to mark you,” he says, one hand sliding up my body until he reaches my throat. His fingers wrap around my neck and he squeezes, not nearly enough to cut off my oxygen, but the threat is there, and it sends a shiver down my spine. “Everyone will know who you belong to, little prince.”

      I stop him before he kisses me again. “No… We can’t tell my dad. Not yet.” Preferably not ever but if this does go somewhere, that’s not an option. “We don’t know what this is yet. I don’t want to worry him if it’s unnecessary.”

      Tennant’s eyes go hard and that blank mask of his drops into place. “I’m not lying to him.”

      I back out his hold and cross my arms. “It’s not lying. Why would I tell my dad about my sex life? He doesn’t need to know. If this thing between us goes anywhere, then we’ll broach the subject.”

      Tennant shakes his head. “Is this just about sex for you?” He tilts his head, voice going low and dangerous. “If it is then I suggest you leave now, little prince. I don’t do casual. Hollis was correct in saying that I wouldn’t have kissed you had I not been serious. We,” he stresses the word. “Are serious about seeing what develops here. If you’re not, the door is right over there.”

      My mind spins, and I look between where Tennant stands in front of me and Hollis sits on the sofa. The two of them couldn’t be more different. Tennant exudes a dangerous aura, one that tells you to proceed cautiously.

      Hollis, on the other hand, looks relaxed, his dark eyes are focused on me, and I know he’s soaking up every word. He seems unassuming, but I know he’s not all talk. If he truly thought I’d try to come between him and Tennant… Well, I’m not sure anyone could stop him from taking me out.

      I sit down on the sofa, hating how Tennant looms over me, but I need a moment to get my shit together. This is all far more than I expected when I kissed Ten behind that club.

      What they’re offering me now? I don’t know if I can take it. There’s no doubt about me wanting it, but…for fuck’s sake, how am I supposed to take the risk?

      “You don’t have to have all the answers now.” Hollis’s words break through my downward spiral.

      “Doesn’t seem like that from my position.”

      He gets up, nudges Tennant out of the way, and crouches down in front of me. “I’m sorry if it’s too fast, but if we don’t lay all the cards on the table now, that leaves room for miscommunication and unnecessary hurt. If you need time, Roman, that's understandable. But know that it doesn’t change the fact you belong to us. Until you say otherwise, you’re ours.”

      I scowl. “I’m not property. I might have allowed Tennant to toss me around, but just because I get off on it, doesn’t mean you can order me around all the time. You won’t strip me of my individualism.”

      Hollis smiles. “No, that’s not the goal. But that doesn’t mean you don’t belong to us. I might be willing to share Tennant with you, but that’s the exception, not the rule. We. Don’t. Share.”

      I lean forward until we’re just a hair’s breadth apart. It wouldn’t take much to lean forward and kiss him. “Too bad I didn’t agree to anything yet.”

      Hollis’s lips ghost across my own as he says, “You will.”
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        ROMAN

      

      
        Come to my room. We’re going out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LEANDRO

      

      
        ...are we?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ROMAN

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Throwing my phone onto the bed, after connecting to the speakers in my bedroom, as opposed to the rest of the house, I head into the bathroom. Stripping off my shirt, I rewet my hair and force it into some semblance of order. The dark waves still fall across my forehead, but with the amount of product I’ve used, it’s deliberate rather than how it fell naturally after my shower.

      I don’t have time to touch up my nails, so I put on makeup instead. I make sure my eyeliner is dark and thick, making my green eyes stand out. My lipstick matches my blood red fingernails, and I think it’s a nice touch.

      “Is there a reason why you’re half naked and blasting Imagine Dragons?” Leandro asks, as he appears in the doorway.

      “I told you, we’re going out,” I reply, turning to my closet.

      He follows me into the walk-in. “What do you mean by out?”

      “I mean, that stupid jock from my accounting class invited me to a frat party, and we’re going.”

      Leandro’s silence has me turning to face him. “You’re serious,” he says slowly when our gazes connect.

      “Absolutely.”

      “You don’t do parties. Not only that, Tennant is going to have a bitch fit because it’s a security nightmare, and I can’t take Boston to a frat party.”

      “Leave her here. We’ll take one guard each. It’ll be fine. What Tennant doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      I pull a new crop top from the rack, this one matches my lips and nails. I switch my skirt out for a leather one that would give both my fathers an aneurysm, if they ever see me in it—it’s that short.

      Dressed, I look through my clothes for a pair of skintight jeans for Leandro to wear. He’s broader than I am, but I’m an inch or two taller, and pants wise, we’re the same size. Selecting a shirt in a deep purple color, that shouldn’t be too tight on him, I toss the garments his way.

      “Get dressed, I’ll organize the guards and then do your hair.”

      “Why are you dragging me into this asinine plan of yours?”

      “Because your dads think they can own me or some bullshit like that,” I reply, slipping past him as he moves backwards out of the closet. “I haven’t agreed to anything with them, yet they had the audacity to say I was ‘theirs’. Like hell I’m going to be relegated to someone’s property. Hollis was all “we don’t share”, and tried to make it seem like I should be grateful they’re willing to break their rules for me. Fuck that. I should feel privileged because he’s ‘allowing’ Tennant to have me? No, sorry, doesn’t work like that.”

      It might be irrational. I know how possessive and territorial Hollis is, my fathers are the same way, but like hell am I going to let them say shit like that to me. I’m worth more than that.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Benji asks as he parks the car.

      No. “Yes,” I reply, not waiting for him to get out and open my door for me as protocol dictates.

      Both Benji and Leandro’s guard, Anthony, scramble to follow me out of the car. I wait just long enough for Leandro to get situated before taking off down the sidewalk. We had to park three blocks over from the house, but that doesn’t matter to me. A small thrill courses through my veins at the freedom tonight represents.

      “I urge you both to stay close,” Benji says as we walk.

      Rolling my eyes, I try not to let annoyance ruin the lightness I feel. I understand the reasons he’s saying that, it’s why we brought the guards. I could have easily snuck out the house alone, if I wanted to, but I wasn’t keen on coming by myself, and Leandro isn’t exactly inconspicuous. So, instead of making a big deal and getting our parents involved, I organized protection for us.

      I’m sure we’ll get shit for taking off without a word, but at least we didn’t completely break the rules.

      “We’ll be on our best behavior,” I assure him.

      When we get to the frat house, the meathead who’s been not so subtly flirting with me is on the front porch—because, of course he is. He leaps over the railing, as if that’s going to impress me, and makes his way across the lawn.

      “I’m glad you made it!” He’s all smiles and stupid, floppy blond hair.

      He crushes me to him in an unexpected hug, and I want nothing more than to pull a gun and shoot him for having the audacity.

      “Come on,” he says after pulling away. “Let’s get you and your…friends,” he eyes Benji and Anthony, “Drinks.”

      “There are stairs,” Leandro points out in a flat voice.

      “No worries,” he—Brendan, I have to remind myself he has an actual name—says. “We got you.” He turns to the guys on the porch. “Yo, come help a bro out!”

      Three more jocks join us and they move toward Leandro. Anthony steps in front of him, an impenetrable wall. One of the jocks takes a brave step forward. “We’re just gonna help get him onto the porch, dude. No bad touching, swear.”

      “Come on, Roman. You know we don’t roll like that. You guys are safe with us,” Brendan says in a whiny voice.

      I’m aware of the looks we’re getting as people arriving at the party stop and stare, along with those still on the porch. I sigh.

      “Leandro?”

      “Let’s get this over with. Anthony?”

      The guard looks back at Leandro, to confirm his orders, before moving out of the way. But he hovers as the jocks lift Leandro—chair and all—and carry him up the porch steps.

      The jocks and our guards cut us a path through the throng of people, and we end up in the kitchen. Brendan offers us drinks and I agree, watching carefully as he fills the cups. I don’t think he’s stupid enough to drug us, but you never know.

      “Do you dance?” Brendan asks, moving closer to be heard over the thumping music.

      “I need a lot more alcohol for that,” I reply before taking a large gulp of my drink. The cheap beer makes me grimace but I down it anyway, letting Brendan take the cup to refill it.

      The second drink goes down as well as the first, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers at this type of thing. Brendan grabs my hand and, after checking to see where Leandro is, I let him drag me into the crowded living room that they’re using as a makeshift dancefloor.

      The music is loud and the floor vibrates underneath my feet. I try to catch what song is playing, but just seconds in the middle of so many people, all packed together like sardines, is enough to send me into sensory overload.

      So, I close my eyes, let Brendan pull me close, and just go with it. I can’t lose myself in the music here like I did at that club. The alcohol in my system doesn’t give me a rush, just a sour taste in my mouth.

      But I can pretend. With my eyes closed, I can pretend the hands on me are Tennant’s, even Hollis’s. The body moving against mine is too wide to be either of them, but I sink deep into my imagination, letting my wants and desires take over.

      Hands slide from my hips to my ass and I can’t help the moan that escapes me. There’s a hard cock pressed against me, and while mine stays soft, I let my mind wander to all the things I want to do to them, and everything they can and will do to me.

      Because I can’t lie, Hollis might not have factored into my plans originally, but I know they’re a package deal. Not only that, his words, how he so effortlessly took ownership of me, and the way we were so close yet so far apart earlier, it made my cock ache.

      Tennant’s dominance over me is rough and cruel; Hollis’s… I have a feeling he is going to ruin me. With just a few words, and a confidence in taking control that I didn’t expect, he turned me upside down and inside out.

      It’s not a question of if I want it—want them. It’s that I don’t know what to do with the feelings they bring out in me.

      “You,” Brendan says in my ear. “Are so fucking hot.” He somehow presses us even closer together, his fingers slipping underneath the hem of my skirt, brushing against my bare skin.

      He kisses me. Wet and sloppy, and it takes all my willpower not to jerk away. Not even my imagination can block out who’s kissing me, so I open my eyes, and meet ice blue ones. Oh shit.
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      Even with the bodies between us, I can see the sheer panic on Roman’s face. He knows he’s fucked. Luckily for him, I convinced Hollis to stay home for this little excursion.

      I don’t bother trying to fight through the crowd to get to the infuriating fuck. Roman breaks the kiss, and Benji is there to save the other dumbass as he tries to haul Roman back to him.

      Roman says something and shakes his head, letting Benji come between him and the guy who’s living his last few hours.

      I head outside, confident that they’ll follow and I won’t have to haul Roman out of here by his hair, like I desperately want to. The last thing we need is the cops being called because someone thinks I’m dragging him off against his will. If they only knew the truth.

      Leandro and Anthony are already waiting on the sidewalk with Joel. My son’s face is blank, but his eyes dance with humor. “I’m surprised you didn’t throw him over your shoulder.”

      “You’re grounded,” I inform him. “Don’t try to be cute.”

      His mouth drops open. “It wasn’t my idea.”

      “No, I didn’t think it was, but you still went along with it. And you’re here without proper protection.”

      “I couldn’t bring Boston,” he protests.

      “Then you should have brought more guards.”

      “Legally, I’m an adult. You can’t ground me.”

      “Ask if I give a shit. You’re still grounded.”

      Benji and Roman finally make it outside, the kid—because that’s what he is—who was sucking Roman’s face, and came very close to undressing him in public, is close behind them.

      “Are you sure you have to leave?” the dumbass asks.

      Roman spins around and faces him. “I didn’t stutter, Brendan. We had a nice time. Thank you for inviting us, but yes, we’re leaving now.”

      Brendan—what the fuck kind of name is that?—reaches for Roman, and both Benji and I jump into action. Benji steps in front of Roman, and I grab dumbass Brendan’s hand, crushing his fingers with mine.

      He cries out and I haul him closer. “You don’t touch him,” I say in a low but still pleasant voice. “If you do, I’ll have to hurt you, and I really don’t want to do that.” That's a lie, of course. Everything in me is demanding I end his life here and now.

      “You can’t talk to me that way!” he protests.

      “I just did.” I tighten my grip on his fingers, and he lets out another pathetic cry. “Think before you touch what doesn’t belong to you.”

      With that, I let him go and spin around, walking away from the house with the two troublemakers in tow.

      We don’t even make it down the block before Roman is at my side. “What the fuck was that, Ten? Now we can’t even have fun?”

      “That,” I say, as calmly as possible, “was me doing my job. You both know you’re not allowed to leave without informing us. Especially, now we’re taking strict precautions because that fucker is hunting Hollis.”

      “He’s not after us.”

      I stop walking and grab Roman by the hair, pulling him into me, ignoring the fact we’re still in public. It’s late and aside from the partygoers, there aren't that many people around.

      “Careful, Roman. You’re already on thin ice. You know the rules, and now is not the time to act like a brat. Not only are you in trouble with your dads, but Hollis and I as well.”

      He tilts his head back, chin lifting in defiance, even though the grip I have on his hair has to hurt. “How do you figure?”

      Tugging harder on the dark strands, I lean in and say, “Because you let someone touch what’s ours.”

      His breath catches and I smile, letting the vicious parts of me shine through my control.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony and Benji take Leandro back to the house, while I pull out rope from the car Joel and I arrived in, tie Roman up, and toss him into the backseat of the car.

      Joel already has his orders, so as soon as I close the door behind me, he heads for where Hollis and I have our most frequently used kidnapping room.

      Hollis is already waiting when we arrive, though Roman doesn’t know that, so it’s only me he curses out as I carry him from the car and into the room I am intimately familiar with. I consider untying him, but think better of it, placing him onto the cot and leaving without a word.

      Heading to the room I know Hollis is in, I don’t hesitate to pull him into my arms. “He’s very mouthy,” I say as we watch Roman on the cameras.

      “He was just kidnapped,” Hollis reminds me.

      “And your point?”

      Hollis laughs and turns in my arms. “None, I guess. How long are we going to let him stew?”

      “As long as it takes for Joel to hunt down the fuckface who thought he had a right to touch what’s ours.”

      Hollis’s expression darkens. “Oh, really? Starting that lesson early, huh?”

      “Looks like it,” I reply, dipping my head and kissing him.

      I sink into the kiss, the thirst for blood cooling as I take his mouth. Hollis moans and wraps his arms around my neck.

      He fits so well against me, and the need for something—preferably blood—running through me, demands I take him here and now. My cock thickens, and the thought of riding him in the office chair sounds better and better, until Hollis pulls away and we both look over at the monitors.

      Roman’s gone quiet. He’s lying on the cot, glaring at one of the cameras.

      Hollis snorts. “He’s just like you.”

      "I'm not an insolent brat."

      “No, but you’re a pain in my ass.” He grins when I glare at him. “Come sit with me. There’s nothing we can do while we wait for Joel.”

      He leads me to the chair and I sit. Hollis doesn’t hesitate to climb into my lap. It’s far from comfortable, but neither of us give a shit. We’ve been in worse positions just to be close to one another.
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      The ropes chafe against my wrists, ankles, and thighs. I’m going to have rope burn for days thanks to fucking Tennant.

      I don’t know how long I’ve laid here on this cot in this cold-ass dark room.

      My irritation is low simmering as boredom sets in. If they’re going to do something to me, I'd rather we get it over with.

      The door finally opens, and I never thought I’d be so happy to see a bodyguard in my life.

      Joel doesn’t speak, he just picks me up—ignoring my protests—and carries me into a large space. It looks a lot like Tennant’s torture room, but not as full of the fun toys that one has.

      Joel places me in a chair, and the fucker chains me to the damn thing.

      “I’m not going to go anywhere,” I bitch.

      “Just doing my job, sir.”

      I roll my eyes and test my bonds, frustration blooming as I discover I have no wiggle room.

      Joel leaves and I try to track his footsteps, but the echo makes it impossible to do so. A door closes somewhere, and I brace myself for what’s to come…

      It’s not enough. All my training isn’t enough to keep me from gasping in horror as Joel drags Brendan into the space and begins chaining him to a hook.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, looking around for a camera. I’m not asking Joel, but those two fuckers, who I know are watching me.

      Joel moves over to the crank and raises Brendan until his toes are barely grazing the floor.

      Joel leaves but I don’t pay him any mind, keeping my eyes on Brendan. One of his eyes is swollen, and there's blood smeared around his nose and mouth.

      His shirt is missing and I can see bruises beginning to form all over his muscular chest and abdomen.

      My heart pounds hard in my chest and my stomach twists, bile rising up in my throat as the consequence of my actions hangs just a few feet away.

      I try to fight my binds, and understanding of why I’m chained to the chair comes as I do my damnedest to escape.

      “Don’t hurt yourself before the show starts, little prince,” Tennant says as he walks into the room.

      “Fuck. You,” I spit, watching as Hollis makes his way over to Brendan.

      “We could have been,” Tennant says conversationally, “if you weren’t such a rebellious little shit.”

      He grabs my hair and pulls my head back, exposing my neck. The cold steel of a knife traces over my throat and I let out a small gasp. “Actions have consequences, little prince. I’m afraid it’s something you’ve been slow to learn, despite how smart you are. No matter, we’ll help you.”

      He moves behind me and uses his grip on my hair to angle my head just right. I want to close my eyes, but as Hollis tosses a bucket of water on Brendan’s face, I can’t make myself look away.

      Tennant keeps the knife to my throat and leans down to whisper in my ear. “Look at how beautiful he is.”

      I can’t help but agree with him. As Brendan jerks and sputters from the rude awakening, Hollis stands calmly by. He’s wearing a navy sweater and dark gray pants. He should look out of place, standing in front of a half naked, strung up man, but he doesn’t. His calm confidence is addictive, even though I know this won’t end well for Brendan.

      “Hello,” Hollis says when Brendan stops gasping for air.

      Brendan’s eyes widen and he looks around the room. “Where the fuck am I? Who are you?” When he sees me, he jerks, body swinging back and forth from the hook. “Roman? Are you okay?”

      I try to smile because Brendan, for being a clueless jock, is actually really sweet, and he didn’t deserve to be dragged into my mess. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, they won’t hurt me.”

      “You have a fucking knife to your throat!” he counters.

      I laugh a little manically at that. “I’m fine, Brendan.”

      “Don’t worry,” Hollis says, reaching up to caress Brendan’s face. “He likes it. You, however…” Hollis drops his hand and takes a step forward. “You won’t like this.”

      “Fuck you.” Brendan spits, but thankfully, misses Hollis. There’s no telling what Tennant would do if it landed.

      “See,” Hollis says. “That’s what got you in this predicament. You wanted to fuck someone who doesn’t belong to you.”

      “You’re fucking crazy, man,” Brendan says.

      Hollis laughs. “Probably, but I’m also possessive of those I care about, and that boy there? He belongs to us.”

      Hollis’s words should chafe. I should balk and remind him I’m my own person, but…that doesn’t happen. Instead, my blood heats and my cock thickens. When he told me I was theirs, earlier in the night, I didn’t believe him.

      I thought he was only doing it for Tennant. That he was indulging his partner by letting us be together, if we wanted.

      Seeing him now, watching as he pulls a knife and studies Brendan like he doesn’t know where to start… Hearing Hollis claim me… It does things to my insides.

      I have no idea what the three of us are doing, but as I watch Hollis use the knife on Brendan—his screams sweet, even if I know it’s my fault this is happening to him—I can’t help but want his words claiming ownership of me to be true.

      Hollis doesn’t play with his food long. He looks over his shoulder and meets my eyes. “Do you understand now, Roman?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “Hollis, please…”

      He smiles and it’s wicked, and my cock throbs at the sight. “Soon, Amore. But I need to make sure this lesson stays firmly in your mind first.” And with that, he sinks his blade into Brendan’s gut and disembowels him.

      Brendan screams as his intestines fall to the concrete floor, Hollis barely stepping out of the way in time. The ropes and chains around me loosen, but I barely pay attention as Brendan’s screams die out and he cries, staring down at where his insides are now on the outside.

      “He’ll pass out soon enough from the blood loss,” Hollis says, turning his back on his victim. “It’ll take a few hours for him to die, though. More than that, if we get Doc in here, he can put him back together for us so we can play longer.”

      “Or,” Tennant says as he moves in front of me. “You can put him out of his misery now.” He extends a gun to me and I don’t hesitate.

      As soon as both Hollis and Tennant are clear, I bring the gun up and take the shot. Brendan doesn’t even know what hit him, the bullet striking him dead center.

      My legs are released next, and I’m hauled up into Tennant’s arms. Icy eyes meet mine, and then I’m pressing my lips to his.

      The kiss is rough and demanding, my hard cock grinding into him as he holds me close.

      The gun is removed from my hand and I’m grabbed around the waist by unfamiliar hands. Moaning, I break the kiss with Tennant and lean back into Hollis.

      “You look so good at our mercy,” Hollis says in my ear.

      “Please.” I turn my head and meet his eyes. “I need you.”

      He grins. “Just me?”

      “You’re as annoying as Tennant,” I remark. His grin widens. “Both of you. I… It’s fucking crazy, but please, I don’t want to think right now. I just want to feel.”

      Hollis spins me around and holds me close, dipping his head and brushing his lips against mine. “We can do that.”

      When he kisses me, I catch on fire.

      If I thought Hollis would be softer than Ten, he clears that up fast when he licks his way into my mouth, easily taking control. I don’t fight him. Unlike with Tennant, I don’t want to fight him.

      Hollis holds me to him as he ravishes my mouth. Pulling my lip between his teeth, he bites until he breaks the skin. Then he shoves his tongue into my mouth, mapping the contents, the metallic taste he leaves behind is welcome and only serves to make me harder.

      I pull my mouth from his and take a much needed breath. “Is there a place you can fuck me senseless here?”

      Hollis smiles. “What, you don’t want to get dicked down next to the dickhead you let touch you?”

      At the reminder of Brendan, a pang of what can only be regret rushes through me. Tennant presses himself against my back, his hard cock digging into me and the feeling quickly dissipates.

      “Not particularly,” I answer.

      “Don’t worry,” Tennant says, nipping the top of my ear and making me shiver. “We’ll take care of you.”

      The promise in his voice makes me moan and turn to putty in their hands.
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        * * *

      

      They lead me up to their bedroom once we’re back at the house. I’m pleasantly surprised my dads aren’t waiting up for me.

      Tennant must be able to guess my thoughts as he says, “I told them I’d take care of you, and they can yell at you tomorrow.”

      I nod, and that’s the last I think about my fathers, as Hollis strips me the second the door to their suite closes behind us.

      “No underwear?” Hollis says, as he runs a single finger along my erection. “How scandalous.”

      I shrug. “I don’t like lingerie, and I didn’t have anything suitable to go under the skirt.”

      “You’re just full of surprises, Giocattolo.”

      I scowl. “You did not just call me a fucking toy.”

      Hollis grins, removes my shirt and then says, “But that’s what you are, what you want to be.”

      I wish I could hide the shiver that goes through me at his words. But I can’t deny it. I might balk at the thought of being theirs, for the sole reason that I worked damn hard to be myself, and to keep my individuality in a world that runs on blood and who has the more sinister reputation. But I also want what they’re offering. To be used and owned.

      It’s not something I’ve ever been able to give past partners, that kind of trust doesn’t come easily, especially with who I am. But here Hollis is, here both of them are, giving me everything I always wanted—needed. And I’m very aware I don’t deserve it.

      “You’re ours now, little prince,” Tennant says, pressing against me from behind. “You let us worry about what you deserve.”

      “Are you a mind reader now, Ten?”

      “When it comes to you and Hollis? Yes.”

      “Come.” Hollis grabs my hands and tugs me to the bed.

      I climb on, making myself comfortable as Tennant and Hollis undress one another. My breath hitches in my throat, and I stroke my cock as I watch them. They’re gorgeous together, both long, lean lines of muscle. Tennant is a little broader, he’s also taller. His white blond hair shines under the dim glow of the light as he bends his head and takes Hollis’s mouth with his.

      Hollis wraps his arms around his lover, hanging on and moaning, which causes pre-cum to leak from my cock.

      Tennant wraps a hand in Hollis’s hair, tilting his head back and Hollis lets him, exposing his throat. Tennant doesn’t hesitate in wrapping his hand around Hollis’s neck, and it’s such an arousing sight. For as dominant and full force as Hollis is, that he allows Tennant to have so much control over him…it’s a heady thing.

      Squeezing the base of my cock, so I don’t come too soon, I bite my bottom lip, lapping up the blood that bubbles.

      As one, they turn to me and my pulse jumps. Never have I ever felt more like prey before. It’s a wonderful and freeing thing.

      “Show me what you want to do to him, love. Give our toy the attention he deserves.” Hollis says in a low, spine-tingling voice.

      Tennant crawls onto the bed, his smile dark and dangerous. “No more touching,” he says in a low voice. “Hands above your head.”

      I comply without hesitation. Tennant starts at my ankles, his lips and tongue skim across my skin before he sinks his teeth into the flesh.

      It shouldn’t be arousing, but the thought of him putting his mark on me has me arching and crying out in pleasure. Tennant leaves bite marks on every bit of skin he can, covering both legs. When he gets to my thighs, he sinks in deep, and I know he’s broken skin.

      I desperately want to reach for my cock, but know if I do, this is all over. Hollis seems to understand as he climbs onto the bed next to me, a pair of handcuffs in his hand.

      “Okay?” he asks.

      I nod and he grabs my wrists, flicking the cuffs open expertly before restraining me to the headboard. He retakes his position beside me, and as Tennant sinks his teeth in, close to the base of my dick, Hollis leans down and kisses me, licking the blood from my lip before dipping his tongue into my mouth.

      I moan and try to thrust up, only to be pushed back down onto the bed.

      “Don’t move,” Hollis warns. He wraps his hand around my throat and I moan, body shifting restlessly on the bed.

      Tennant pins me down as he moves up my body, biting at the junctures of my hips and then stomach, before sinking his teeth into my nipples.

      The sensations are too much, and if it weren’t for Hollis slowly and expertly cutting off my air supply, I’d cry out as the pleasure courses through me.

      Tennant makes his way along my collarbone, and Hollis removes his hand from my throat to grip my hair, tilting my head back. He also covers my mouth and nose with his free hand.

      Tears form and roll down my face as Tennant bites the front of my throat hard enough that not even the pleasure can drown out the pain. My lungs beg for air and I can’t help but panic, thrashing on the bed.

      Tennant covers me with his body, holding me down and I close my eyes, trying to get myself under control.

      “No,” I distantly hear one of them say. It’s hard to make sense of anything though, as my heart pounds loudly in my ears. “Keep your eyes open, toy.”

      By sheer force of willpower, I open my eyes, meeting Tennant’s gaze and sharp smile.

      “There you are,” he says, caressing my cheek. “No hiding. Not when the fun is just getting started.”
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      He’s beautiful like this. Eyes glassy from tears and the fear mixed with pleasure from being unable to breathe. His cheeks are flushed, and sweat has his hair sticking to his forehead. It’s hard to look away, but when I do, it’s to meet Hollis’s gaze.

      My perfect, far too good for me, lover smiles and moves in to kiss me. His lips taste like deviance, and it makes my blood boil and my cock throb.

      “I’m going to fuck you, my love,” he says. “I’m going to watch as you paint our new plaything with your cum.”

      I moan and look down at Roman just as Hollis removes his hand from his face, letting the boy suck in some much needed air.

      “You,” Hollis says to Roman. “Are not to come. You’re going to watch me take our lover apart, and you’re going to be a good little cum catcher.”

      “That’s unfair.”

      Hollis leans down and brushes his lips across Roman’s, saying just loud enough for me to hear, “Then you should have thought about that before you decided to be a little whore. Sei il nostro trastullo. Sì?”

      Roman nods. “Yes, please…”

      “Then we’re allowed to use you however we want, toy. That includes punishing you when you’re bad.”

      The whimper that escapes Roman makes me want to sink my dick between those pretty lips of his. I want to hear all the sounds he’ll make when he’s choking on my cock, but this isn’t my show.

      Hollis pulls away from Roman and leans over to grab the lubricant. “All fours, love.”

      I don’t hesitate to comply, shifting over Roman so that our hard cocks rub together. He tries to thrust up into me, chasing the feeling, but I shove him down. “Behave,” I order. “Or you’ll watch him fuck me from over in the corner.”

      His breath hitches and I swallow back a grin. The little shit appears to have a degradation streak in him.

      “Is that what you want?” I lower my voice, but not so quiet that Hollis can’t hear as he moves behind me. “You want us to treat you like you’re nothing? Do you want to be used and discarded, because you’re nothing more than a body for us to get off on? A true plaything and nothing more.”

      Tears fall from his eyes, and I don’t hesitate to dip my head and lick them up.

      “Please,” he says. “Use me like I’m nothing.”

      “Oh, we will,” I reply, groaning as Hollis thrusts two fingers mercilessly into my hole. “We’ll treat you like you’re nothing…”

      Hollis finishes my thought. “And then show you how you’re everything.” Then he pushes his cock into my underprepared ass.

      “Fuck!” Lowering myself down onto my arms, I lock eyes with Roman, our breath mingling as Hollis fucks me hard and fast.

      “Don’t come,” Hollis reminds Roman before pushing me down so I’m pressed against him. He fucks me into the body underneath me, and I can’t tell who moans louder—Roman or me.

      I don’t last long as Hollis fucks me without mercy and my body rubs against Roman’s.

      Leaning my weight onto one arm, I reach for Roman’s throat with my other hand. He makes it easy, tilting his head back, mouth dropping open in a soundless moan as I wrap my fingers around his neck and squeeze.

      Watching his eyes lose focus, and feeling his body squirm underneath me is my undoing, as Hollis presses his cock deep inside, hitting my prostate with the accuracy of someone who knows my body better than even I do.

      When I come, Hollis pulls me back up, setting back on his heels and holding me on his cock as he fucks into me. Cum paints Roman’s cock as my lover fucks it out of my untouched dick.

      With one hand still at his throat, I use the other to fist Roman’s cock and prevent him from coming, as another burst shoots out of me when Hollis hits my prostate over and over.

      As he slows his thrusts, I ease my grip on Roman’s throat, slowly letting him catch his breath, before removing my hand completely and using it to brace myself on the bed as Hollis pulls out and moves so he’s kneeling next to us.

      I watch as he jerks himself off, pumping his cock hard and fast, before he nudges me out of the way and comes all over Roman’s flushed chest.

      For several long minutes, the only sounds in the room are the three of us breathing heavily.

      As my heart rate returns to normal, I lean down and kiss Roman, soft and gentle. “You’re ours, little prince. Whether you like it or not.”

      There’s the quiet click of handcuffs being slid along metal, and then Roman’s arms come around me, holding me close, one cuff still circling his wrist.

      “Good thing that’s what I want, then,” he says softly before kissing me quickly. He turns his head and I do the same, watching as Hollis lays on the bed and presses a kiss to Roman’s lips, and then my own.

      “Mine,” he says. “Both of you are mine.”

      “Yours, Tesoro,” I agree, because there was never any other answer.
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        THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      The cold has sunk into my bones. The thin blanket is barely enough to cushion my head when I lay down. There’s no point in covering myself with it. I swear, I feel colder with it on, so using it as a pillow seems like the better idea.

      My stomach aches. I have no idea how long it’s been since I was last allowed food. It was two days before he put me in this room and just…left me here.

      My body shakes with silent sobs, though no tears fall. I don’t know what I did that was so wrong. I’ve been the perfect companion, the past few months. I’ve done everything he’s asked of me.

      At least, I thought I did.

      I shiver and curl into a ball.

      It’s getting harder and harder to move. Not only is my entire body stiff from lying on the floor, but I’m getting weaker with each hour that passes. My body hasn’t belonged to me in a long time, but right now, it doesn’t even feel like a part of me. At times, it’s like I’m outside of myself, my mind on one plane and my body another.

      My eyes are heavy, and it’s getting harder and harder to keep them open. Finally, I stop fighting it and let the darkness take me… Only, it’s not dark. Mr. Thommilson, my first…owner, shows up. His kind blue eyes and soft smile. His hands, rough from a lifetime of hard work, and ice cold from poor circulation.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re the only one who listens and doesn’t think I’m a crazy old man,” he whispers as we lay in bed.  “The only one who understands.”

      I shiver when he brushes his fingers against my cheek. Grabbing his wrist, I bring his hand to my mouth and kiss the tips of his fingers. “I’ll always listen to you, sir.”

      “I know, you’re a good boy, Dayton.” Never have I hated the sound of my own name before.

      “I’m your good boy, sir,” I whisper.

      He smiles, and it’s so loving, my stomach turns. Mr. Thommilson removes his hand from my face and reaches between us, holding my soft cock in his hand. I swallow against the sudden lump in my throat, glad I learned how to not cry whenever he touches me.

      He fondles me and my body responds, even though I’m cringing inside. “I wish I could have you as I want,” he says, thumbing the head of my cock. “I want nothing more than to make you suffer.” He shuffles closer and I close the distance between us, already knowing what he wants.

      His lips are ice cold, and a part of me dies as I kiss him, teasing his lips with mine.

      “You were worth every penny, Dayton,” he says breathlessly.

      Lifting my hand, I caress his face. “I’m glad you chose me, sir.”

      He smiles and begins jerking me off. “You’re so perfect. The best companion I could have ever asked for.”

      He thrusts his hips against mine and I whimper, which he misinterprets as pleasure. “I wish I could fuck you…” His voice is shaky as he begins rubbing off on me. “What I wouldn’t give to make you bleed on my cock…”

      My breath hitches as he kisses me again and fists my cock faster.

      “Fuck, Dayton, touch me.”

      I bite my lip and reach down to fist him. Tears prick the back of my eyes, but I hold them in as I stroke him to the same pace as he does me.

      “So. Perfect,” he hisses through clenched teeth, coming all over my hand and thigh.

      His hand spasms on my cock and I let a few tears fall when I come.

      Mr. Thommilson sighs and closes his eyes. “A man can die happy like this, Dayton. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      As I shiver on the cold, hard floor, I finally understand why he didn’t want to die alone…
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      My face is wet with tears as I jerk awake. Wiping my eyes, I look across the bed and meet Tennant’s eyes. Who knows what time it is, but he’s awake. He’s sleeping about as well as I am right now.

      He reaches over the body between us and I meet him halfway, threading our fingers together as we rest our hands on Roman’s back. The young man shifts in his sleep, moving closer to me and my breath hitches.

      Even as the memories hang closer to the surface of my mind, playing on an endless loop of pain I can never escape from, I also know I’m safe and loved now. Tennant, for all his fallacies and limitations, loves me the only way he knows how; fiercely and unforgiving. It doesn’t matter if other people consider his brand of love harsh or too intense. It’s what a survivor like me needs.

      And Roman, what we’re building with him is new and fragile. If tonight was any indication, it’s a learning curve for us all. He’s impulsive and seems to make stupid decisions when he’s unsure, but he’s nineteen. He’s allowed to make mistakes and learn from them.

      I envy him in many ways. At his age, I was trying to just get through another day in a life no one should ever have to live. The freedom he exudes, his take no shit attitude, the way he pushes back against Tennant and has no desire to be owned… Until he does, and then how he gives himself over to be spectacularly used… It’s a heady thing.

      For all the trust Tennant gives me, he doesn’t submit as beautifully or fully as Roman does. Not that I would want him to. What we have is perfect, but I won’t deny that holding Roman’s life in my hands—literally—is a feeling I want to keep for Tennant and I alone.

      “I love you,” I say.

      Tennant tightens his hold on my hand and I close my eyes, knowing that even if my memories sweep me away again, I’ll have a safety net to fall back on.
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      The door to the bedroom slams open and I sit up, pulling my gun on instinct. I almost lower the weapon when I see it’s just Cristian, except his face hardens and the prick pulls a gun on me.

      “So this is how you ‘take care’ of my son, Tennant?”

      The bed shifts but I don’t take my eyes off Cristian. “Good morning to you too, Cris.”

      He takes a step forward and instinct takes over. It doesn’t matter that he’s the head of the Family, my best friend, and Roman’s father. All I know is he’s a threat to what’s mine.

      Leaping from the bed, I stop Cristian from moving any further into the room. It’s easy to disarm him, and a small part of me knows he allowed it, but that doesn’t matter. The only thing I can think about is protecting the people in my bed.

      My gun is knocked from my hand, but I’ve never needed that to kill someone. “Think very hard about what you’re doing, Ten,” Cristian says.

      “I am not having this discussion with you, Cris.”

      “Which discussion? The one where you pulled a gun on me? Or that you appear to be fucking my son.”

      “Both. What I do is not your business, it never has been. Roman is mine.”

      “This is not what I meant,” he hisses. “He’s too fucking young for you and your games. Is this why you took the job? So you could have unfettered access to him?”

      He hits the wall so hard when I shove him against it, I’m surprised he doesn’t go through it.

      “Do not talk about things you don’t understand, Cris. I don’t care who you are.”

      The stinging of a knife cutting into flesh barely registers as I hold him to the wall. “I won’t warn you again, Tennant. Let. Me. Go.”

      “I don’t think I will.”

      “Enough!” Roman’s voice breaks through the haze I’ve fallen into, where the only thing that matters is painting my bedroom walls with Cristian’s blood, if he didn’t disengage.

      I don’t look away from the man I’ve called a friend for more than thirty years now. Not until the gun is pressed against Cristian’s temple. Glancing at Roman, a burst of pride explodes in my chest.

      “You’d shoot me, Roman?” Cristian asks, though he doesn’t sound worried.

      “If you force my hand, yes.”

      The knife sinks deeper into my flesh and I hiss. “It’s okay, Roman,” I tell him. “Cristian and I will handle this ourselves.”

      “I am not a child!” he argues. “Despite the fact that everyone seems to forget that. I can and will make my own choices. You say I’m yours. That you and Hollis have claimed me. Well, if that’s true, then you’re mine as well. And I will do whatever it takes to keep you. Even if it means going against everything I was raised to believe.”

      Cristian’s eyes are twin voids and his features darken with every word his son speaks. I, however, am impressed and proud, even with the knife sinking halfway into me.

      “You’re my son. I want better for you.”

      Roman scoffs. “You’re in no position to speak. Not when you willingly took our enemy into your bed. After everything you and Carter went through, all the pain and hurt you caused everyone, you have no right to speak out about my choices.”

      “I do when there’s a dead body to dispose of because of the three of you.”

      I grin and shrug. “Your son needed to be taught a lesson. We don’t share, especially not with dumb jocks.”

      I can feel the tension and anger rolling off Cristian. “Get dressed. We have things to discuss.”

      “So you’re not going to kill me?”

      He glares at me. “I am reasonably sure my son will make himself head of the Family, sooner rather than later, if I attempted to right now.”

      “Damn straight,” Roman replies.

      “Very well. I’d appreciate it if you removed your knife then.”

      Cristian doesn’t take his eyes off me, even as he slowly slides his knife out, the blade ripping open my flesh and making blood run down my naked body. I move away from him, not giving him the pleasure of seeing me stumble, even though it fucking hurts.

      “Let him go, Amore,” I tell Roman. There’s a beat where father and son seem to be in a stalemate, before Roman backs up to me, gun still trained on Cristian. “We’ll meet in your office once I clean up and we’re dressed.”

      Cristian doesn’t say anything as he leaves, but the heavy, disapproving air about him doesn’t dissipate even when he’s gone.
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      “He’s fucking our son.”

      “So you’ve said, Amore Mio. At least five times now,” Carter drawls from his seat.

      I stop pacing and look at my husband. “How are you okay with this?”

      “I didn’t say I was. But, honey, Roman is nineteen. Eventually, he would have found someone, or someones, that he wanted. And yes, the father in me is saying it’s too soon, but legally, he’s an adult. If he wants Tennant and Hollis, who are we to deny him?”

      Carter gets up and moves to pull me into his arms. “Are you really going to deny him a chance at love, just because you don’t agree with his choice of partners? I thought you didn’t want to be your uncle?”

      I grimace, not denying that that bastard’s words are strong in my ear. It’s not only that though, it’s who Roman decided he wants.

      “It’s Tennant,” I say. “Not only that, but Hollis too. I don’t know where you’ve been the last three years, Caro. But those two? They’re more devoted to each other than even we are. And that is saying something, as I would burn the world down for you.”

      “What’s really bothering you, Amore?”

      I sigh, this man, he’s always been able to see right through me. “I know Tennant, Caro. He wouldn’t have touched Roman unless he was serious, but what if he gets hurt anyway? Not only that, Tennant has been by my side for a long time. If he hurts our son…”

      “He won’t. I know it seems like he broke your trust, but he’s been protecting you and Roman your entire lives. I can’t imagine this situation is any different. So, hear them out.”

      “I wanted nothing more than to gut him. If I wasn’t so sure Hollis would have killed me, I would have. Though…it was Roman who came to his defense.”

      Carter smiles. “I think Hollis knew you wouldn’t have actually killed him. If he thought there was a credible threat to Ten, then yes, he would have acted, but he’s also the human part of Tennant. He understands the emotions you were going through after finding our son in bed with them.”

      “Please don’t say those words ever again.”

      He laughs. “You know he’s been sexually active for years, Cris.”

      “I'd rather not think about that.”

      He presses a light kiss to my lips. “You’re so easy, Caro.”

      “Fuck off. He’s our kid, Carter.”

      “And what were you doing when you were nineteen?”

      I scowl but don't respond to that. “I don’t appreciate you being the voice of reason.”

      The fucker laughs again. “I know, but someone has to be. Come, sit with me.” He leads me to the sofa and takes a seat, pulling me down next to him. Carter snuggles into my side and I can’t help but relax when he’s this close. “Do you think you would have reacted differently if they came to you and said they were seeing each other, and wanted to see where things went between them?”

      I sigh and mull the question over. My first instinct is to say no. In no world would I ever be okay with Roman being with someone so much older than him, but…there are eight years between Carter and I. Yes, it’s not as big of an age gap as the twenty-two years between Roman and Tennant, but that’d be me being a hypocrite if I protested.

      I could say I’m worried because of Tennant’s ASPD, but I’ve seen the way he treats Hollis. Tennant, for all that he can be a sadistic fuck with a twisted sense of right and wrong, he is capable of caring for someone. It might not be the same as what I feel for Carter, but it’s something.

      And that’s all I want for my son. Someone to care about him and treat him as he deserves. If he finds that in Tennant and Hollis? Well… I don’t think I’ll ever be happy about it, but I don’t need to be. All I need is to love my son the same as always.
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      My husband is a mass of tension. Luckily for Tennant and Hollis, he decided to listen to me rather than completely lose his shit. I think it helps for him to know that while I may be calmer, I am not on board with this either.

      Roman may not be mine by blood, but he is in all the other ways that matter. I’ve seen him grow into the person he is today, one I am proud to call my son, but he still has a lot of growing to do.

      What I told Cristian is true; Tennant would never intentionally hurt Roman, but I also know, for as capable as he is, Roman also has a soft heart. He might not show it often, but he’s vulnerable. The boy wears his heart on his sleeve, and that makes it easy for someone to hurt him.

      So, while I might be saying that I think being with Tennant and Hollis could be good for him, I’m also deeply worried about what the fallout could be.
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        * * *

      

      Nearly two hours after Cristian walked in on them, the office door opens and the three of them step in. Hollis and Roman are more cautious. Not even Roman is brave enough to walk into the office without knocking. Tennant, however, has never cared.

      It doesn’t earn him points with Cristian, who stops his pacing to look as they file into the room.

      “About damn time.”

      Tennant moves to sit in one of the office chairs, gingerly lowering himself into the seat. “Are you getting old, Cris? Can’t remember that you fucking stabbed me? I had to let Doc patch me up, and then get these two to stop fussing over me before I could grace you with my presence.”

      “Is this really necessary?” Roman asks as he stands beside Hollis, knife in hand. “You already know we’re fucking.”

      “Dating,” Hollis corrects, giving Roman a look that makes the younger man blush.

      Interesting, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him flustered before.

      Roman rolls his eyes. “Whatever you want to call it. We’re doing it. I don’t understand why we need to make a big deal out of it.”

      “It is a big deal, Roman,” Cristian tells him.

      “This is why I didn’t want to tell him in the first place. It’s part of the reason I went to that stupid party last night.”

      “And how’d that work out for you, Giocattolo?” Hollis snarks.

      Roman scowls and I wince, quickly standing as Cristian crosses the space between himself and Hollis.

      “Is that all my son is to you, Hollis? A fucking toy?” Cristian shoves the other man back against the wall.

      I don’t make it in time to intercept Cristian, but Roman is right there, and he doesn’t hesitate to slide between his father and new lover.

      “I wouldn’t, if I were you. Not unless you want a scar matching Ten’s.”

      “First a gun and now a knife, Mio Caro Ragazzo? Is this how you treat your father?”

      “When he’s being an idiot, yes,” Roman says calmly.

      I take a step forward but Tennant stops me with a hand on my arm. I didn’t even hear him get up, even injured he’s graceful on his feet. Casting him a glance, I meet his glacial eyes and he shakes his head once.

      “I only want what’s best for you, son.”

      “I know what’s best for me. I didn’t want to tell you. Part of the reason I got into trouble last night is because Tennant didn’t want to keep anything from you. I disagreed. I knew you would act like this.”

      “Like what? A concerned father?”

      “A dick. I understand you want to keep me safe, but you can’t deny that I am safest when I'm with them.”

      Cristian’s tone is dark and low. “I’m assuming you know how they play?”

      Roman nods and then smirks. “Have you looked at me?”

      “I'm trying not to,” Cristian replies.

      I grimace and cast another look at Tennant, who appears amused by the marks that can be seen on every visible inch of Roman.

      He’s gone for a skirt suit today, sans jacket, with the sleeves of his dress shirt pushed up to his elbows. Marks litter his pale skin; distinctive bite marks, rope burns, and his throat is ringed with finger-sized bruises.

      Seeing similar marks on Hollis over the years is one thing, but when it’s your son… There are things a father would rather not know.

      “I don’t need you to approve,” Roman says calmly. “I just need to know you’re not going to do anything stupid, and accept that this is my life.” He flicks his gaze over to me, before focusing back on Cristian.

      My lover sighs and finally nods. “I’m not happy about this, and I don’t understand it. But all I want is for you to be happy, Figlio.”

      Roman smiles. “I think I can be.”

      Cristian nods again. “Then, can you remove your blade so I can hug you?”

      They hold each other for a long time before backing away. Cristian moves so he can see both Hollis and Tennant. “If you fuck up and hurt him, I’ll make death look like a fucking vacation.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tennant says in a serious tone.

      Cristian grimaces. “Don’t call me ‘sir’.”

      “Should I call you Dad then?”

      “Don’t push me, Tennant,” he replies, but I can hear the humor under the threat. “I think we need a drink. Caro, do you mind?”

      “I think it’s far too early in the day to be drinking,” I reply, heading to the shelf next to the sofa that holds what alcohol we keep in here. “But I also think you’re correct.”

      I pour five whiskys and hand them out, before taking my usual post next to Cristian who is behind his desk. I don’t sit, instead I stand just behind him and off to the side a little, where I can easily throw myself in front of him if need be. I might have married him, but old habits die hard. Protecting the Amatos will always be my priority—doesn’t matter if we share the same last name.

      “So,” Cristian says as everyone settles in. “Tell me about the dead body.”
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      I grimace and clutch my glass tightly. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d down it like a shot. Instead, I take a breath and meet my dad’s eyes, manning up, because if I want him to take me seriously about my…relationship, then I need to own my mistakes too.

      “I fucked up,” I admit. He raises a brow and I sip the whisky, savoring how smoothly it goes down—nothing like the cheap beer from the previous night. “As I already said, part of it was because I was mad that Tennant wanted to run to you before we even came to an agreement about…us. But mostly it was because I couldn’t admit I wanted what they were offering.”

      “You’ll have to be more specific, Roman. Who died? And, why?”

      I look to Tennant and Hollis for help, but they both just stare at me expectantly. Fuckers. Another sip of liquid courage and I face my dad again, squaring my shoulders.

      “A guy who liked me invited me to a party. Tennant and Hollis were… They handed me everything I’ve ever wanted, but I didn’t want to want it. To need it. I had a guess about the games they play, and they confirmed it when we had a discussion about how to move forward.

      “I didn’t want to accept their offer at face value. How do you think I felt, knowing how you would react? Knowing this is far from what you wanted for me. It’s not conventional, and how am I supposed to be taken seriously, if I want them to…do the things they do to me?” I finish my drink and set the glass on the desk, hoping someone will take pity on me and refill it. “Long story short, I acted out, and dragged Leandro along to the party. We took guards, but I understand it wasn’t enough protection. I know better. I…also may have led the guy who had a crush on me on.” I grimace. “I don’t have many regrets, but I hate knowing that my actions led him to his death.”

      Dad looks to Tennant, dark eyes hard. “You killed this person?”

      Ten shakes his head and Hollis speaks up, unashamed. “I did. I don’t share what’s mine. Roman was warned. Actions have consequences, as he learned.”

      “You can’t go around killing random college students, Hollis,” Dad says.

      “And if you found someone shoving their tongue down Carter’s throat?” Hollis asks, calm as can be.

      Dad frowns and leans back in his chair. “The three of you together are going to give me ulcers.”

      Tennant snorts. “You know the relationship I have with Hol, Cris. It now extends to your son. What more could you want for him? He’ll be protected and cared for.”

      “How about loved?” Carter speaks up. “Will he be loved?”

      Silence.

      I try not to squirm, but the thought has been churning in my mind as well. They might have offered up everything I ever wanted physically, but no one said anything about my emotional needs.

      “Tennant already cares for him. He wouldn’t have kissed Roman back, when your son acted recklessly that first time.” I keep my eyes trained on the desk, though I can feel my dads’ questioning gazes on me. “I can’t predict the future. But I do think we can build something special. I don’t share, I’ve already said this. I would like to think my actions speak for themselves. If I simply wanted someone else to play with, we could have found anyone else, but we didn’t. Roman is the only one I want to see touch Tennant.

      “If that doesn’t tell you how serious I am about your son, I don’t know what will. There are no guarantees in this life, but you know the condensed version of my history. You know Tennant, and all that he’s been through. We are not people who trust lightly. The fact we not only let Roman get so close, but we actively want him with us, should tell you everything you need to know.”

      It’s not a declaration of love, but I think it’s something better. Hollis isn’t making promises he might not be able to keep, but instead, he's opening himself up and offering me a place no one else will ever have. My breath catches, and my need to have him—not just physically—rises.

      “I think we can live with that,” Carter says.

      “Good. I won’t have this conversation again,” Tennant replies.

      Dad rolls his eyes. “Feelings won’t hurt you, Ten.”

      “Fuck off, they might.”

      I snort and lean into Tennant, sighing in contentment when he wraps his arm around me.

      I have no idea what the three of us are doing. The thought of being owned, still chafes a bit, but the safety that comes with knowing they want me that much overrides any lingering rebellious thoughts I may have had.
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      Eyeball deep in moving money around for one of my long-term clients, I don’t realize someone’s in my office until my chair is pulled out from under my desk. Gasping, I have my knife out and ready for my attacker. Tennant’s insistent training is pulling off, except Roman is far better, and he has me disarmed and is in my lap faster than I can blink.

      “Good try, Hol,” he teases, pressing a kiss to my lips.

      I frown. “Don’t call me that.”

      He pouts, but I see the mirth in his green eyes. “What can I call you then?” He leans forward and places a kiss to my cheek. “You hold all the cards, Hollis…”

      Fuck, the way he says my name has my cock aching with interest. “I’m working, you little shit.”

      Roman shifts on my lap, his skirt rides up and his ass is pressing just right against my cock. “Take a break. Your computer isn’t going anywhere. I’m bored. I finished all my homework, and Leandro is still grounded, which means Tennant took him to the training facility with him.”

      Resting my hands on his hips, I try to glare at him, but know it falls flat. “You are a troublemaker, Amore.”

      He grins. “You knew that already, though, so you can’t act surprised. Amante…that’s what you are?”

      I nod. “Yes, I am pretty sure we established that when I killed a man over you.” I tighten my hold on him. “I don’t need a pet name, Roman. Not unless you really mean it. If it makes you uncomfortable when I call you ‘love’, just tell me. It’s… I guess it shows how serious I am about you, as I’ve only ever said it to Tennant before.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I… I love when you call me ‘Amore’. It makes me feel like this is real.”

      Letting go of his hip with one hand, I sink my fingers into his hair and bring his mouth to mine, whispering against his lips. “È reale, Amore Mio. Per tutto il tempo in cui mi avrai.”

      Our kiss is soft and sweet, before he pulls away to look at me. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speak so much Italian before.”

      I shrug. “Just because I don’t, doesn’t mean I can’t. I’d say it in ASL too, but I’m not as fluent in that language.”

      He brings his hands between us, and I watch as he fluidly signs at a pace I could never replicate. I manage to catch the words “you” and “love”, but the rest is lost to me.

      The Amatos use ASL far more than they do Italian, not only because Roman’s maternal grandmother is Deaf, and Cristian wanted to make sure his son had a relationship with her, but because it’s far less likely a rival would know the language. They can communicate with a reduced risk of someone being able to translate what they’re saying.

      Being adept at fast keystrokes, it turns out, is not really helpful with signing. Sure, my fingers are flexible and fluid, but the signed language is much more than just the correct signs, and it’s proven to be more difficult than any spoken one, or even the language of computers.

      “What did you say?”

      Roman’s face turns red and he averts his eyes from mine. He squirms on my lap, but I tighten my grip on him.

      “I think I could love you,” he finally whispers.

      With my heart in my throat, I direct his mouth back to mine, kissing him deeply before pulling away and meeting his eyes. “Yeah, I think I could love you too. One day at a time, okay? We’ll see this through.”

      Roman nods and shifts on my lap, laying his head on my shoulder. “You can get back to work now.”

      I snort. “You expect me to work like this?”

      He nods against me, sliding his arms between my body and the back of the chair, pressing closer, as if he can mold our bodies into one.

      Sighing, resigning myself to the fact that he’s not going anywhere anytime soon, I move my chair back to the desk and attempt to navigate how to reach the keyboard with my new attachment. I have a feeling this is going to be a regular thing, but I can’t say I’m upset about that.
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      “Well, don’t the two of you look cozy?”

      Hollis looks away from his monitor and blinks a few times, and when he’s back in the real world, he smiles at me. “I was always curious about how people got things done while baby wearing, but now I understand. It’s not so hard once you get used to it.”

      Roman lifts his head. “I’d protest about being a baby, but if I’m allowed to be a needy bitch, I’ll save my complaints for something else.”

      Hollis grabs Roman’s hair and brings their mouths together. “I like you needy,” he says before kissing him.

      Unable to just watch, I cross the office and thread my fingers into Hollis’s unruly hair. “Did your hair see a brush today?” I muse, as I use my grip to pull him away from Roman and tilt his head up.

      “It did not.” He grins at me before I kiss him.

      Hollis nips my bottom lip, but sadly doesn’t break the skin. When I pull away, I see warmth in his dark brown eyes, along with something that both makes my skin crawl and also has me wanting to kiss him again until there’s no thoughts in his head, except the three of us.

      Turning to Roman, I kiss him harder than I did Hollis. Hands grip my shirt and pull me closer. I let go of Hollis’s hair to reach for Roman, intending on pulling him from Hollis’s lap when a series of alerts sound.

      “Shit,” Hollis groans, and as I pull away from Roman, he leans forward and brings up a video feed.

      The young man staring back at us when the video connects isn’t what I expected. He looks about as old as Roman, with large blue eyes and a riot of dark curls.

      “Don’t hang up, H,” Hollis says in a sharp tone.

      H blinks and shakes his head. “Much as I hate having two more people who are able to identify me, I don’t have time to call back.”

      “You got them?” Hollis asks in a rough voice.

      H nods. “Aaron will drop the package off at a location of your choosing.”

      I rattle off the address of my torture chamber before asking, “ETA?”

      “Few hours. I’ll send a message when he’s in the city.”

      “Thank you, H.”

      “Stay safe, D, and call me if you need anything else. I’ll let you know if I have any other news.”

      The screen goes dark and Hollis doesn’t move for a moment. Roman cups his pale cheeks and frowns at him. “D?” he asks in a quiet voice.

      Hollis gives him a shaky grin. “H, he knows my birth name. He’s the one who helped me change it. H, D, and V: we were the only family any of us had. They’re the only ones who knew who I was before I became Hollis. Much as I know who they were before this life. Though, I think H’s favorite client knows who he is. H is kinda attached to him.

      “Anyway, I have a feeling you’ll learn sooner rather than later, with Gerald around somewhere, and V on their way here. But…it’s not easy. I haven’t spoken that name in a very long time.”

      Roman kisses Hollis, short and sweet. “You don’t have to, Tesorino.”

      Hollis smiles at the endearment. “It’s okay. I… I was born Dayton Patrick Ross. I always hated my name, so when it was time for H to make me disappear, choosing a new one was easy. H and I poured over lists of names until we settled on one I liked. I let him pick a random last name, and I’ve been Hollis Maddigan for close to twelve years now.”

      While part of me is pleased Hollis trusted us with this information, there’s only one thing to say. “It doesn’t matter who you were, Hollis. You’re ours now, and that’s all that matters.”
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t have to do this, Tesoro,” I tell him, as the car pulls up to the warehouse that houses my torture chamber.

      “I need to,” Hollis replies.

      “Tennant and I are more than capable,” Roman says. “Not that you aren’t, but don’t put yourself through something you can’t come back from. They were your friend.”

      “Would you be able to sit this out?” Hollis asks.

      Roman grimaces. “Point taken.”

      The three of us climb out of the car, and as I straighten out my suit, I watch while Roman tugs on Hollis’s jacket and does up the button. My lover doesn’t wear a suit often—usually only when he’s tormenting me. Seeing him in one has my blood heating, but the reminder of where we are and why he’s wearing the dark suit changes the heat from arousal to the need to have some fun…

      Leading the way into the warehouse, I nod to the guards stationed outside the torture room. “Have our guests arrived?”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the guards replies. “I believe he said he was going to…get set up.”

      I smile. “I do love proactive people. Thank you. If you’ll escort our new friend to his car when he’s done, you can trade off with Joel and Enzo afterwards.”

      “Thank you, sir.” The guard reaches over and opens the steel door separating the front of the warehouse from where the fun happens.

      In the middle of the room, a man about my height, but more muscular and broad, is standing in front of someone hanging from the ceiling.

      “Aaron?” I ask as I walk closer.

      The man turns and nods, his slate gray eyes kind, despite our surroundings. “I am. And you are Tennant Mason.” He looks to my companions before turning back to me. “I didn’t expect to meet an Amato on this trip.”

      I raise an eyebrow but don’t speak.

      Aaron laughs. “Come on, you didn’t expect me to walk in without doing my homework, did you? My partner and I never go into a situation without knowing all the players. You know how it goes.”

      I chance a look around, but see no one else in the room with us, not that I expected there to be. My men would have taken care of it if there were more people than expected.

      Aaron chuckles when I look back to him. “It’s just me. My partner is…on leave, at the moment. No matter, it was an easy job. I forgot how much I love smuggling. I might have to pick up some more of those jobs in between my other work.”

      “Thank you for working so quickly.”

      “Wasn’t a problem. I’m between jobs at the moment, while my partner gets back on his feet—stubborn bastard. Anyway, it's always nice to change things up a little. And to meet you. The Amatos have a rather…impressive reputation, but you especially, Tennant.”

      I give him a blank stare, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. “How much do we owe you?”

      Aaron waves me off. “Don’t worry about that. H did me a solid not long ago, this is him cashing in the favor owed. I’ll get out of your hair now, unless you need information? I know a guy, he owes me a favor.”

      “We got it from here. Thank you, Aaron.”

      “My pleasure. If you ever find yourself in need of my services, don’t hesitate to reach out. H knows where I am.”

      I nod and then he’s gone. When the door is firmly closed behind him, Hollis speaks up. “Well, that was something.”

      I smile. “Assassins are a crazy bunch. Shall we get started?”

      “I’ll wake them.” Hollis steps forward and grabs V’s short green hair in one hand, bringing their head up, before slapping their cheek a few times.

      V’s eyes flutter open, and when they see Hollis, they begin to struggle. Hollis lets their hair go and steps back, watching as they uselessly flail for a moment before sagging, their feet dragging against the floor, tape holding their ankles together.

      Aaron did an amazing job of restraining them, and I’m not in a rush to undo his efforts yet.

      Hollis reaches up and removes the tape covering V’s mouth, not caring if he rips the skin off as he does so.

      V cries out, and a bit of blood drips from the corner of their mouth where the tape got caught on the delicate skin of their lip.

      “D…”

      “No,” Hollis says in a hard voice. “You don’t get to speak. Not unless it’s to tell me why the fuck you sold me out.”

      V raises their chin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Tesoro?” I get Hollis’s attention. “May I?”

      My lover gives me a nod, face grim. “Do whatever you must. I want answers, Ten.”

      I smile and meet V’s eyes, which widen further, and their breath hitches as I shed my humanity. “Of course, Tesoro. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.”
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      Roman rolls a cart full of Tennant’s favorite toys over. I glance at it for a second before focusing back on V.

      “This is your one and only chance. Tell me why you sold me out and it’ll be easy for you.”

      “You’re fucking crazy, Dayton. Let me go.”

      I flinch at their use of that name, and take several steps back. “Very well.”

      Tennant steps in front of V and studies them. “Where to start,” he says absently. He circles them, icy eyes taking every part of them in before he turns to Roman. “Lower the hook enough so their feet touch the floor.”

      As Roman complies, Tennant moves to the side of the room and rolls another cart over. My heart begins racing as I look at the machine sitting on top of the cart. Since he first used it on Carter, when his identity was revealed, electricity has become one of Tennant’s favorite tools. I’ve seen enough footage of Tennant’s torture sessions to know that he’s very proficient in using it, and his victims never last long.

      “I’d say it’s nice to meet you,” Tennant tells V as he picks up the clips and begins attaching them to their skin. “But that would be a lie. And while I am many things, a liar is not one of them.”

      “You don’t scare me,” V says through gritted teeth.

      Tennant chuckles, low and dark. “I do love a challenge. Roman, your assistance, please.”

      Roman sidles up to Tennant’s side. “Yes, sir?” he asks in a serious tone, all business. The Amato heir in him peeking out from behind his innocent demeanor.

      “I want you to man the controls.”

      Roman looks at Tennant with wide eyes. “Sir?”

      “I can’t be in two places at once, Roman. Do you think you can handle it?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Tennant smiles and I can see the softness in his eyes, the way he leans toward Roman for just a second before returning to business.

      “Good.” Tennant picks something up from the cart and walks over to V. “Open your mouth.”

      “Fuck. You,” they snarl, spitting at him.

      I flinch at the disrespect, insides churning as I wait to see what Tennant will do. Because even though they betrayed me in the most spectacular of ways, they were someone I cared about for a long time. My only family before the Amatos.

      Tennant wipes the spittle from his face, and backhands V so hard they’re lucky the hook they're hanging from is holding them up.

      “You are in no position to be so disrespectful,” he says in a deceptively calm voice.

      Taking deep breaths, I try to get myself under control. I almost can’t hear, given how loud my heart is pounding in my ears.

      “I didn’t do anything. Why would I sell him out?”

      “That’s a very good question. One we will get the answer to.” Tennant grips V’s face and opens their mouth, shoving something inside. “There,” he says once finished. “Now you won’t choke on your tongue.”

      He looks to Roman. “Level two, if you please. Just turn the dial.”

      My breath catches in my throat as V’s body jerks, spine arching as a scream is torn from their chest. It lasts only seconds but feels like hours, as the electricity is turned off and V settles again.

      Looking between Tennant and Roman, it’s like I’m seeing two people I don’t know. My lovers are no longer in the room with me. Their bloodlust makes them appear as strangers.

      I’m not naïve. I always knew who and what Tennant is. But there is a difference between watching through a screen and seeing it in person.

      It’s fascinating watching him work. I’ve seen Tennant torture a fair share of people over the years, but always over a monitor, and most of the time it was recordings after the torture had ended. Seeing his face now, how utterly calm he is, and the way his body is relaxed, as if this is just a pleasant conversation over coffee, it’s slightly terrifying.

      Tennant has never pretended to be anything except who he is, yet the predator currently torturing V is…different from the man who says he can’t love me, but holds me tightly anyway. I can’t explain it, but… there are nuances to the man in front of me, and I’m learning that as much as I know about Tennant and his diagnosis, I haven’t even scratched the surface.

      “Again.” His calm voice breaks through the fog of my mind, and I watch Ten instead of V this time.

      He looks at V as if they’re nothing more than a specimen. Someone he can experiment on and use in a variety of ways.

      It should scare me. Here is the man I love, looking at the person I thought of as a family member, and torturing them as if it’s the normal thing to do. But knowing he’s doing it for me, because the fucker screwed me over, it makes me fall deeper in love with him.

      And Roman… He’s so fucking young. Despite our conversation earlier, we still have a long way to go, and a lot of things to figure out. He’s unsure and insecure, unaware that being ours means he gets everything we are. It’s a two-way street, he just doesn’t realize that yet, but he will.

      As he flicks a switch on the device, he doesn’t look like the nineteen-year-old who curled up in my lap for hours earlier. He doesn’t even resemble the young man who pulled a gun on his father, when he was running on pure emotions. Now he’s…not emotionless, but there’s a hard mask in place, and he looks older than he is. His training takes over, showing the heir he was born to be.

      “We have to do shorter intervals at the higher level,” Tennant says. “We don’t want to kill them.” He puts on heavy duty gloves and removes the guard from V’s mouth. “Unless you’re ready to talk? I’ve been told electrocution is rough on your system. By now you probably have a metallic taste at the back of your throat. Your heart is probably going haywire, and I bet your very bones are vibrating.”

      “F—fuck you.”

      Tennant shoves the guard back into their mouth and steps back. At Tennant’s nod, Roman turns the dial again.

      I cringe as V’s body contorts, their screams tearing animalistically from their throat. When Roman turns the device off, and V’s body once again hangs in their chains, Tennant steps forward and begins removing the clips.

      “Very impressive burn marks,” he muses. “Way better than the ones I left on Carter. Of course, I was instructed not to kill him.” He turns his head to look at me. “What do you say, Tesoro? Do I keep them alive for further questioning, or end this now?”

      “I want answers, love,” I reply in a weary tone. “I need to know, after everything, why? As much as I want to believe they can also tell us where the bastard is, I know it’s unlikely.”

      Roman abandons his post and comes to wrap an arm around me. He’s shorter and smaller than I am, but his strength is ten times my own. I don’t hesitate in leaning into him, letting him share my burdens.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” V says, voice hoarse and low from their screams. “You’re f—fucking these psychopaths, Dayton?”

      Extracting myself from Roman’s embrace, I stride across the room and, heedless against Ten’s warning that they still may be feeling aftershocks, I slap them across the face.

      “It’s rude to insult someone,” I say. “But if you must know, Tennant is a sociopathic psychopath. He’s not doing this to you for pleasure, but because it gets results. And he likes to see what the human body can endure, for science. Win, win.

      “And yes, I’m with both of them. Because they’re two of the only people who have ever loved me. I thought you were another person who cared for me, but that was all a lie.”

      I hit them again after the last word, all the emotions I’ve been harboring since he showed back up in my life bubbling to the surface.

      I don’t hesitate in pulling my knife, smacking them across the face with it, power surging through me as blood runs from the cut now on their cheek. When I go to strike them for a fourth time, Tennant stops me.

      “No.” I try to fight him. “I need this, Ten.”

      “I know, Tesoro, I know,” he replies, disarming me. “But not like this. You’re better than this, Hol.”

      Tears fall and I try to rip myself from Tennant again, but he holds on tight. With one arm holding me close, he swipes the wetness from my cheeks.

      “Let me do my job, Tesoro,” he whispers. “I can get you the answers you seek.”

      I nod, hating that I can’t stop crying, can’t keep this weakness inside. “Okay.”

      He kisses me, hard and fierce. “Stay with Roman.”

      I nod again, and our other lover gently pulls me from Ten’s grasp, leading me over to the side where we can watch every move Tennant makes.

      “It’s okay, Tesorino. Ten knows what he’s doing.”

      I shake my head and whisper, “I should be better than this. Emotions make you weak, they get you killed. I know better.”

      Roman wipes my cheeks and then kisses each one, his lips soft and gentle against my heated skin. “Emotions make you human. They let you know you’re still alive, and have something left in you to fight for. Don’t ever be ashamed about feeling things. Tennant and I? Yeah, emotions get tossed to the wayside in order to do our duties, but that’s our cross to bear, not yours, Amante. Never yours.

      “Let us do this for you. We are weapons for a reason. Use us, and keep your humanity safe for all three of us. Because without that, what do Ten and I have? Keep us sane and humble, Hollis, while we keep you safe from all those who think they can fuck with what’s ours.”

      I let out a shaky breath and look into Roman’s hard and determined green eyes. I see so much of his fathers in his gaze, so much of Tennant. He’s been shaped into a man who is capable of leading the Amato Family, and it shows.

      For someone so young and so vulnerable in many ways, he’s also one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. Having to grow up far too quickly, in a life that isn’t kind or soft. Yet, even though I see all that he’s capable of as I look into his eyes, I also feel the kind and gentle way he holds me.

      It’s early days still, we don’t know what’s to come between us, but I lied earlier when I said I think I could love him. I’m already halfway there.
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      Lingchi has never been my favorite method of torture, the process too slow and time consuming for me. And as someone who perfected skinning, in order to best play with the muscles and blood vessels underneath a person’s flesh, that’s saying something.

      However, in this instance, the slow and methodical way to cut a body and make them bleed without killing them too quickly is perfect.

      V’s body is nothing but a writhing mass of blood and sweat. They try their best to hold in their screams, but I know how and where to cut to elicit the best sounds. My skin itches, the thirst for blood and vengeance for my lover is rippling through me. I want nothing more than to sink my blade deep into their body and rip them open. Seeing their insides on the outside should be enough to temper the beast living in my skin.

      But…Hollis wants answers, and I refuse to be another person who disappoints him.

      “Tell me, V,” I say conversationally, as I hold one of their breasts in my hand. “How attached to these are you?”

      “Please,” they beg. “I…I can’t, please.”

      “You beg so prettily,” I tell them. “Almost as prettily as you bleed.” And with that, I slice their nipple clean off.

      V screams and tries to pull away from me, but it’s weak. The blood loss and amount of time they’ve spent hanging has exhausted them. Switching breasts, I thumb the remaining nipple and V whimpers. “Okay,” they say in a broken, raspy voice. “Okay. I—I’ll talk.”

      I look into pain-filled dark brown eyes and see nothing but a wish for it to all be over. Accepting it as truth, I release their breast and step away, motioning for Roman and Hollis to join me.

      Without hesitation, Hollis walks into my side, letting me put an arm around him. Roman stays close as well, though he takes out one of his knives, holding it in V’s view.

      “So, talk,” Hollis says in a worn out voice. I want nothing more than to finish this and take him to bed, giving him the care and attention he so desperately needs.

      The human side of me wars with the one that requires more blood, never satisfied with the little I feed it. But one thing is clear to both sides of me, Hollis is more important than life itself. Which means I’ll see this through, for him.

      “Th—they took my son, D,” V whispers.

      Hollis shakes his head. “Who did?”

      “I…I don’t know who. An unsatisfied client, someone one of my clients pissed off, another person on the dark web. I don’t know! I was never able to trace the who, just the…just the transaction.”

      Hollis shakes his head. “No…”

      V nods. “Gerald Bradley was the “lucky” buyer. I h—had to do something. He’s my son. He’s six, for fuck’s sake.”

      “So you sold me out?”

      “He’s my son! What would you have had me do? You know better than anyone what that bastard is like. I…I couldn’t get in touch with Angél; his father’s dying. He’s only taking calls from family right now. No one knows who I am, and they don’t know about Ruben. Angél’s wife lost their second child less than a month before Ruben was kidnapped. I had no choice! No one to help me save my baby!” V breaks down, shaking in their chains, making their various cuts bleed even more.

      “Where is the boy now?” Hollis asks in a hoarse voice.

      “W—with my cousin, Rosa. She’s the only one who knows that Ruben is Angél’s. I… He’s spending the weekend with her, which is code for he’s spending time with his father. Or at least it is most of the time, as I said, he’s only dealing with family stuff right now.

      “His family thinks Rosa is his mistress. And who knows, maybe she is. He and I are nothing anymore. We haven’t seen each other since his wife had their daughter three years ago. I… It was too painful to watch him talk about his child with someone else, knowing my son would never get the recognition he deserves, would never inherit what is rightfully his.” V sobs, their body sagging.

      It has to be painful. A person isn’t meant to hang from their arms for so long, but they make no indication that it bothers them. Maybe they’re too numb to feel anything but the emotional pain they’re currently purging.

      “So, what? You couldn’t buy your son back, or extract him from Gerald’s clutches using your cartel connections, so you decided to barter with my life instead?”

      “I didn’t have a choice!” they scream. “That sick bastard was going to hurt my baby. So when he asked how I found him…I was honest. And then he asked if I could find someone for him. A trade.” They look at Hollis as tears roll down their face. “I didn’t tell them everything. Only the bare minimum.”

      “You say that like it matters. You betrayed me. I thought we were family. I thought you cared about me.”

      “I do!” they insist. “But I am a parent as well. Surely you must understand. I know your lover there has a son. You have such a big heart, Dayton. I know you care for the boy as your own. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.”

      “Never. I would have found another way. You should have come to me, Valentina. I would have helped you. You know who they are?” Hollis gestures to me and Roman.

      V nods. “I didn’t. Not until Gerald’s deal. I never dug into your life because I respected your privacy, but yeah, now I know who they are.”

      Hollis nods. “Then you know we could have helped you. H would have helped as well.”

      “I’m sorry.” V sobs. “I did what I thought was right for my son.”

      Hollis moves out of my arms, holding his hand out to Roman, and without hesitation, our lover hands him the knife. “I’ve been with the Amatos a long time. I’ve seen the hell of having your child kidnapped, but in that instance, they leaned on one another. Trusted each other. Because that’s what family does. What you should have done. There are always other ways, V. Always.” Hollis moves to stand in front of V. “I’m sorry about your son, truly. I’m glad you saved him.”

      “Please, I’m all he knows.”

      “Then you should have thought about that. I hate knowing you didn’t trust me enough to come to me. I’ll always regret that you never felt safe enough to lean on me when you needed to. But I won’t regret what I’m about to do, because traitors don’t get to live.”

      And with that, Hollis yanks V’s head back and slits their throat, watching as the life drains out of them.

      As soon as the knife falls to the floor, and Hollis stumbles away from the body, I move forward and catch him, holding him tightly as he cries.
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      Cleaners come in to take care of the body while Tennant scoops Hollis into his arms and carries him out of the room. I grab my knife and follow suit, wiping the blade down with a handkerchief until I can properly clean it later.

      We climb into the car and Hollis stays in Tennant’s lap, but he stretches his legs out onto mine, connecting me to the two of them. Something in my chest loosens at his actions.

      The moment we had in the torture chamber…it changed something between us. It’s only been a few days, but a lot has transpired in that time. Two people are dead, in a matter of days, and Hollis was the one to kill them both.

      Death changes a person. As strong and capable as Hollis is, this part of our world isn’t his. I meant what I told him. Tennant and I will be his weapons, if he’ll be our humanity.

      Seeing him break down after having to do something so difficult…it makes my heart ache for him. I want nothing more than to protect him from the realities of this life, but I know it’s not possible. So, instead, I slide my fingers under the cuff of his pants and curl them around bare skin, connecting us as much as I can.
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        * * *

      

      Leandro is waiting for us when we get back to the house. Tennant carries Hollis upstairs and I turn to my best friend. “We’ll give our report in the morning, can you let my dads know?”

      He nods, a deep frown on his face. “Did you get answers?”

      I grimace. “Yes, but not the ones we wanted.”

      “I figured. Are you going upstairs with them?”

      “I want to. I don’t know if I should though.”

      “Why? The three of you are…together, are you not?”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure what we’re doing. I… We’re connecting. Hollis and I have had some moments, and every instinct I have is telling me to go to him, but I don’t know if I’m allowed.”

      Leandro hits me and I hiss. “Stop being an idiot. I didn’t know you were this insecure.”

      I scowl. “I’m not insecure.”

      “You’re lying to a liar, Roman. Try again.”

      Sighing, I suddenly feel very tired and weak. “It’s hard not to be when they’re so connected, and it feels like I’m intruding on that.” He hits me again. “Ow! Stop that, asshole.”

      “I will when you stop being an idiot.”

      “You know it’s true.”

      He nods. “Maybe, but I also know they invited you in. They killed for you.”

      “They also called me a toy and said they wanted to own me.” I manage to dodge his next hit.

      “If you’re going to continue being obtuse, I’m going up to bed.”

      Letting out another sigh, this one coming from the depths of my tired soul, I say, “I don’t know if it’s real or not.”

      Leandro cocks his head. “Explain.”

      Needing comfort, I drop down onto his lap. It takes a moment to get situated, his chair is unforgiving, but after doing this so many times in the past, it doesn’t take long for me to curl into him.

      “No,” he deadpans. “Go ahead and sit, I don’t mind.”

      “Shut up,” I mutter, closing my eyes and resting my face in the crook of his neck. After a few deep breaths, I say, “What if it is just a game to them?”

      “They stood up to your fathers, Roman. Tennant let you protect Hollis instead of killing your dad when he turned on him. If they weren’t serious about you, none of that would have happened.”

      I frown. “I didn’t tell you about that.”

      Leandro chuckles. “As if you had to.”

      “Dad’s gonna be pissed you were fucking around in the security feeds.”

      “What our parents don’t know won’t hurt them.”

      I decide to let it go because it’s not worth discussing further.

      “I know Tennant wishes all feelings would die a fiery death, and frankly, I can’t blame him, but you need to talk to them, Roman. Before you go be all angsty and ruin the best thing to happen to you since meeting me.” I snort at his words but he ignores me. “Talk to them. You’re not the type of person who stands by and lets what you want slip from your grasp without a fight. You’ve gotten this far, keep going until you have everything you want.”

      “You’re so bossy. But fine, I’ll try.”

      “Good.”

      He begins moving and I wrap one arm around his neck. “Where are we going?”

      “Upstairs.”

      I hang on for the ride as he gets into the elevator and we go up to the second floor. “I’m taller than you,” I say as Leandro wheels us down the hall.

      “I’m aware. Why does that matter?”

      “Because you carry me like I’m nothing.”

      “You might be slightly taller, but you’re smaller than I am body wise.”

      I sigh.

      “Is that a problem? Isn’t being short and cute part of your thing? Lure people into thinking you’re an easy mark.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But, nothing. If you’re going to complain about being carted around, then you should stop climbing into my lap.”

      “You could just say I’m being irrational.”

      “You’re being irrational, Roman. Man up.” He stops and I look up to see we’re outside Hollis and Tennant’s room. “No more of this wishy-washy shit.”

      “You’re a dick.”

      “Takes one to know one, now get off.”

      Sighing, I climb off him and stand in front of the door. Without giving it too much thought, I reach for the doorknob and let out a breath when it turns easily. Part of me expected it to be locked.

      Without looking back, I walk into the room, gently closing the door behind me. The sitting room is empty, and the door to the bedroom is ajar. With light steps, I cross the room and push the door the rest of the way open, stopping to watch them on the bed.

      Hollis clings to Tennant, and though he doesn’t make a sound, his despair hits me like a brick to the face.

      Quietly, I strip out of my clothes and carefully lay them over the nearest dresser. When I climb onto the bed, I barely get situated before Hollis is moving from Tennant’s arms to mine.

      “I didn’t think you’d come.”

      I let out a shaky breath and hold him tighter. “I didn’t think you’d want me here.”

      Hollis pulls away from me and Tennant reaches across him to hit me.

      “What the fuck is with everyone abusing me tonight?” I complain.

      “Stop being stupid,” Ten growls.

      “I’m getting tired of repeating myself,” Hollis says in a weary voice. “You’re ours, Roman. Everything and anything. We want you here.”

      “But…” I swallow and try to search for the right words.

      “It’s so new between us all,” Hollis says, cupping my face in his palm. “But especially with you and me. We agreed one day at a time, right?”

      I nod.

      “Then that’s what we’re going to do. One day at a time, we'll let our feelings grow and see where they take us. But know this, Roman.” He leans in and presses a gentle kiss to my lips. “I want you; as a lover, as a fuck toy, and as a person. Never doubt that you are allowed in our bed, for any reason.”

      Tennant presses against Hollis and covers the hand holding my cheek. “We won’t have this discussion again, little prince. You’re ours, plain and simple. The good, the bad, and the fucked-up.”

      I let out a stuttered breath, and give them a small smile. “Okay.”

      They drop their hands and Hollis moves closer, burying his face in the hollow of my throat. “Good. Bedtime now, I’m fucking exhausted.”
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      I didn’t have a nightmare last night, but that’s because I barely slept. Even cradled between my two lovers, knowing how capable they both are, I was too keyed up to sleep.

      If it weren’t for Tennant’s death grip on me all night, I would have slipped from the bed and gone to the office, but my lover knows me too well and kept me against him the entire night.

      Now, as we lay in bed, his hold on me is gentle, loving. I want nothing more than to bask in his presence the entire day. The only thing that would make it better is if Roman hadn’t somehow slipped out without my notice.

      “He’ll be back,” Tennant says against the back of my neck.

      “You need to stop being a mind reader, Ten?”

      “Why? It saves me a lot of time and guessing. You’ve always been easy to read, Tesoro.”

      I huff, unsure if I should be offended by that or not. Tennant presses against me, cocooning me in his warmth, and I let myself relax into him, eyes closing and a sigh leaves my lips.

      I must doze off because the next thing I know, the bedroom door is opening and Tennant’s warmth leaves my side, forcing me to open my eyes.

      Sitting up, I blink, trying to focus, but both the exhaustion and my shit eyesight makes it impossible until my glasses are pressed into my hand. I slip them on and am greeted by the sight of Roman handing Tennant a tray laden down with food.

      Roman leaves the room only to return with another tray, this one containing drinks. He sets the tray on the nightstand and then climbs into bed. Tennant places the tray over my lap and I look from the food to Roman.

      “I hope this is okay? I figured you wouldn’t want to face everyone right now. I gave my dads my report over breakfast, though Dad will want to speak to you later.”

      “It’s perfect.” Reaching for him, I grab the front of his shirt and pull him in for a kiss. “Thank you.”

      Roman flushes. “You’re welcome. I…I’ve never done this before. Leandro doesn’t count. The little shit doesn’t appreciate being catered to, but I’ve always wanted to. I thought it’d be romantic or something.” His cheeks turn a deep shade of red and it’s endearing as fuck.

      “It’s rather disturbing to know you’ve served Tennant’s son breakfast in bed,” I tease.

      Roman looks up with wide green eyes as his blush deepens that much further. “Don’t make it weird. I was being nice. It was back when we first got him. Before I realized he’s not normal.”

      I snort because nobody in this family is ‘normal’, though I understand what he means. Leandro was good at hiding what he was, except he couldn’t fool Roman for long. From what I understand, he was the first one to notice something was…off when Leandro first joined the Amatos. I suspect it was a combination of growing up with Tennant and the fact that there was a bond between him and Leandro from the start. If not for that, who knows if anyone would have figured out Leandro wasn’t your average fourteen-year-old.

      Having a skilled mimic in the Family is…interesting, that’s for sure. I know Cristian and Tennant have plans for him in the future. No one outside the Amatos know of his existence, so they can use his unique skill set to their advantage, when the occasion calls for it.

      “Well, I appreciate it,” I tell him, turning back to the tray in my lap and picking up a fork. “Thank you, Amore.”

      Tennant picks up the second fork, and between the two of us, the food doesn’t last long. Roman hands us mugs of coffee after Tennant sets the tray to the side, keeping one to himself. Cradling my mug, I lean against the headboard, brushing Tennant’s shoulder with mine.

      “Tell me, Tesoro,” Tennant says, breaking the comfortable silence between the three of us. “Will we have to worry about retaliation from the Jiménez Cartel? That’s who V was associated with, correct? Unless there’s another Angél in Mexico who has a dying father, while also having the resources to orchestrate the rescue of his kidnapped bastard.”

      I grimace and nod. “Yes, Angél Jiménez is the father of V’s son, but no, we don’t have to worry about their wrath. As V said, no one knew about them or Ruben, except their cousin. So Angél would have to answer some very uncomfortable questions first if his connection to V was ever discovered. Not only that, H did us a solid by having Aaron go in. It was easier for him to get across the border because of his connections, but it also makes it harder to trace V’s disappearance back to us. Aaron did the smuggling, and technically, H is the one who hired him. I think it’s safe to say the Amatos are safe from Jiménez retaliation.”

      Tennant studies me for a long moment, and I’m sure he's connected all the dots about how I manipulated the situation to the Family’s advantage. “Good, that’s all I needed to know. It will ease some of Cristian’s worry.”

      “What’s going to happen to V’s son now?” Roman asks.

      I shrug. “Who knows. Rosa will probably raise him. Or maybe Angél will figure out how to acknowledge the boy and raise him. It’s not really my problem. Do I feel bad for the kid, after all he’s been through already? Of course, but V made their choices, and those choices had consequences. This life has consequences. V knew that, and in the end, they only have themselves to blame for where their son ends up.”

      Saying that makes me ill, and I hand the rest of my coffee to Tennant, who puts it on the tray on the nightstand. It’s true, V made their choice and faced the consequences, but that put an innocent’s life in upheaval as well. I can only imagine the amount of therapy Ruben is going to need after everything he’s been through in his short life.

      But, such is the life when you’re born into a crime family. Ruben may be a bastard, unable to be acknowledged by his father and take his birthright, but that doesn’t change the circumstances of his birth. If V wanted a different path for their son, they should have made different—better—choices.

      “There’s no use in worrying about things that don’t concern us,” Tennant says. “If it would make either of you feel better, perhaps you can check in on the boy periodically, Hol? Or have your friend H do it. But other than that, there’s nothing any of us can do without drawing unwanted attention to the Family.”

      “I know, you’re right. I guess it’s just sad.” Roman sighs and lays his head on my shoulder. “I can’t imagine being that little boy, and not having my dad in my life.”

      I press a kiss to his hair. “Your father is the exception, not the rule. This life doesn’t make for good parents.”

      “I’m well aware. Believe me, I understand just how lucky I was when everything went down with Carter and the De Lucas.”

      I reach for Roman’s hand, threading our fingers together, distinctly aware of his missing one. Not that it’s been a hindrance to him, in all the time I’ve known him. I wasn’t physically part of their lives when everything went down between Carter and his brother, but at that point, I was doing more work for the Amatos than anyone else, and knew the ins and outs of how the Family operated.

      I remember the calls and texts that took place after Roman was kidnapped by that twisted fuck. It’s the only time I had ever heard Tennant as anything less than calm and collected. His own twisting emotions were feeding off Cristian’s, and I don’t think any of them realized how close he was to losing it. That is part of why I decided to give him a chance. Even if it took an entire year before I actually allowed him in. Hearing and seeing the care he had for Roman and his fathers, it brought a deeper understanding into how Tennant’s mind worked, and I wanted it for myself. That protectiveness, the possessiveness, the barely restrained need to burn the world down.

      For a victim, someone who was so afraid to get too close because of all the baggage I came with, I could have only dreamed of a man like Ten. And now I get to have him. For always.

      Roman, too.

      I have to take a slow, measured breath, because the emotions are almost too much for me to handle in the wake of everything that’s happened recently.

      Roman lifts his head. “You okay?”

      I nod and give him a small smile. “I’m fine. Just…thinking about how lucky I am.”

      “We’re the lucky ones, Tesoro,” Tennant says, planting a kiss on my neck, making me shiver.

      Roman moves in and whispers against my lips. “He’s right.”

      Reaching up with my free hand, I tangle my fingers in his messy hair. “We can all be lucky,” I tell them, and then I kiss Roman. Hard and deep, and full of need.

      Roman moans and I kiss him harder. He swings himself onto my lap and I groan, grabbing onto his hips and pulling him flush to me. He rocks his hips, sliding his ass deliciously over my growing cock.

      “What do you want, Giocattolo?” I ask before biting his bottom lip hard enough to make it bleed.

      Roman whimpers and licks up the blood before kissing me again, sharing the metallic taste. “Fuck me. Please.” He rocks his hips again.

      With my grip on him, I flip us over. He throws his head back, mouth open, but no sound comes out as his back hits the mattress. Taking advantage of his exposed throat, I latch on, sucking a bruise over the fading bite mark Tennant left previously.

      The bed shifts as Tennant moves, and then there’s a hissed, “Fuck!”

      Lifting my head from my ministrations, I turn to him. “What’s wrong?”

      He has a hand over his side, and looks at me with nothing but heat in his eyes. “Nothing. Just moved wrong. I aggravated my stitches last night by carrying you.” He pulls his hand away from his wound and looks at it. “It doesn’t seem to be bleeding, so I don’t think I pulled anything.”

      “Idiot,” I huff. “Doc will be pissed if you hurt yourself further. Just lie back and watch, I’ll get our toy ready.”

      With a smirk, Tennant does just that. Stretching out on the bed, his hand goes to his groin and the hard cock there as I turn back to Roman.

      Wide green eyes stare up at me and I smile. “I’m going to take you apart.”

      He squirms under me. “Please. I’m yours.”

      My grin widens. “Oh, that’s a dangerous thing to say to us, toy.”

      With one hand in his hair, I shove his head back, exposing his throat further, reveling in the moan he gives.

      “Hold very still, Roman,” I whisper against his skin as I move down his body. “If you move, I’ll leave you unsatisfied. Understand?”

      “Yes,” he hisses.

      Kissing my way down his body, I lavish his skin with attention, concentrating on every gasp, moan, and twitch of his body. He’s extra sensitive under his ribs and along his hip bones; his body twitches and I can feel the tension in him as he does his best not to squirm. One day soon, I’ll tease him until he loses his mind and can’t help but disobey, but not today. None of us have the patience for that.

      I bypass his cock, kissing around it and biting at his thighs, before taking his balls in my hand and squeezing gently at first, and then harder until he’s moaning in a wonderful mixture of pleasure-pain.

      “Stop being a tease, Hol,” Tennant says. “Stretch the boy out for our cocks.”

      I grin as Roman sucks in a loud breath. “Is that what you want, toy?” I ask, looking up at him. “Want us to stretch this pretty hole of yours wide open with our dicks. We’ll fill you up with cum, and leave you leaking.”

      He whimpers. “Please… I need it. Need you.”

      Pressing a kiss to the tip of his cock, I praise him. “Such a good boy.”

      Dipping my head, I spread his ass, and that’s all the warning he gets as I lick a long, wet strip from his hole up to his balls, lavishing his sac with my tongue before going back to his waiting hole.

      Roman spreads his legs and moans, while hands grip my hair, but they’re not Roman’s. Tennant’s familiar fingers tangle in my messy hair, and he pushes me harder against Roman’s ass.

      I lick around and across Roman’s hole until I’m able to get the tip of my tongue in there. His legs shake and tense, and I take one hand from his ass to spread his leg further out.

      Tennant holds me there, his grip unyielding, even as my lungs beg for air. I can do nothing but eat Roman out.

      When the grip on my hair eases, I pull away and bring my fingers to my mouth, getting them wet before pressing them into Roman’s waiting ass. He moans as I push two fingers deep inside.

      As I finger fuck him, I dip my head again and return to licking around his hole. Roman’s hips arch off the bed, but he’s shoved back down.

      “No, no, little prince,” Tennant says. “I believe you were told not to move.”

      “Please. Fuck… Hollis...”

      Pulling my fingers out, I fuck him with my tongue again before returning with three fingers this time. Unerringly, I aim for his prostate, enjoying his cries when I find it.

      The bed moves as Tennant gets up on his knees and puts his hand in my hair again. He pulls my head back and grins at me. “You’re both so beautiful,” he says. His grip in my hair tightens and I moan at the sting. “I think our new plaything is ready for us, Hol.”

      “Yes, please!” Roman begs. “I’m so fucking ready, I might explode.”

      Tennant lets out a dark chuckle. “Well, we can’t have that. On your back, Tesoro.”

      He lets go of my hair and I remove my fingers from Roman, moving up the bed on shaky limbs and settling against the pillows.

      My breath catches as Roman swings himself into my lap, his ass just above my cock. His hands come down on my chest, nails digging in. “I want you to fuck me. Hard.”

      “Don’t worry, we will,” I assure him, running my hands up and down his sides.

      He shivers and rocks his hips back, seeking my cock.

      “So impatient,” Tennant says.

      “Need you,” Roman replies.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of you,” Tennant assures him. “After we fuck you senseless, that is.”

      A slick hand grabs my dick and pumps a few times, getting me almost impossibly harder and covered in lube at the same time.

      “Do you need to be stretched more, toy?” Tennant asks, kissing along his shoulder. “We’re going to ruin you, but we don’t want to damage your pretty little hole.”

      Roman shakes his head vigorously. “No. I just need you. Please. If you don’t fuck me, I might die.”

      I laugh. “So dramatic.” Gripping his hips, I lift him a few inches. “Go on then, take what you need.”

      Roman moans and, with Tennant’s assistance, sinks down onto my cock. I can’t hold in my own groan of pleasure. The heat of him, how tight he is, it’s exquisite.

      Tennant grips Roman’s hips tight enough I’m sure he’s going to have bruises, but I don’t worry about it too much as he begins fucking him on my cock.

      “Hurt him,” Tennant says, speaking into Roman’s ear, loud enough for me to hear, but still looking me in the eye. “Make him bleed. He’ll claim not to like it, but feel his cock get harder at just the thought of you marking him.” I moan because he’s right, my dick aches inside Roman.

      Nails dig into my flesh, scratching down my chest and stomach before they dig in deep, and I hiss at the sting.

      Roman flicks his thumbs over my nipples and I shiver. When he digs his nails into them, I choke back a whine. Pain overrides my brain for a second.

      “That’s it.” I hear Tennant’s words distantly as Roman digs his fingers in harder. “Make him bleed. Rip the nipple off if you want,” he says, like it’s no big deal.

      I whimper as the pain in my left nipple gets worse and my chest feels sticky with blood. Shivers race up and down my spine and my cock throbs. Tears run down my face as the pain finally eases up, but my nipples throb, even as Roman removes his hands.

      “I want you to choke him,” Tennant says, slamming Roman’s ass onto my sensitive cock.

      Roman doesn’t hesitate to grab my throat. His hand is smaller than Tennant’s, and doesn’t wrap around it perfectly, but he knows what he’s doing. I relax into the familiar pressure on my neck, knowing I’m safest here, with my lovers using me, taking the very air I breathe.

      As Roman controls my breath, I feel Tennant stilling him and then a hard cock nudging against my own. Roman shakes, his hand slipping, crushing my windpipe a little and I choke.

      “Fuck, sorry,” he says in a hoarse voice. As he eases up and lets me breathe, Tennant slides his cock into Roman’s ass alongside my own.

      The tight heat of him has just gotten tighter and I moan. Tennant rocks slowly in and out of Roman, and the hand around my throat tightens again.

      The harder Tennant fucks into him, the more Roman restricts my breathing until black spots cloud my vision and my lungs beg for air. I don’t tap out though. Even as my body jerks on the bed—my cock fucking up into Roman alongside Ten's—in search of breath.

      I know Tennant is watching me closely, looking for signs that I’ve had enough, and he’ll take control if it goes too far. At the same time, Roman doesn’t know our game. He doesn’t know how much I can take. It wouldn’t take much for him to go too far, to cause me damage…to kill me.

      My cock jerks at the thought of dying at Roman’s inexperienced hand, and my orgasm ripples through me, taking the last of my sane thoughts away with it.
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      “That’s enough, little prince,” Tennant says as Hollis’s eyes go hazy and his body goes lax.

      I remove my hand from Hollis’s throat, wincing at how swollen and red it is, just as his cock jerks inside me and he comes. His eyes flutter closed, and if it weren’t for Tennant whispering in my ear, I’d seriously freak out right now.

      “He’s fine. I stopped you before any harm was done. He’ll wake up very sore, but he’ll also be sated and happy. Let’s give him something to discover, hmm?” Tennant pulls me off Hollis’s cock and forces me to kneel over his body, fucking me hard and fast.

      It doesn’t take long for me to come, not when Tennant hits my prostate just right. I come hands free, watching as it falls onto Hollis’s prone body. Tennant follows shortly after me, making a mess of my insides as his cum mixes with Hollis’s.

      I shiver at the thought, wanting nothing more than to have them both inside me all the time now.

      Gently, he pulls out, helping me maneuver onto the bed next to Hollis. I watch with half open eyes as he runs careful fingers over Hollis’s swollen throat. Icy eyes meet mine for a moment before he says, “As I told you, no damage done.”

      “How can you be sure? Maybe we should get Doc—”

      He cuts me off. “I know his body better than my own. I’ll teach you to know it too. Trust me, Roman, he’ll be okay.”

      The rest of my tension releases because I do trust Ten. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t trust them both.

      “You’re really going to leave him with my cum all over him?”

      Tennant grins. “Absolutely. It’s his fault for passing out.”

      I snort because technically that was my fault, but I’m too fucked out to argue with the crazy man right now.

      Closing my eyes, I snuggle close to Hollis and bask in the warmth radiating off him.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re such a bastard, Ten.” Hollis’s rough voice rouses me from my doze.

      Opening my eyes, I watch sleepily as he sits up and looks down at his chest and abdomen.

      “You love it, Tesoro,” Tennant says in a smooth, even voice. Honestly, if I didn’t know him so well, I wouldn’t be able to tell he’s teasing.

      Hollis snorts, then lets out a cough. “Yeah, we’ll go with that.”

      Sitting up, I look Hollis over, grimacing at the black and blue marks on his neck, and the red, swollen nipple. Blood and cum streak over his chest and my guilt begins to rush in.

      Hollis must see something in my expression because he reaches out and tucks his fingers under my chin, forcing me to look at him. “No need to be ashamed, Amore. I wanted it. Trust me, I fucking wanted it.”

      I frown. “Should you be speaking?”

      He smiles softly. “I won’t lie and say it’s not sore as all hell, but I’ve had worse.” He reaches for my hand and brings it up to his throat. “You can touch.”

      Carefully, I prod his flesh with my fingers, feeling him swallow. It’s not nearly as swollen as it was earlier, and even though it looks terrible, and he sounds like he’s been swallowing glass, I feel better seeing and touching him for myself.

      “We’re all good, Amore. Promise.”

      “Good. Wanna shower with me? I can feel cum all over my ass and thighs, and it's getting kinda gross now.”

      He laughs and winces. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Do I get an invite?” Tennant asks.

      Hollis and I look at each other before turning to him. “I suppose,” Hollis says. “Save water and all that.”

      “How generous of you.”

      “We’re really charitable,” I reply with a smile.
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      Cristian and I sit in his office. I’ve just finished giving him my updates regarding security matters, and various issues my men have dealt with over the last week.

      “Has Hollis come any closer to figuring out where his ghost is?”

      I shake my head. “Unfortunately not. He and H have been able to get into V’s system, but they haven’t figured out where that bastard is hiding. Luckily, Hollis hasn’t gotten any more packages, but I’m not taking any chances with his safety, or Roman’s. I very much doubt the bastard has gone away. It’d make no sense why he reached out in the first place.”

      “I agree. Bastard has been buying and abusing boys for this long, with that comes some type of intelligence, in order to not get caught. We’ll stay put for now, but I hate to say it, if he won’t come to us, we’ll have to go to him.”

      “You want to use Hollis as bait,” I say slowly, making sure my tone is even and not giving away the rage currently coursing inside me. It takes more concentration than it should.

      “Don’t say it like that.” Cristian leans forward, resting his arms on the desk, eyes dark and boring into mine. “It is a last resort tactic. I care for Hollis, he’s part of this family. He has been since he first asked if he could kidnap you. More so now that my son has decided he wants you both.

      “We’ll do everything we can to protect him. He’s an Amato, Tennant. And with that comes the full force of the Family, if need be. But we can’t go on like this forever. I hear Roman’s complaints, and the extra security around him and Leandro are starting to draw notice whenever they’re on campus. If it continues much longer, other areas of our business will suffer because we don’t have the manpower to sustain it. And Hollis will stay in his heightened sense of anxiety, which could have lasting consequences for his health.” Cristian leans back in his chair, his shoulders relaxing somewhat as he forces himself to take a breath. “I’m not saying we throw him under the bus, but the longer this goes on, the worse it is going to get for him. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed how jumpy he is.”

      I shake my head. “I know. Neither of us has slept well in close to a month because he keeps having nightmares. And when he’s not, it’s because he’s awake, either trying to work himself to death, or he’s tossing and turning, trying not to fall asleep in case of a nightmare. I haven’t been this sleep deprived since Roman was born and you finally let me help care for him.”

      “Then if the time comes and we must make a plan that involves Hollis, you can’t argue with me. I know you want to protect him, Ten, but you can’t do that if you can’t function.”

      Every instinct in me protests. I want nothing more than to hoard Hollis and Roman away, to put them in a place where nothing and no one can touch them, but I know that’s unfair of me.

      “Only if I get a say in said plans.”

      “Of course.” Cristian is silent for a moment before he sighs. “I should probably thank you.”

      I stare at him, unsure of what he’s on about now. Silence stretches between us as Cristian leans forward again and rests his hands on the desk, clasping his fingers together.

      “Roman has been…happy, more settled than I’ve seen him in a long time. And I know it’s because of you and Hollis. You…seem to get him, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted as a father. For someone, or in this case someones, to care for and love my son in the way he deserves. He’s happy. I know it hasn’t been long, but I can see it. So, thank you for caring for him instead of killing him.”

      I smile at that. “It was a toss up, some days it still is. He’s an utter brat, but it’s as endearing as it is annoying. I didn’t think anyone besides Hollis would be able to understand my more…baser instincts. But Roman doesn’t just understand me, he understands Hollis and the relationship I have with him. I think it would have been very easy for him to get jealous and feel shut out. I’m not sure I’d be so gracious in his position.

      “But, he’s never shown anything except understanding of the way Hollis and I are together. Even in his most insecure moments. I can’t predict the future, Cris, but I know I want Roman with us. I don’t need or particularly want your approval, but…I’m glad you seem to have gotten over it.”

      “I’m not happy about it, and I don’t get it, but I won’t give you grief over it. Just keep doing whatever it is you are that puts that smile on his face and lightness in my son’s eyes.”

      I smirk and reply with, “I’d tell you what it is exactly, but I don’t think you want to know.”

      His lip curls. “Get out.”

      “You are far too easy sometimes, Cris.”

      “Goodbye, Tennant.”

      With a laugh, I leave the office. Hollis is, of course, working. I decide to leave him to it, for now, and instead, I go in search of Roman.

      I find him in his bedroom, Leandro sitting opposite him on the bed, his legs in Roman’s lap with Roman’s hands massaging deep into one of his thighs.

      “What the hell is that awful noise?” I glare up at the speakers in the ceiling, as whatever is coming out of them cannot possibly be classified as music.

      Roman laughs. “It’s BTS. Everyone likes BTS.”

      I stare at him and he laughs again, switching legs to massage. Walking to the bed, I take a seat and look at Leandro. “Spasms bad today?”

      He nods and says bitterly, “It’s like my bones are trying to vibrate out of my skin. Wouldn’t be so bad except I can actually feel that, because my body hates me.”

      From what Leandro says, he was injured so long ago that he hardly remembers what it was like to be able-bodied. Never once in the four years he’s been with us has he allowed it to slow him down. The only limitation he really has is his ability to make a quick escape if he’s ever attacked, which is why I got him the dog—who is currently laying next to Roman, fast asleep.

      Not that I don’t trust Leandro to handle himself. Hand to hand combat might not be his strong suit, but he’s quite adept with a gun. Still, with Boston as his protector, everyone can breathe a little easier.

      “Roman,” Leandro says in a voice I do not trust. At all. “If you’re fucking my dads now, do I have to call you stepdaddy?”

      “Leandro…” I warn in a low tone.

      Roman stops his massage and replies, “That’s disturbing on so many levels. Please don’t ever say something like that again.”

      “I mean, you’re technically my cousin, and you claimed me as your best friend. What’s one more title?”

      “Your sense of humor is as bad as Tennant’s,” Roman gripes. “Is it an ASPD thing?”

      Leandro shuffles back on the bed, moving his legs out of Roman’s lap and arranging them in a better position as he leans against the footboard. “I’m just curious,” he says in an innocent tone.

      Roman glares at him. “I know all your tricks. I’m not falling for that.” With that, he turns to me. “Anyway, I’m assuming you came in here for a reason?”

      “Not really. I finished with Cristian, and Hollis is working until I drag him away. We haven’t gotten much one-on-one time, and apparently that’s healthy for relationships, or something like that.”

      “Aww, you care. That’s so sweet.”

      I glare at him. “Don’t be a brat.”

      He grins and moves closer. “I thought you liked it when I was bratty?”

      “Gross,” Leandro says.

      “I cannot wait until you find someone,” Roman tells him.

      Leandro shakes his head. “Absolutely not. That’s far more work than I care to put in.”

      “You never know,” I say. “That type of thing sneaks up on you.”

      Leandro stares at me. “Who are you and what have you done with my emotion adverse father?”

      “I didn’t say anything about feelings.” I make sure to add extra stress to ‘feelings’. “But having someone who understands you without having to hide or censor yourself…it’s unexplainable.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Not for me, thanks.” He tilts his head. “Does this mean no more sleepovers? I do like it when you’re in my bed sometimes.”

      “I had no plans on stopping,” Roman reassures him. “And I dare them to try.”

      I huff. “I have no intention of forcing rules onto your friendship. Nothing changes, little prince.”

      “Better not,” he mutters, leaning his head on my shoulder.

      “I think Hollis and I have already learned what happens when you think we’re actually controlling you, little prince. We’ll keep those games to the bedroom.”

      “Still in the room,” Leandro says. “I really do not want to know, please and thank you.”

      “Suck it up, buttercup,” Roman sasses back.

      The boys go back and forth for a while, insulting each other while also somehow having a meaningful discussion in between, as far as I can tell, because Roman leaves my side to sit with Leandro, leaning against him.

      If one didn’t know better, they would think they were brothers, or even lovers with how close and physical they are. And maybe they should have been. Roman, for all his faults, is exactly the soft hearted person Leandro needs. Saying that, after getting to know Roman intimately, it’s clear that Leandro doesn’t have what Roman needs.

      Leandro and I may need understanding because of who and what we are, but so does Roman. Having the weight of being Cristian’s only heir on his shoulders, the training I’ve put him through recently, and his natural defiance and bratty nature, he needs someone to help temper him.

      That could never be Leandro. He’s not the same as I am. His skills are more about survival and subterfuge. My own lean toward eliminating anything and everyone who may stand in my path.

      No two people are the same, not even those with antisocial personalities. Roman may understand and know how to get through to Leandro, after a lifetime of being around me, but that doesn’t mean he can substitute one for another, because the differences between us are too great.

      Not only that, but I come with Hollis, and my lover makes me a better person. He’s all the good parts of me, and I’m happy to share his light with Roman.

      “He’s gone pensive,” Leandro says in a loud whisper. “Should we be worried?”

      “I will reground you,” I tell him.

      “I dare you.” I raise a brow and he narrows his eyes.

      Roman breaks the stare off between us. “Enough. You two are like children sometimes.”

      “Takes one to know one,” Leandro quips.

      “I will push you off this bed,” Roman threatens.

      “Do it, I won’t stop Boston when she tries to bite your face off.”

      At the sound of her name, the dog lifts her head, stares at her handler, sneezes, and goes back to napping.

      “Yes,” Roman deadpans. “She's so scary.”

      I consider leaving as they go back to squabbling like siblings, but I find it rather comforting and amusing more than anything. So I stay, listening to their nonsense, with their shit music playing overhead, and I feel…contentment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: DAYTON]
        

      

      
        
        THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      I don’t think I’ll ever be warm again. I don’t know how many days it’s been since he left, but at this point, I’m too weak to even find comfort in my memories, like I have been. If you can call thinking about how your previous abuser didn’t want to die alone, comfort. But…it’s all I have. Anything from my old life, before this one, is a no go.

      It’s not like I had a bad childhood, but I didn’t get into black hat hacking for shits and giggles. It was the only thing I had, besides a father who cared so little for me he sold me to pay his debts.

      It’s sad that the warmest, kindest memories I currently have are those of Mr. Thommilson. Despite the things he did to me during the eight months I was with him, he was also…loving and kind. It wasn’t all pain and mind games. Not like it is now.

      He wanted a companion, not a toy.

      No, that doesn’t excuse what he did, or the way he went about it. I can’t deny he was a sick bastard. The only reason I made it out of there mostly intact was because he was too weak to do anything to me. I heard the stories though, and saw the pictures. I knew exactly the type of monster I was with. He, at least, hid it better than the bastard who has me now.

      At least with Mr. Thommilson I was warm and cared for. At this moment, it doesn’t matter what I had to endure in order to enjoy those luxuries. As it doesn’t matter what I do now, my comfort and care is not a guarantee at the hands of Gerald.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sinking in and out of consciousness when the door opens. Blinking my heavy eyes open, I stare at my captor from my spot on the floor.

      “You’re pathetic,” he says in a harsh voice. I don’t even have the strength to flinch as he crosses the small, damp space and pulls me up by my soiled shirt. “I should have left you to rot. Five days and you’ve already given up?”

      “That’s what happens when someone is cold, malnourished, and barely has enough water,” I whisper, my voice shaking as I attempt to get the words out.

      “If I hadn’t spent a ridiculous amount of money on you, I would let you die. But, I invested in your pathetic ass for a reason. Now come.”

      He turns and drags me out of the room. Hanging my head down, I just wish this would all end.

      It has to eventually, right? If not, I’ll have to take matters into my own hands…

      So lost in my own head, I don’t notice that he’s dragged me into the bathroom until he pushes me into the shower and turns the water on.

      The ice cold water barely registers, I'm too numb and weak already to respond. I’m only able to scrub myself clean with the soap he throws at me because obeying is the only thing—other than death—keeping me going at the moment.

      “Up, get dressed and fed.”

      “Please, sir.” I look up at him with wide, innocent eyes, a look I’ve perfected over time with him. “I would like to sleep.”

      “Do as I say, boy.” His tone is firm.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He watches with hungry eyes as I shakily leave the shower and dry myself off. I’m trembling by the time I’m finished, and I have to hang onto the counter, feeling as if I’ll black out when my head starts to swim.

      “Hurry up!” he barks. “Before I change my mind about you.”

      With slow, shaky movements, I move into the bedroom and dress in the few comfort clothes he’s allowed me to have. Most of the time, I wear next to nothing.

      He doesn’t follow me into the kitchen, but then, that’s my domain. I doubt the bastard even knows how to boil water.

      It takes far longer than it should to heat up some broth, even after I drink a bit of water and eat a handful of slightly stale crackers.

      As soon as the cool water hits my tongue, I want to chug the entire glass down. I don’t. I am far too weak to clean up after myself if I get sick, and I don’t even want to think of what my punishment will be.

      As I pull the broth from the heat and reach into the drawer for a spoon—too exhausted to even think of reaching into the overhead cabinet for a proper bowl—I…bypass the spoons and pull out a knife instead.

      It’ll be easy. It’s the only thought that runs through my head as I hold my shaky arm out. Soon it’ll all be over. And with that, I cut into my skin…
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      “Another package was delivered to the condo, sir.”

      “Motherfucker!” I curse. I consider beating my head on my keyboard, but that won’t do anything except irritate me more and give me a headache. “Where is it now?”

      “I have it here. It was delivered swiftly.”

      I sigh, tired to the depths of my very soul. “Bring it in then.”

      “Would you like us to call Mr. Mason?” I shake my head.

      “No, he’s out with Roman for the day. No sense in calling them back home for this. Thank you.”

      The guard nods and returns to his post just outside my office door, but he doesn’t close it behind him, as per usual. I never close the door unless I’m on a call with H or the occasional client. I get so engrossed in my work, it doesn’t matter if the door is open or closed most of the time, I can tune everything out around me regardless.

      Staring at the small, nondescript brown box, I take a deep breath and reach for it when my phone rings.

      Grateful for the distraction, I answer without checking the caller ID. “Hello?”

      “D…”

      I startle and almost drop the phone. “H?”

      “Sorry, there’s no time for a vidcall.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He sucks in a breath. “There was a job listing posted on a mercenary site. I caught it too late… That stupid fucking site isn’t my perferred one. Anyway, Tennant’s in trouble. The fucktard hired someone to kidnap him.”

      Fear rushes through me and I try my best to stamp it down. “Are you sure?”

      “Yep. I can’t see who took the job, because unlike all the other fucking sites, this one doesn’t show that information. But the job posting’s been up for almost a day and it closed two hours ago.”

      Dread fills me. “How did you miss this?”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, D,” H says in warning. “I’m kicking myself enough as it is. But this site is very, very good at hiding what’s posted there, even from me. My program caught it, but not in time. You’re lucky it caught it at all. I’m working on a way to get around their security measures, but since we both know who ordered the kidnapping, I’m also backtracking and trying to use V’s information to find Gerald.”

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, H. I know you’re doing your best. And I appreciate you, I do. Loop me into your system, I’ll take over tracking that bastard down, while you focus on breaking into the site.”

      “Will do, I’ll send you my access codes too, so you can key yourself in and see what I’m doing. I should have done that when we were going through V’s system. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. It’s hard to trust someone with something like that. I get it.”

      “Where is Tennant now?”

      I put the phone on speaker and open the messaging app I built specifically to communicate with the Amatos. “He and Roman are out dealing with some Family business,” I say as I send a text to both of them. “I’m going to try to call them in, but I have no idea what they’re doing or if they have their phones handy. I need to get in touch with their bodyguards.”

      “Okay.” There’s rapid keystrokes in the background as H says, “You have access to everything I do now. Try to get them somewhere safe. I know they’re both capable of looking after themselves, but without knowing who took the job, I can’t tell you if they’re a problem or not. So, for now, treat this as if it’s the worst case scenario.”

      “You don’t think it was one of your clients?”

      “Fuck, no,” H says. “Henry is barely getting back to work, and he never does a job without running it by me first. Not only that, I'm pretty sure he and Aaron are a package deal now, and Aaron wouldn’t want to cross the Amatos after doing them a favor. That’s not good business.”

      “Sorry, H. You know I had to ask.”

      “Yeah, I know. I reached out to Henry’s main broker, but so far, he hasn’t gotten back to me. If he doesn’t know then we’re really fucked because not much gets past him, and if it does, it means shit’s FUBAR.”

      “That’s encouraging,” I mutter.

      “Would you rather I lie to you?”

      I sigh. “No. Thank you, H. For everything. I’ll let you go so I can make my calls and then start where you left off in the search for the bastard.”

      “Will do. Talk to you soon, D. Hopefully, with news that ends this shit.”

      I’m not so sure as I hang up and call Joel. I’m amazed I can keep the fear and worry out of my voice during the short and terse phone call with Tennant’s head guard.

      Once done, I set the phone aside and place my hands on my desk, taking a few deep and much needed breaths. My insides tremble with long seated fear, and I fight back the urge to cry. None of that is helpful. The scared boy I was has no place here, not when the man I love, and the one I am falling in love with, are in danger.
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      We go through the entire shipment of weapons from the Brazilians, and I’m happy to sign off on the order. Oliveria doesn’t say anything as Roman and Enzo meticulously look over all the guns, and assure me that everything is on the up and up. He either understands why we don’t take chances in business, especially with new-to-us suppliers, or he’s choosing not to offend us on our first official sale.

      “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Oliveria.”

      He shakes my hand and gives me a terse smile. “I hope this is only the beginning of our working relationship, Mr. Mason.”

      When the Brazilians are gone, my men load the crates into the truck and we’re off to where this cache of weapons is going to be housed until it can be distributed amongst our men or sold—Cristian has been fielding buyers for the guns, but none of them have met his exasperating qualities yet.

      Getting the weapons sorted and logged in our warehouse takes longer than anticipated, but as soon as it gets done and I turn to Roman, Joel comes rushing over.

      “Sir! We need to go, now!”

      My guard isn’t one for overreacting or dramatics. So one look at his hard eyes and rigid stance tells me this is serious. Without thought, I grab Roman by the arm, pull him close to my body, and start walking to the exit. Enzo hurries ahead of us, leading the way out while also shielding Roman from the front.

      “What’s going on, Joel?” I ask.

      “Mr. Maddigan called to inform us that someone has orchestrated to have you kidnapped, sir.”

      “Did he give any more details?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Be vigilant then,” I order, making sure my voice carries to those around us.

      Roman tries to pull himself from my grasp. “You can let go now, Ten.”

      “Absolutely not.” I shove him into the car as Enzo holds the door open for us. “Your safety is number one, always. Did you somehow forget that?”

      “I’m not the one who has a hit out on me!”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say simply, climbing into the car and sitting opposite him. “Vest on.”

      He huffs but doesn’t argue, reaching under the seat and pulling out the bulletproof vest. He strips out of his jacket and shrugs the vest on. “Vest on, Tennant.”

      “Don’t get smart with me, Roman.”

      “It’s not just about me,” he pleads. “Tennant, please.” I can hear the tension in his voice. He’s not asking as anything other than my lover, and that makes me reach under the seat and pull out the vest.

      “We’re being followed, sir,” Joel says from the front seat.

      “Normal followed or ‘someone is a professional’ followed?”

      “Unclear.”

      Motherfucker. Pulling out my gun, I look across at Roman who does the same. He gives me a smile, the one he uses when he’s ready to have some ‘fun’, as he calls it. Seeing him go from Roman to hardened mafia heir is always a beautiful sight. The switch reminds me of when I leave my humanity behind and allow my baser instincts—the ones that allow me to be what Cristan needs—out to play.

      “You’ll listen to my orders, Roman. No arguing.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m not a child. I don’t appreciate you treating me like one.”

      “No. You’re the Amato heir, and someone I have a vested interest in keeping alive. Now isn’t the time for your high and mighty bullshit.”

      He presses his lips together but nods once. “Don’t worry about me, Ten.”

      The world spins before I can respond.

      Metal crunches against metal and glass goes flying. It’s all I can do to shield my face so it doesn’t end up cut to shit. Just as the car stops, something else hits us from the other side.

      Motherfucker.

      Gunfire erupts and I shove Roman to the floor, despite his protests. The back door is ripped open and I’m quick to fire my gun, just not fast enough.

      The bullets slam into my vest, but the close range adds to the power and I fall onto Roman, just as the other three doors are opened and more guns are pointed at us. Any other circumstance, I’d fight, or at least attempt to, but with Roman in the car… It’s a risk I can’t take.

      Holding my hands up, I let them see me drop my gun to the floor. The asshole facing me doesn’t hesitate to reach in and grab at me. I don’t make it easy on him, but with my chest still aching from the impact of the bullets, and as off balance as I am, it’s easy for him to pull me from the car.

      “You have me,” I growl. “There’s no reason for anyone else to get hurt.”

      The asshole smiles, and then hits me across the face with his gun.

      Roman yells my name and I tense, reaching for the hand holding me so I can break free, only for pain to explode at the back of my head…
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      “Tennant!” I scream his name again as someone hits him in the back of the head and he goes limp, the dickhead who pulled him from the car is the only reason he doesn’t fall to the asphalt.

      Scrambling, I try to exit the car, gun already aiming for the two assholes who are maneuvering Tennant’s prone body so they can move him, when pain sears through my arm and my ears ring from the gunshot.

      Turning on instinct, I bite back the groan rising in my throat as I move my arm around too quickly. My bullets hit my target, but not before he gets another round in my arm. Fucking hell.

      The body falls forward and crashes to the floor, just as someone grabs me by the shoulder and tugs me backward.

      “Don’t shoot,” Joel orders as he drags me out of the car. “How bad is it?” he asks once we’re both standing outside.

      “Unsure. Bastard shot me twice.” I look around, heart in my throat. “Ten?”

      “Gone,” Joel says in a hard voice. “They were well prepared. Enzo got shot as well, but he’s okay,” he assures me. “We need to get you both to Doc. Backup should be here soon.”

      I shove Joel, ignoring the pain rushing through me, even though my vision whites out for a moment and I clench my teeth as a scream rips its way out of my throat. “You let them take him!” Gun still in hand, I point it at the other man. “I should fucking kill you.”

      “And what would that accomplish?” he asks calmly. “I did my job.”

      “You’re supposed to protect him! You failed.”

      “I made a choice,” he says, still calm though he shifts his stance, hands clenching at his sides. “Our lives are expendable, yours is not. We all have a choice to make in these situations, and we all made them. Mr. Mason knew what he was doing, and I trust the choice he made to protect you, as he trusts me to do the same.”

      Tears burn my eyes but I hold them back. Pain begins to overtake me and my hands start to shake, so I lower the gun, though I want nothing more than to kill the man in front of me.

      My life is not more important than anyone else’s. I can’t help the position I was born into. And while I understand the reason for the guards, and how it’s their job to protect me, that doesn’t make it any easier. Not when it’s Enzo and Benji, who have been with me the longest. Or Tennant, who is far more to me than a simple bodyguard.

      My knees buckle as everything—the pain and the emotions of Tennant being gone— crash over me.

      I’m aware of hands grabbing for me, but the darkness rushes in too fast and I don’t try to fight it. My head is too full of conflicting emotions to deal with it all now.
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      I enter Hollis’s office to find him muttering to himself while deeply engrossed in whatever he’s working on. Not wanting to have a knife pulled on me, I stop by Leandro’s desk and rap my knuckles on the wood.

      Hollis jumps and turns toward the sound. He lets out a breath when he sees me. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.” Something must show on my face because he asks, “What’s wrong?”

      Taking a breath, my heart stutters in my chest as I say, “There was an…incident.”

      Hollis stills, I don’t even think he’s breathing when he asks, “What kind of incident?”

      I swallow because as much as I’m trying to keep my emotions out of it, it’s impossible. “Roman and Tennant were ambushed… I don’t have all the details, only what Joel was able to relay over the phone, but… Roman is hurt and Tennant is… He’s gone, Hollis.”

      He jumps up, chair skittering across the floor as he does so. “What the fuck do you mean, gone?”

      “He was taken, Hollis. Now, come with me, the others should be here any second. Doc is already preparing for Roman and Enzo.”

      “I…” He reaches out for the edge of the desk, and I can see the heartbreak written all over his face. “This is my fault,” he whispers.

      Striding over to him, I take a risk and touch him. He flinches—it’s well known that Hollis doesn’t care for touch, unless it comes from Tennant, and now Roman, of course. But I keep my hand on him in order to regain his attention. When soulful dark brown eyes meet mine, I say, “It is not your fault. Going down that line of thinking won’t help anyone, trust me. I’ve been there. Tennant is strong, and right now, there’s nothing we can do until we have all the facts. So come, I’m sure Roman would like to see you once Doc patches him up.”

      Hollis takes a few deep breaths, pushes his emotions back until a hardness I’ve never seen before glints in his eyes, and he nods.

      I hate it, hate seeing him ignore what he’s feeling in order to get shit done, but it comes with this life. My insides are trembling with fear and anger, because someone dared to hurt my son. Yet, now is not the time to let them loose. Later, when it is just Cristian and I, and we know our son is safe and well, then we will be able to let everything go. When the Family doesn’t need us to be strong and whole.

      In this life, love is both your strength and your weakness, and it is imperative you know the difference between the two. And when to give into one over the other.

      That doesn’t make it any easier to tell Hollis to ignore his pain, though. I know how it feels for me, as Roman’s father. I can only imagine how I would cope if it were Cristian who was hurt, or worse, taken. Hollis has to deal with both at the same time.

      “Mr. Amato,” the maid hurrying into the office says. “The Boss sent me to fetch you and Mr. Maddigan.”

      “Thank you, where is he?”

      “The doctor’s office.”

      I nod and turn to Hollis. “Roman needs you now, Hollis.”

      He pushes away from the desk and moves around me, determination in every step. It is that strength that will get him and Roman through the coming days, but how easily he bottled his emotions up worries me. Nothing good can come from letting pain fester.
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      I want to cry. To scream, to fucking hit something. But I can’t, not yet. After Roman is stable, I’ll be able to break down. And after that, I’ll tear this fucking city apart to find the other half of me.

      Cristian is pacing the hall outside Doc’s office. I can feel the fury rolling off him, and I’m honestly surprised I can’t see it.

      Leandro has parked himself closer to the end of the hall, trying to stay out of the way. Boston follows in Cristian’s wake, in tune to his volatile emotions, and offering as much comfort as he’ll allow.

      “How’s he doing, hun?” Carter asks, stopping Cristian’s pacing.

      “Doc did a quick visual check and thinks both bullets went through clean. I got kicked out of the room then.” He frowns and Carter chuckles softly.

      “And Enzo?”

      Cristian grimaces. “His assistant is handling that until Doc finishes with Roman. It’s not life threatening, but he’ll most likely be out of commission for a while.”

      “Guess we'll have to give Thomas his job back,” Carter muses.

      Cristian doesn’t respond, instead he pulls away from his husband and continues his pacing.

      I lean against the wall so my knees don’t buckle. I should have stayed in my office. Cristian’s worry is feeding my own, and it’s all I can do to stay upright at the moment.

      “Roman needs you now.” The truth in that statement has me using the compartmentalization skills I learned long ago. It’s been years since I’ve needed to lock my emotions away. I’ve been spoiled since coming to live with the Amatos, and Tennant gave me a safe place to just be. But now, all the survival instincts I learned when I became a victim will come in handy.

      My heart feels as if it’s been shattered into a million pieces, and with every moment that passes without word from Doc, another jagged edge rips through me. I push through it, because I have to for Roman, for Tennant, and for my own sanity.

      After what feels like an eternity, but is likely only an hour, the office door opens and one of Doc’s assistants steps out. Cristian turns to face the man, and to give the kid credit, he doesn’t take a step back, even when Carter has to hold his husband close to prevent him from crowding the guy.

      “Doc is working on the other patient now, otherwise he’d be out here talking with you.

      “Roman’s fine. Both bullets missed anything vital, and while he had to dig one out, the other went clean through. He’ll have to restrict the movements of his arm for a few weeks, and then undergo physical therapy. We don’t think there’s any nerve damage, but Doc will do further testing tomorrow.”

      “Can I take him upstairs?”

      The assistant looks away from Cristian as he answers me. “Of course. He’ll be more comfortable in his own bed.”

      I follow the assistant into the office, Carter and Cristian close behind. The room is about as large as my own office, but with all the medical equipment, it feels smaller. We try to stay out of Doc’s way as he and his second assistant work on Enzo.

      Roman is sitting on the narrow hospital bed, shirtless, with his right arm in a sling. “I gave him pain meds,” Doc says, without looking up from what he’s doing.

      “They should last another few hours. I’ll send some upstairs with you, and be around to check on him later.”

      “You can find him in mine and Tennant’s room,” I inform the doctor as I help Roman off the bed. He sways, whether it be from the blood he lost or the meds in his system, I don’t know. With careful hands, I steady him and help him sit back down.

      “I’ll carry him,” Cristian says, and I move aside so he can reach his son.

      “Oh great,” Doc says, still focusing on his task. “Just what the boy needs, to be lugged around like a sack of flour. I’m adding a wheelchair to my list of supplies, sir.”

      “Whatever you want, Doc. You know how to use your business credit card,” Cristian replies as he scoops his son into his arms.

      Roman makes a whimpering noise as he’s jostled about that makes my heart squeeze, and tears finally break through my resolve. As Cristian cradles Roman as gently as he can, I follow behind them, tears rolling down my face.

      Leandro doesn’t follow us upstairs, but Carter does. He opens doors for Cristian, and turns the covers back on the bed.

      Roman cries out as being set down jostles his arm, and I carefully climb onto the bed next to him.

      Cristian pushes Roman’s messy hair off his forehead. “Rest, Mio Figlio.”

      “Ten…” Roman’s broken voice has me pressing as close to him as possible.

      “Shhh, he’ll be okay. He’ll hang on until we rescue him, if he doesn’t rescue himself first.” Cristian manages a small smile, it’s fleeting but there.

      Roman lets out a small chuckle and then winces. I reach for his hand and he squeezes my fingers weakly.

      “Easy, Amore,” I whisper. “Your dad’s right. Sleep will do you good. I’ll stay here with you.”

      “Me too.” Cristian’s black eyes hold a fire almost daring me to argue.

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      Roman sighs and relaxes further into the bed. It’s not long before he can’t fight it anymore and falls asleep. I keep holding his hand, staying pressed firmly against him, while Cristian and Carter drag one of the chairs from the sitting room into the bedroom near the bed.

      “I’ll go check on Enzo, and get an update from the team who went to examine the scene,” Carter says.

      “Thank you, Caro.”

      Carter presses a lingering kiss to Cristian’s lips and I have to look away. Heartbreak threatens to take over the longer I watch them, and I'm forced to acknowledge that while Roman is here and mostly whole, Tennant isn’t.

      “You should sleep too, Hollis,” Carter says as he steps up to the bed and presses a kiss to his son’s head. “Cristian will keep watch over you both.”

      “I need to update H.”

      “I’ll have your phone brought up. Stay here, rest. You can’t help either of them if you’re not taking care of yourself.”

      I don’t want to agree, but do because I know he’s right. There’s a lot of work to do, but it’s not going anywhere, and the exhaustion seems to hit me out of nowhere, crashing over me until I can’t fight it anymore.
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      Pain sears through my arm, from the tips of my fingers all the way to my shoulder. I cry out and tears leak from my still closed eyes.

      “Shh, easy, Mio Figlio. Try not to move your arm.”

      “Fucking hurts,” I whine as I open my eyes to meet those of my father.

      “I know. Here.” He holds a syringe to my mouth, and I gratefully open so he can administer the painkiller. “It’ll kick in soon. Do you need water, too?”

      “Please.”

      Dad helps me sit up and gives me a glass with a straw. After a few careful sips, I feel a bit better. My head is throbbing, along with the pain in my arm, but I can shove that to the side for a moment.

      “Where’s Hollis?”

      Dad sighs. “In his office.”

      I’m almost afraid to ask. “How long has he been there?”

      Dad grimaces. “Hours now. He slept for a bit, but after a few hours, he woke up screaming. You stirred a little, so he calmed you and then headed downstairs. He’s been there ever since.”

      I sigh. “He’s blaming himself.”

      “I know. He explained what he knew about the job posting, and apologized for putting you in danger.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not his fault.”

      “I know that, Roman. I don’t think he does, though. He was okay, for the most part, but after that nightmare…”

      Closing my eyes, I take a breath, knowing it’s going to be impossible to drag Hollis away from his office. Fucking Gerald Bradley. Bastard couldn’t just fucking die. Instead, he has to come torture Hollis some more.

      And I don’t know how to help him. He needs Tennant, and that hurts more than anything. I can’t give our lover what he needs. Not because Hollis doesn’t trust or care for me—even if it’s not yet to the intensity in which he cares for Tennant, but it hasn’t been that long, after all—but because Tennant is well…Ten.

      Hollis isn’t the only one who needs him.

      “I need to go down there.” Opening my eyes, I meet Dad’s.

      He shakes his head. “Absolutely not. You’re banged up, recovering, and will probably sleep soon, after the meds kick in.”

      “I need to see him.”

      “You need to rest.”

      “Dammit, I’m not a fucking kid! I need to see my partner. Put yourself in our shoes, Dad. I know you don’t have to try very hard to picture how we’re feeling right now. It may not be the same, but you know exactly how it feels when a piece of your heart isn't here. Don’t try to coddle me. I got hurt—big fucking deal! It happens, that’s this life; the risk we take every single fucking day. I don’t need you hovering over me. I need my lover so we can find our missing one.”

      My body shakes and tears fall down my face. The painkillers finally kick in, and as the pain begins to ease, so does some of my anger, but now that the tears have started to fall, I can’t stop them.

      “I’m sorry, Roman,” he says. “You’re right. In my need to make sure you’re well, I’ve treated you as the boy I still see you as, not the man you’re becoming. That isn’t my intention, son. I don’t mean to be heavy handed. I just…don’t know what I would do without you. You are the reason I keep fighting, Roman. You have always been my strength, and that’s made me hold on a little too tight. I’ll try harder, Mio Figlio. Ti voglio bene.”

      More tears fall. “I love you, too. Even when you’re being an overbearing asshole.”

      He snorts. “Which is all the time. I know I put a lot on you. You’re my heir, but you’re also my only child. And with that comes the weight of the world.” He reaches for my free hand, which is resting in my lap. “I don’t understand what you’re doing with Tennant and Hollis. They’re both so much older than you, and well, there are two of them. But, if they make you happy, how can I begrudge that? If being with them is what you want—need—then who am I to stand in your way? As long as you’re safe and happy. Which means I will do whatever it takes to bring Tennant back to you.”

      I crack a brittle smile. “You were going to do that anyway.”

      “Yes, but it means more now.”

      I blink my sleep-heavy eyes at him. “I think I love them, Dad, and I don’t know how I can go on if one is… If we lose Ten…”

      “We won’t. Trust in your lover, Roman. Tennant has done and seen more than you can even fathom. He won’t give up.” He leans in and kisses my head. “Sleep now, Roman. Get better so we can go save the dumbass, before he gets himself into more trouble.”

      I huff a laugh and sigh, sliding down the bed in order to get more comfortable, or at least attempt to.

      Dad releases my hand and strokes my hair, much like he used to do when I was sick as a kid. It should piss me off, but the drugs have helped quell my irritation. Plus, having my father here is comforting, especially now that we seem to have turned a corner in our relationship.
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      Pain engulfs my entire body, but I force my eyes to open anyway. The room I’m in is damp and dank, my nose wrinkles as the smell of mildew permeates my senses. My arms ache from the way I’m hanging from the ceiling by my wrists, though my feet can still touch the floor.

      It looks like I’m in a house, maybe. A rundown one, for sure. The room is dimly lit, but I don’t think being brighter would make the carpet look any better.

      Rising up on my toes, I try to alleviate some of the strain on my shoulders and arms. Wrapping my hands around the chains I’m hanging from, I give them a few tugs, trying to determine how secure they are in the ceiling. Unfortunately, it seems my captors are professionals, which I already knew, given how easily they were able to overpower us.

      Of fucking course that bastard had to hire competent people. Sadly, despite what movies and books like to portray, people in this line of work don’t get there by being dumbasses. Sure, there are always a few that get lucky, but most are good at their jobs.

      I can only hope these guys were hired solely to grab me, but knowing my luck… With a sigh, I settle in to await my fate.
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        * * *

      

      The door opens and I blink rapidly as the overhead light is turned on. As my eyes focus on the room, I hide my disgust behind a mask of indifference. I was right, the room looks even worse and more dingy in the light.

      The man in front of me is tall and broad, with a face that looks like he’s run into too many brick walls. His hair is buzzed short, and his beard is patchy. Beady eyes watch me from under unkempt brows, but his smile reveals straight, white teeth. Good to know dental care is important to him.

      “Too bad the boss wants you alive,” he says as he steps into the room. “I’d love to watch you bleed out, pretty boy.”

      I smile. “Aww, you think I’m pretty?”

      I brace myself for the slap. His large hand leaves the right side of my face stinging, and blood fills my mouth from where I bit my tongue.

      “You know,” he says as he pulls out a knife. “The boss didn’t say I couldn’t hurt you, just that you needed to be breathing.”

      I laugh. “Do your worst.”

      Oh that angers him, as this time he punches me in the mouth. I don’t hesitate to spit a mouthful of blood at him, and I pay for it with a stinging cut across my non-aching cheek. It’s deep enough that blood runs down my face, but I don’t make a sound, even as he uses his hand to squeeze the wound open so more blood rushes out.

      If he thinks he can break me… Well, this will probably end with me getting beat to shit while he gets all his frustrations out.

      As it is, he slams a fist into my abdomen, but still doesn’t get anything except a puff of air escaping my mouth. He growls and hits me again. When he rears back for a third time, I become concerned about potential internal bleeding, but he ends up hitting me in the face again instead of the body. More blood fills my mouth, and I don’t hesitate to spit at him again, before running my tongue along my teeth, checking for cracks and looseness.

      The pounding in my head is worse now, and I close my eyes to try to cut down on the dizziness.

      My body is one mass of pain, and I can only hope it ends soon. At this point, I’m not too picky on how that occurs, but I would like to go home and check on Hollis. I'm sure he’s working himself into the ground, because that’s who he is as a person. Not only that, but I’m sure the guilt is riding him hard. Hopefully, he lets Roman care for him.

      Opening my eyes again, I stare into those of my captor. “Tell your boss to come do the dirty work himself. It’s insulting that he’s making some nobody lackey do it.”

      The next hit makes my ears ring, and something in my face cracks. I’m fighting the urge to vomit when the door to my damp room slams closed.

      If I didn’t have a concussion before, I damn sure have one now. Fucking asshole.

      Spitting more blood, I sag in my chains, letting my arms take the brunt of my weight for a moment while the world stops spinning.

      I hope Bradley’s minion tells him what I said. I’d love nothing more than to come face-to-face with the asshole. Even while hanging from the ceiling, I’m not one to be underestimated, and I will make him regret ever touching Hollis.
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      Growling in frustration, I consider tossing my keyboard across the room. It’s not like I don’t have another.

      “Maybe you should take a break, D,” H says.

      I ignore him. “He has to have someone hiding his tracks. V’s dead, so who the fuck is it?”

      “I don’t know. You sure he’s as incompetent as you claim?”

      “Positive. Yeah, he can buy a boy, but that’s about it. Near the end, he had me doing everything because, and I quote, “All that computer nonsense gives me a headache.” If he was able to hide his tracks so efficiently, I don’t think V would have been able to keep up with him. Unless, of course, they were in on it from the beginning.”

      “I don’t think so,” H muses. “If that were the case, he would have tracked you down sooner. No, I think you’re right, he’s hired someone. I can find out who, but it’s going to take some time.”

      “We don’t have time!” I snarl, fist slamming into my desk, but I ignore the flash of pain.

      “Seriously, D, you need a break. Some food and a bit of decent sleep will do you good. Come back with fresh eyes.”

      I glare at him through the screen. “And if it were someone you cared about?”

      He has the decency to grimace. “Point taken. Maybe get your protégé in on this then. Didn’t you say he was good?”

      Sighing, I lean back in my chair. “I am trying to steer him away from doing illegal shit. Introducing him to the dark web is like opening Pandora’s box.”

      H snorts. “What makes you think he doesn’t already know his way around? He’s what, eighteen? I know what I was doing at that age, and all of it could have gotten me thrown in a jail cell.”

      I scowl. “Not helping.”

      “No, I know, but seriously, you can’t keep going like this. I can’t keep going like this. I have a job to do, on top of helping you. Not that I’m complaining. You know I’m more than happy to help you, but the rate you’re going, you’re going to burn out and be useless to Tennant once we do find him.” He pauses for a moment and looks straight into the camera, and I swear those blue eyes of his can see straight through my soul, even from thousands of miles away. “Have you even spent any time with Roman?”

      I try not to flinch, hating that he’s right. When I stop for even just a second, I can feel the exhaustion weighing me down. Not only that, I’ve avoided Roman the last few days. Not because I don’t want to see him, that’s far from the truth. I need him as badly as I need my next breath… Except, how can I look him in the eye while knowing I’m the reason he’s hurt? That Tennant was taken because of me?

      My silence is enough of an answer for H because he says, “Go, D. Eat, sleep, and love on your partner. You both need each other. I’ll keep working until you’re back. I’m serious, though. Consider bringing Leandro in. We need all hands on deck, if we’re going to end this.”

      Letting out a long breath, I agree. “Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

      He hangs up the call, and I set my programs before putting my system to sleep. Looking for my phone, so I can hear the alert incase H or my programs find something, I see the box he sent me. I never opened it. Everything happened so fast, I forgot all about it.

      Picking it up, I take it with me as I head upstairs. Roman is sitting on the sofa in our room, Leandro at his side, with Boston laying across his feet. The three of them look up when I enter the room.

      “Hey.” Roman smiles. “Thought I’d never see you again.”

      His attempt at humor falls flat as I flinch, my thoughts going to not seeing Tennant again, or Roman.

      Dark green eyes study me before Roman nudges Leandro. “Mind leaving us for a while?”

      “Not at all. I’ll lock the door on my way out.” He pushes himself up and turns on the sofa, putting his legs on the ground and then reaching for his chair. Boston’s ears twitch and she stands, stretches, and follows her handler’s movements as he does the transfer from sofa to wheelchair. “Text me if you need anything. I’ll probably be downstairs. The further I can get away from you fucking one of my dads, the better.”

      “You’re a dick.”

      Leandro laughs maniacally and leaves the room. As soon as the door shuts behind him, Roman turns back to me, concern in his eyes.

      “What’s wrong, Hol?”

      “Don’t call me that,” I protest.

      He pats the cushion next to him. “Come here.”

      On wooden legs, I follow his order, cradling Gerald’s latest gift on my lap. Roman turns to face me, adjusting his position on the sofa so he can study me. I don’t meet his gaze.

      “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      “I don’t know what to do, or say,” I whisper.

      His hand grabs one of mine and I let him thread our fingers together. “You don’t have to say anything, Hol. Just be here with me, and let me be there for you. We’re in this together. Unless… You don’t want me without Tennant. Which, I understand.”

      Hearing the dejection in his voice tears my heart apart. I turn to him, letting go of his hand so I can cup his cheeks with both of mine. When his sorrow-filled green eyes meet mine, I can’t hold my tears back.

      “No, Roman. Not at all. I… Ti amo, Roman. I love you, so fucking much. And maybe it’s crazy because it hasn’t been that long, but you fit with me. Not just with Tennant and me, but me. You somehow get me in a way no one but Ten ever has before.

      “But I can’t be selfish. I want, so very badly, to help you heal, to be with you because I know how much it hurts not to have Ten, but I can’t. It’s my fault you were hurt, my fault Tennant was taken. If I were brave enough, strong enough, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. If I had killed that bastard when I had the chance twelve years ago… Instead, I ran like a coward.”

      “Hey, no. You can’t think like that, Hol. You did the only thing you could do to survive. No one can blame you for that. It’s not your fault.”

      “It is though!” Pulling away from him, I jump up from the sofa, unable to sit still any longer. “All of this is my fault.”

      Roman stands and reaches for me, but all I can see is the sling he’s wearing. I back up a few paces. “The only person who’s at fault here is that bastard. He is the one who kidnapped Tennant, the one who hurt you. Nothing is your fault, my love. Nothing.”

      Unlike Tennant, Roman doesn’t know the story. I’m sure he could guess, after what V said, but hearing it from me is different. Yet, he never asked, and even telling Ten the little I did took so much out of me, I couldn’t simply volunteer the information up again.

      But…he has to know. He has to know what kind of fuckery Tennant could be subjected to at the hands of that asshole.

      “Do you know what he did to me?” I ask in a quiet voice.

      Roman blanches. “I can guess.”

      “And even that wouldn’t paint an accurate picture. I thought I knew what a sick fuck was, Roman. I lived with one for eight months, but when I was sold to him…” I shudder. “Tennant isn’t his type, so he’s safe in that regard, but there are a million and one things a fucker like him could dream up. It doesn’t have to be sexual to be a violation. Tennant is strong, yes. He’s done a lot and been through a lot, but that type of torture changes a person.” I’d like to believe it wouldn’t affect Tennant, but it’s only a myth that he has no emotions. He feels, very deeply. It’s the way he processes those emotions that make him different, and lethal. But how would that translate to being under Gerald’s form of sadistic torture?

      Roman reaches for my face, and I reluctantly meet his eyes. “I can’t imagine what you went through, or what you’re going through now. I killed the person who tried to hurt me like that, and no, it’s not the same, but I do understand a bit. How it feels to be touched against your will, how your skin crawls for days afterward, how you can’t help but remember every sound and smell.

      “No, he didn’t complete his goal, but if I were anyone except who I am, I would have suffered that fate. And just because he didn’t rape me, doesn’t mean I didn’t have nightmares about it for weeks. Touch was hard. Even from my dads. I tolerated it because I needed that connection, but there was always a moment, at first, where my insides locked up. It got better; I healed and moved on.

      “But I’ll always remember. My heart aches at the thought of what you went through, but you survived. You’re here, and you’re thriving. He doesn’t get any more pieces of you, because you belong to me, Hol. You’re mine, and Tennant’s. And with us, nothing can ever hurt you again.”

      “Except he can, and he does. Every single, fucking day, Roman.” Stepping away from him again, I hold out my arm and push my sleeve back, letting him see my wrist and forearm, and the myriad of scars that adorn them.

      “Do you know what it feels like to fail? I wanted so badly for it all to stop, and I failed. Maybe if I didn’t, if he just let me die, this wouldn’t be happening. Or if I didn’t run like a fucking coward, and instead, killed him. I had plenty of opportunities. He was looking for a new boy, and he wanted me to help train whoever he found. I…I could have stopped him and I didn’t. That makes me just as responsible as him for whatever he’s done the last twelve years.”

      Roman grabs my arm, fingers digging into my flesh bruisingly. “No, don’t do that, Hollis. Don’t let that asshole have that kind of power over you. The only one to blame is him. You’re not a failure, or a coward, or weak, or anything else your brain thinks to throw at you.” He uses his grip on me to pull me close to him. “You’re so fucking strong, and brave. And I can’t express how in awe I am of you.”

      He steps closer and looks up at me with emotion-filled eyes. My breath catches in my throat as I see everything I’ve always wanted reflected in those green eyes.

      “You can’t mean that.”

      “Why not?” He releases my arm and reaches for my throat. His fingers press deeply into my skin, sending my already thundering heart into overdrive. “I’ve never meant anything more, Tesorino. You’re strong, and brave, and mine.”

      I can’t resist dipping my head and kissing him. Roman moans and his hold on me tightens, sending delicious tingles down my spine and into my cock. I pull away from his mouth enough to say, “Come lay with me?”

      Roman steps back, releases his hold on my throat to grab me by the hand and lead me into the bedroom.

      I help him undress, wincing when I see the bandages. He cups my face and pulls my mouth back down to his for a deep kiss. “I’m here,” he says against my lips. “I’m alive. Feel me.”

      He grabs my hand and places it over his heart. I dig my nails into the skin, hard enough to make him bleed. Roman moans and whimpers, so I lean in and lick the drops of blood before saying, “On the bed. Make yourself comfortable, toy.”

      His breath hitches, but he does as I ask, propping himself up on the pillows. The longer I watch him, the harder his cock gets, until he’s squirming on the sheets and begging.

      “Please, Hollis. I can’t take the teasing…”

      “Oh, Giocattolo, I haven’t even begun teasing you.” Grabbing the lube, I toss it onto the bed before climbing up and situating myself between his legs. “Your arm okay?”

      “It’s fine. Please…”

      Running my fingernails gently up his legs, to the inside of his thighs and around his groin, has his breath catching.

      “Hold still for me, Roman,” I say in a soft voice.

      When he stops moving, I lean down and suck the head of his cock into my mouth. Roman moans, and as I push his thighs out wider, I feel the muscles trembling under my hands.

      “You’re so pretty, toy,” I say as I pull off his cock. “So pretty, and made just for me and Ten, weren’t you?”

      “Yesss,” he hisses.

      “I’m not going to play with you,” I tell him. “I think we’re both too raw to draw things out.” Scooting up, I hover above him, nudging my cock against his ass. “Can I fuck you like this?”

      “You can do whatever you want to me.”

      Groaning, I take his mouth in a brutal kiss, biting at his lips and tongue until I taste blood. “You shouldn’t say stuff like that, toy.”

      “Everything that I am, Hollis, is yours to take.”

      My chest tightens with the sincerity of his words. I don’t deserve him, but I’m going to damn well try to not let him down.

      Grabbing the lube, I slick my cock, only putting enough in and around his hole that it shouldn’t be too painful, but it’s not going to be pleasant at first.

      Roman lets out a breath, and doesn’t hesitate to spread his legs farther open when I nudge my cock against his hole. We both moan as I ease my way inside.

      His hand comes up and grabs me by the hair, bringing my mouth back down to his. As I kiss him, I slam my cock the rest of the way into him. He groans and his body stiffens at the intrusion, but he only kisses me deeper, letting me open his ass with my cock.

      Pulling back from the kiss, I begin to move, sliding my cock almost all the way out before thrusting back in hard enough we slide up the bed. Roman winces and I stop, looking down at him in concern.

      “Don’t stop. Please. I promise, I can take it.”

      Guilt builds inside me and I move to pull out, but Roman wraps his legs around me, reaching for me with his hand at the same time.

      “I’m fine, Amante. I wouldn’t lie to you about this.” He rocks his hips, enticing me.

      “Say the word and we’ll stop.”

      “I know. But…” He grins. “I like a little pain with my pleasure.”

      Snorting, I shake my head and lean down to kiss him. “You’re twisted.”

      “Yes. And you love it.”

      I fuck my cock into him, listening to his gasps, watching his face for any indication that he’s not okay, before saying, “I do.”

      Carefully, I fuck him for a while, noting every wince and moan that comes from pain and not pleasure. Roman keeps a hold on me with his good arm, careful to keep his injured one as still as possible. He clutches at my shoulder or reaches up for my hair so he can bring my mouth down to his.

      Gentle sex isn’t new to me. Sometimes I like tying Tennant up and tormenting him with soft and slow touches—usually when he pisses me off. But this, with Roman, it’s different, special, and the emotions behind it take my breath away.

      Of course, it doesn’t stay sweet for long. He tugs on my hair and bucks his hips. “Please, Hol. I need you to fuck me. I’m a little banged up, but not broken.”

      I can see the same depth of emotions, as well as desperation, in his green eyes, and though I’m still very aware of his injuries, I’m also helpless to ignore him.

      “Hand on the headboard,” I order. He complies instantly, reaching up and grabbing the headboard with his good hand. “I don’t want you to move, understand?”

      He nods. “Yes, please. Just fuck me.”

      I smile. “That’s the plan.”

      With one last kiss, I rear up onto my knees, spread his legs as far as they can go, watching his face as he winces at my ministrations—checking it’s not too uncomfortable—and then begin fucking into him with long, hard strokes.

      Roman tries to lift his hips and I shove him back down. “Move again and I will get off over you, but leave you wanting.”

      “Fuck…” He flushes from face to torso, and if the way his cock leaks pre-cum is any indication, that’s not exactly a punishment.

      With a smirk, I tuck the information into the back of my mind for later and begin fucking him even harder. Roman’s breath catches and his eyes close as he fights his body’s natural reactions.

      Releasing his hips, I lean over him, thrusting in deeper and swallowing his moan with my mouth as I kiss him.

      “I want you to come on my cock, Roman,” I say breathlessly. “Do you think you can do that for me?”

      He whimpers and nods.

      “Good.” Thrusting into him again, I grin at the high-pitched whine he lets out, letting me know I found his prostate. “Because if you don’t, you won’t come until Tennant says so.”

      Another thrust against his prostate and he throws his head back, moaning, before glaring up at me. “Fucking… Cruel…” he pants.

      I laugh and fuck him slowly for several long moments, catching my breath. When he starts whining and begging, I pull all the way out before entering him slow once again.

      He lets go of the headboard and reaches for me, making me stop altogether. “Fuck, Hollis…”

      “You were given orders, Roman,” I say.

      “Please… I need you.”

      “Poor baby. Too bad you can’t follow directions.” Pulling out of him, I move up his body, straddling him. “I’ll tell you what, you suck my cock, make me come, and maybe I’ll have mercy on you.” He reaches for me, but I grab his hand and hold it tightly in mine. “But you have to show me why you deserve to come. Can you do that, Roman?” With my free hand, I trace his lips. “Can you be a good little cocksucker and earn your orgasm?”

      “Yes.” He nods, pressing a kiss to my fingers.

      “On your knees then,” I order, moving off him and the bed.

      Roman follows closely behind, his knees hitting the floor with an audible sound, but he doesn’t even wince.

      With both hands in his hair, I bring his mouth to my aching cock. “One day, I’m going to have you lie on your back while I fuck your throat. When your arm is better, and I don’t have to worry about hurting you. For now, I want you to do all the work. Show me how much you want my cock.”

      He moans, breath skitting across the head of my dick, making me groan. He sucks the tip into his mouth, licking at my slit.

      Tightening my hands in his hair, I hold on for the ride. Roman teases me at first, and though I want nothing more than to slam my cock down his throat, I let him run the show. Making him earn his own pleasure, while also giving him the illusion of control. We both know I could easily take over and he’d submit beautifully to me, because it’s what he wants, but I think this is important.

      Our relationship has grown by leaps and bounds over the last few weeks, but what Roman said, “You don’t want me without Tennant,” couldn’t be further from the truth. If letting him set the pace of this blow job gives him more power in our dynamic—even though he already holds it all, just by the way he submits to me—then who am I to deny him?

      Gasping, I watch as he takes me all the way down his throat, slowly swallowing my cock. His eyes close and he moans, the vibrations going straight to my balls. He holds himself on my dick for a long moment before pulling back, taking a breath, and licking the head of my cock again before sliding back down.

      Over and over he deepthroats me. Slowly coaxing my orgasm along. I pull at his hair as he sucks me harder, faster. I don’t give him a warning as my cock throbs and thickens in his mouth.

      Roman moans and sucks me all the way in again, running his tongue along the underside of my cock as he pulls back. That’s all it takes. I flood his mouth, moaning as I watch some of my cum escape his mouth while he tries his hardest to suck it all down.

      I try to catch my breath as my orgasm ends, and he holds my cock in his mouth. Removing my hands from his hair, I reach for him. “Come here.”

      Helping him stand, I pull him against me and kiss him while reaching down and tugging on his hard cock. It doesn’t take long for him to come all over my hand. When I hold my palm up to his mouth, he doesn’t hesitate in licking up his cum.

      After, we climb back into bed and he curls up in my lap, slotting against me perfectly.

      “Did you say you love me?”

      Burying my face in his sweaty, messy hair, I groan. “I had hoped you would ignore that confession.”

      He huffs out a laugh. “No such luck.”

      Sighing, I lift my face and shift him so I can kiss his lips. “Yes, Roman. I love you. More than this life.”

      He kisses me softly, slowly. “I love you too, Hol,” he whispers. “More than I thought possible, but I do.”

      I kiss him again before settling in, enjoying the warmth and weight of his body as the emotions from the past few days crash over me, and exhaustion hits hard.

      Roman lays his head against my shoulder, and for a moment, everything feels as if it’s going to be okay.
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      “I wish I was there to take care of you.”

      I grimace and shake my head. “I’m not a child, Nan, but I won’t deny I could use some of your banana bread right now. You know, if you want to pop a loaf or five into the mail…”

      She laughs and I smile, trying to hide my exhaustion and pain from her. It doesn’t work, of course, she’s more in tune to reading body language and facial expressions than most people. “You should rest. You don’t look so good, Roman.”

      “I’m fine, promise.” I don’t know if she can see how my right hand shakes through the screen, but the look on her face tells me she doesn’t believe me.

      “I’ll make some banana bread, just for you. Maybe I’ll deliver it to you myself.”

      I shake my head and snap my fingers closed hard, repeatedly. “No! No, absolutely not. It’s not safe. I promise I’ll visit you once I get the all clear from the doctor. But right now isn’t a good time for you to be visiting.”

      She frowns. “I don’t like it. If it’s not safe for me then it’s not safe for you, either.”

      “I promise, I’ll be careful. You really think Dad’s going to let me out of his sight anytime soon?”

      She shakes her head but finally agrees. While Nan doesn’t understand all the inner workings of the Family, she knows enough. She doesn’t like it, but she doesn’t interfere.

      “Fine. But keep me updated on how you’re doing? And I’m holding you to your promise to visit.”

      I smile and some of my tension eases. “Of course.” I pause and then sign, “I’ll bring my boyfriends, too.”

      “Boyfriends?”

      I smile. “Yeah. There are two of them. It’s a long story, but we can save it for our visit.”

      “You’re going to tease an old woman?”

      I snort. “You are far from old, Nan. Nice try.”

      “Are they…part of your lifestyle?”

      Sighing, I nod both my head and hand. “Yes. You’ve actually met both of them before.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Leandro?”

      Making a face, I shake my head vigorously. “Absolutely not. He’s my best friend.”

      “Who then?”

      “Tennant and Hollis.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, familiar green eyes burning into mine. “You don’t do anything by halves, do you, boy?”

      I smile and shrug my good shoulder. “What can I say? I like a little danger mixed in with my pleasure.”

      Nan laughs and shakes her head. “I bet your father had a field day.”

      I grimace. “It wasn’t very pleasant at first, but we came to an understanding. He said he wants me to be happy.”

      “He does. I might not agree with a lot of the things he does, but he’s always been a good father. Watching your children grow up and find their own path is hard, but as parents, all we can do is hope and pray they find where they’re supposed to be and are happy. That being said, those men of yours better be taking care of you.”

      “They are, Nan. Swear it.”

      “Good. I expect to see the three of you soon, then.”

      “You will. I’ll talk to you in a few days.”

      “I love you, Roman.”

      “Love you too, Nan.”

      We hang up and I set my laptop aside, wincing as the movements jar my arm too much. While it was freeing to get out of the sling for a bit, my arm aches now.

      “I told you, you should have left the sling on,” Hollis says as he enters the room.

      “I’m not that great at one handed signing,” I say, reaching for the sling. Hollis comes over and helps ease my arm into the stupid thing. I won’t admit it, but the pain does go down, just a little, once the sling is back in place.

      “Want some meds?”

      I shake my head. “No, thank you.” Doc switched me from morphine to a milder painkiller, but I still don’t want anything clouding my judgment while we’re still working round the clock to locate Tennant and that bastard.

      “I’m surprised to see you out of your office, without me having to drag you out.”

      He sighs and takes a seat, pulling me close. “I did what H asked and read Leandro in. I… fell asleep at my desk. Again. I hate admitting when I’m wrong, but Ten’s life is more important than my stubborn pride. So, I'm taking a small break. I trust Leandro, he can do everything I can. He might be…more blunt, and uses different methods, but he knows his shit.”

      “Good.” I kiss him softly. “You need to take better care of yourself. Don’t think I’m not aware you barely slept last night.”

      He grimaces. “Hence my impromptu nap. How’d your call with your grandmother go?”

      “Well…she can’t wait to meet you and Ten, as my boyfriends.”

      Hollis groans. “You little shit.”

      Laughing, I kiss his cheek. “Yes, you might as well get used to it.”

      “Why did I think being with a nineteen-year-old was a good idea?”

      “I’m cute and fun, that’s why,” I quip.

      Hollis snorts and then sighs, looking away from me.

      “Hey?” Carefully, I turn his chin and force his eyes to mine. “It’s okay to have a moment of levity. It’s self-care, love. You really think Tennant expects us to run ourselves into the ground, and be balls of emotions without him?”

      He shakes his head. “I know, you’re right. He’d kill us if we did that, but…it’s still hard. He’s been my entire life for a long time now. And I feel guilty for saying that because there’s you now.”

      I kiss him again. “I knew that when this all started, Hol. I knew what you were to one another. And I’ll admit, it hurt a little in the beginning, because I wanted that too, and I didn’t think I was allowed to be a part of it. Not because of anything either of you said or did, but because I was too stubborn to see what was right in front of me. I chafed at the tight bonds and sense of ownership you both put on me.

      “Feels stupid now. I’ve only gotten a taste, but now I know I want that, from both of you, forever. Guess it’s my inexperience and age showing. But understand this, Hol, I have never felt shut out or like a third wheel or anything. The relationship you have with Tennant is different from the one I have with him, from what you and I have together, and that’s perfectly normal.

      “I don’t want what you two have. I just want you, whatever you can give me, whatever being together means to the three of us. That’s how these types of relationships are supposed to work. None of us are ‘normal’, but I think, in this instance, we should take a page out of what regular people do.”

      Hollis smiles. “Sometimes, it’s hard to remember how old you really are. You are far more mature and grown up than most people your age. Though, so was I. Life does that, I guess. It ages us before it should.”

      “Yeah,” I whisper. “It really does. When I was fifteen, I saw and did more things than most adults ever experience. It shaped me into the person I am today. And what you went through was fucking awful, but…you wouldn’t be the person I love without that history. It makes me sick to say but…” I shrug one shoulder.

      “I understand. You’re right. All three of us were dealt shit hands at too young an age. But then again, without life being epically fucked, we wouldn’t be here, so… What can you do?”

      “Nothing, except to make the best of this fucked-up life,” I reply.

      He frowns. “Is that how you feel?”

      I sigh and shift uncomfortably. Because… “Yes and no. I love my life. Love my dads. I know that I had the best situation one could hope for in this business. You only have to look at Carter and the De Lucas to understand that. But, there were times where I glimpsed at what having a normal life would have been like. Or, at least, as close to normal as possible. I went to private school, but none of the other kids came from a family like mine. None of them were learning how to kill a man in between homework and bedtime.

      “I wouldn’t be the person I am today without this life, we already said that, but sometimes you can’t help but wonder ‘what if?’. I don’t know. I understand I’m my father’s heir. And if we want to be technical about it, I’m Carter’s too. Leandro may never want to take up the De Luca mantle, especially since his existence is still a secret. So that’s the weight of two Families on my shoulders.

      “I’m proud to be that. It might be my birthright, but that doesn’t guarantee me a spot in this life. If I wasn’t competent, there’s no way Dad would let me take over. But, like the night I rebelled against you and Tennant, because everything was too much and I couldn’t admit what I was feeling, sometimes I just want to be that college kid. The one who goes to parties and lets dumb jocks hit on him.”

      Hollis grips my face, fingers digging into my flesh hard enough to hurt. “When we find Tennant, the three of us will have a longer conversation about this, but you can do those things, Roman. We’ll be here to catch you if you fall. You’re not alone, not anymore. But, I think there needs to be rules. Because I don’t think once was enough.”

      My breath catches at the burning desire in his dark brown gaze. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” He leans in and nips at my lips. “If you want to flirt, we may be able to come to a compromise, but if you ever let someone touch you again…” His nails dig into the skin of my cheeks and I wince. “Being a cum-dumpster won’t be your punishment.”

      I moan as my cock comes to life at the promise in his voice. Maybe my life, and what I’ve gone through, has fucked me up…but, as I look into Hollis’s dark eyes, I can’t find it in me to care.
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      Wrapping my hands around the chains, I lift myself up a bit to take some of the strain off my legs. It has to have been at least two days since I was taken, maybe three. I’ve only been visited by my lovely host twice. Both times ended with bloodshed—mine more than his, unfortunately.

      Everything aches, but the throbbing in my head is the worst. Everything else I can block out, but it’s hard to make rational decisions when your brain feels as if it’s trying to pound its way out of your skull.

      The sound of a key in the door has my eyes opening, and I hold the chains a little tighter, bending my knees slightly and holding most of my body weight up with my arms. The door opens and the bane of my existence comes into my small cell.

      “I swear, every time I see you, you get uglier,” I say as casually as I can.

      Predictably, the asshole charges right toward me, and when he’s in range, I kick up off the floor, using my grip on the chain to lift my body up, and kick him as hard as I can in the chest with both feet.

      The dickhead stumbles and I try not to vomit as the movements aggravate the pounding in my head. My entire body shakes with how tired and weak it currently is, but I don’t let any of that show on my face.

      The satisfaction I get out of knocking the dickhead off balance doesn’t last long. His fists pounding into my abdomen have me clenching my teeth and biting my tongue to the point where blood fills my mouth.

      He takes a step back, chest heaving, with hatred in his beady eyes. I smile and take sick pleasure in the rage that twists his features. He may have been good enough to orchestrate my kidnapping, but he's unable to keep his emotions in check, and that will be his downfall.

      He reaches for his belt, pulling his keys off and cautiously gets close to me again. I don’t dare move a muscle, not nearly ready for another beating. When he trusts I won’t do anything, he reaches for my chain and unlocks it from the hook in the ceiling. Roughly, he removes the chain from the hook and I swallow back a moan as my arms fall to my sides. It hurts like a motherfucker after spending so long with them above my head. The relief of having them down is almost as painful as moving them.

      “Come,” he barks, gripping the chain in his meaty hands and leading me out of the room with it.

      Carefully, I move my arms, flexing my shoulders and embracing the pain, because it means I can still feel those parts of my body.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve hung like that. I’m pissed at myself for letting that part of my training get rusty.

      He leads me through the house, and I try not to breathe much as the smell of mold, rotten food, and cigarettes permeate the air.

      “Where are your friends?” I ask, doing my best to take in my surroundings. I have to move my head and eyes slowly across the dim house, as while being down from the hook has eased some of my pain, the smells have only aggravated my headache.

      “Sent them home. Their part in this is over.”

      Good, that’ll make things easier.

      “And the man who hired you?”

      “None of your fucking business.”

      He leads me into the cramped kitchen and pushes me into a wooden chair that makes a cracking noise as soon as my ass touches it. That doesn't sound promising. He ties me to the chair using my chain. My arms are immobile, crossed over my chest and pulled tight against my body. My legs, however… Seems the dickhead hasn’t learned.

      There’s a click and my head shoots up to stare at where he’s standing next to the gas stove. I grimace as the smell of gas fills the small kitchen. How the hell did this guy pull off a kidnapping, if he can’t even light a stove properly?

      Reaching into a drawer, he pulls out what looks like, from my angle, an ice pick. Fucking great.

      Dickhead holds the ice pick over the flame for several moments before lumbering back to me. Without a word, he stabs the red hot pick through my leg.

      Much as I try, I can’t hold back the scream that escapes. The dead look in the fucker’s eye as he wiggles the instrument around before pulling out is unnerving as fuck.

      Hissing, I watch as blood soaks into the material of my pants. He goes over to the stove once more and I close my eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath, trying to clear my head.

      It’s not easy, but I’ve had years of practice doing this exact thing. Emotions are easier to push aside than physical discomfort, but it’s the same principle. As my mind clears, nothing except getting out of here and taking down everything and everyone who’s ever hurt what belongs to me, matters. The bleeding wound in my thigh and ache in my head aren’t important. Only how I can destroy this asshole and Gerald Bradley.

      It’s not even for me. I don’t want revenge. There’s no sense in wasting my time with something so trivial. But, I will get vengeance for Hollis and Roman. My job as the Amatos’ Second in Command, as their weapon, is to take out those who threaten the Family.

      And the dickhead walking towards me, with a glowing red ice pick and a sadistic smile, is one of those threats.

      Bracing myself with my good leg, as soon as the dickhead is in range, I kick out with my bad one, ignoring the white-hot pain shooting through me.

      The toes of my shoe hits dead center, dropping the dickhead to his knees as he cups his junk. Letting that leg have a moment of rest, I kick him again, this time with my good leg, my aim better. Since he’s on his knees in front of me, I kick him in the face, enjoying the crack and gush of blood that comes from his nose.

      I can’t do anything about the chain wrapped around me, keeping me trapped to the chair, but I already know how old and unstable it is. The legs and seat wobble with each kick. When the dickhead moves to get up, I kick him again with my bad leg, so it’s not as powerful, but that just has him leaning in more toward my good one. Using his stupidity to my advantage, I aim for his bleeding face. Kicking off the ground hard, so hard the chair wobbles and I end up falling back, just managing to keep my head from hitting the floor.

      The back of the chair breaks and I don’t hesitate, rolling to my side, gritting my teeth against the pain as I roll over my leg.

      It doesn’t take much for me to stand on shaky legs. The dickhead tries to get up as well. But with his face beat to shit, and his body mass much larger than mine, he’s slower.

      Wrapping the majority of my chain around my wrists, I swing my aching arm back, ignoring the sharp pain in my shoulder, and hit him with the chain. He grunts as the metal hits him across the face.

      When he’s standing, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a gun, smiling at me. “Want to take a chance, pretty boy?”

      I give him my own sadistic grin. As if a gun scares me. Even beaten to shit and hardly able to stand, there’s nothing in this asshole’s arsenal he can pull out that will have me rethinking my choices.

      If dying is the path needed to avoid more of his bullshit torture, then so be it.
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      Sitting at my desk after my short break, I feel lighter than I did. “How’s it going?” I ask as I log back into my computer.

      “It’s—”

      “Yes! Fuck you, you fucker! Try to keep me out!” H’s exclamation through the screen cuts off whatever Leandro was about to say.

      “We’re not mind readers, H,” I remind him.

      For a moment, there’s only the rapid fire sound of fingers hitting keys and then my screen changes, and I look between the video call and the screen, where H is expertly dismantling someone’s system.

      “You found the hacker?”

      “Sure as fuck did. Pete Collins. Ever heard of him?”

      “Vaguely,” I reply. “How good is he?”

      “As you can see,” he says cheerfully, “He was good enough to help the fucktard and hide their footsteps for a while. I worked with him once, so it’s not surprising he was able to get past me. He must have learnt some of my tricks, but I’m better, asshole.” H’s grin is a little manic as he continues to work through Collins’s system.

      I have to look away from the screen showing what H is doing, as the scrolling text and rapid changing of screens is giving me a headache. I pride myself on being good at my job. I wouldn’t be here today—with the trust of the Amatos— if I wasn’t. But as H works his magic, it’s clear he’s far, far better.

      “You stupid fucker.” H cackles, and the next thing I know, the rapid keystrokes stop and the shifting screens land on one that gives two addresses. “There you go, Brother. I accept all forms of payment, especially the boozy kind.”

      I laugh. “I’ll send you a whole fucking crate, H. Thank you.”

      “If you need anything else, you know where I am. I’m off to set fire to this dickhead’s entire online life, and then pass out for the next twenty hours or so.” And with that, the call ends.

      Elation shoots through me and I place a hand over my heart, trying to steady it, along with my breathing.

      Turning my chair toward Leandro’s desk, I don’t even get to speak before he says, “I already sent a text, I’m expecting we’ll be called up to Cristian’s office.”

      I nod my head in thanks and grab my tablet, logging into the program H set me up with, and pulling up the addresses before standing. “Let’s go then.”

      Leandro and Boston lead the way to Cristian’s office, while I try to get my emotions under control. The door to the office is already open, so we enter right away. Cristian and Carter are sitting behind the desk, as usual.

      “You have good news, Hollis?” Cristian asks in a neutral tone.

      “Yes, after weeks of tracking that bastard down, we not only have his whereabouts, but Tennant’s as well.”

      “Where?”

      I set the tablet on the desk and slide it over. Too anxious to sit, I start pacing the room.

      “Have you done any research on these locations? How’d you find them?”

      “I didn’t, H did. He found the person who’s been aiding Bradley, and is currently dismantling their entire online operation—no, I didn’t ask what exactly that entails. The less I know the better. Anyway, he found the asshole and was able to get the information we needed. I haven’t looked into the information myself yet, but I was sitting right there, so was Leandro, as he was going through it. We saw step by step what he was doing. The locations are legitimate. I, of course, will do more research and get the information needed for extraction.”

      Roman comes in the room then. I stop my pacing and head straight for him, his presence calms some of the restlessness thrumming through my veins.

      “Extraction?” he asks, wrapping his good arm around my waist. “You found Tennant?”

      I smile and nod. “Yeah, we did.” Seeing the elation and relief on his face hits me straight in the heart.

      “You,” Cristian says, looking at his son, “will be staying here.”

      Roman’s grip on me tightens. “Dad.”

      “You’re already hurt, Roman. My decision is final. You can help Carter put the extraction teams together, while Hollis and Leandro gather as much as they can on each location, but then you are staying here with Hollis. I want both teams to go in at the same time, in order to prevent the perpetrators from sounding the alarm and escaping. You can help Hollis coordinate that.”

      Roman’s cheeks flush and his eyes are green flames. For a moment, I think he’s going to argue, but he nods. I can tell by the rigidness of his posture that he’s bowing to his Boss, not his father, in this moment. It’s much the same with Tennant. The sense of loyalty and duty in both of them is strong.

      It’s also how I know, despite Roman’s words earlier, about sometimes wishing for a different life, a ‘normal’ one, he’s going to make an excellent Boss when the time comes. And I am privileged to get to see it.

      “You all have your orders,” Cristian says in dismissal.

      A chorus of “Yes, Boss” comes from all of us, even Carter, and we disperse to do our duties.
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      I’m back in the room I was hanging in, this time tied up on the gross carpet. Sadly, my leg gave out and the dickhead was able to subdue me instead of killing me. Not that I was particularly thrilled about potentially dying, but it would have been better than this damp hellhole.

      He kindly bandaged my bleeding thigh. I can’t say he did the best job, but at least with the bandage on, I don’t have to worry about catching something from sitting on the nasty ass floor.

      I consider banging my head on the wall behind me just for something to do, but decide it aches enough. Boredom and I don’t go well together. Hopefully, there’s been enough time for the Family to figure out where I am, because dying in a condemned house didn’t exactly figure into my five year plan.

      With a sigh, I close my eyes and settle in to wait, hoping this will end soon. Whether I’ll be alive or not is the question…
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      I’m jittery and the only thing keeping me still and at my desk right now is knowing that I need to get this done so we can be one step closer to ending this. Tennant is counting on me to help mount his rescue. It’s been four days now. I can only imagine the shape he’s in, because I know for damn sure, he hasn’t been a compliant captive.

      “Do I need to ask Doc if he has something to calm your ass down?” Leandro asks. “It’s like you downed twelve espressos at once. You’re so jumpy, it’s making my skin itch.”

      Closing my eyes, I take a few deep breaths. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I need to chill out. I could wind up getting everyone killed if I fuck this up.”

      “So, don’t fuck it up.”

      I huff a laugh, but honestly, his deadpan response goes a long way into helping settle me. I’m glad only one of us is a mess, as I don’t know if I’d be able to cope with both of our emotions. Sometimes, Tennant and Leandro have it easy. Their capacity to ignore feelings means they can get shit done without any drama.

      Diving into work, thankfully, helps to distract me, and it’s not long before I have all the information I need on both locations. I grimace as I look at the images of the house I know Tennant is being held at. Gerald doesn’t care about anyone but himself. No way is the fancy hotel for his hostage.

      Armed with the information we need, I send out a message to Carter, Cristian, and Roman. That done, I sit back and place a hand over my still racing heart. There’s nothing for me to do now but sit and wait for the teams to get in place. Leandro and I will be guiding them over the phone, and making sure there are no issues. I don’t expect any when it comes to rescuing Ten, but getting Gerald out of his hotel is going to be a different matter entirely. As much as I want to oversee Tennant’s rescue, I know Leandro is more than capable.

      While skilled, I think everyone would feel better if I were leading the infiltration of the hotel, rather than Leandro. I fully believe he could do it, but for something on this scale, I would want to run a test drill with him first, just to make sure. This isn’t the time or place for mistakes. And the arrogant, ‘I’m skilled enough to hack into the fucking police station and not get caught’ thing Leandro currently has going on, isn’t what we need on this type of mission.

      With nothing to focus on now, my jitteriness returns and I push away from the desk, ready to start pacing when Roman enters the office.

      “Dad wants to know how long you need to get into the hotel’s system.”

      I roll my eyes, slightly offended. “Already done. Everything can be under my control in about ten minutes or less. When do they want to head out?”

      “Not for a few hours still. The house will be easy, but the hotel…”

      I nod in understanding. “That was my thinking too. I’ll get set up now, to make sure there aren’t any hiccups before things get underway.”

      Roman pulls out his phone and begins texting one handed, I’m assuming to update Cristian. Then, before I can slide closer to my desk again, he plops himself into my lap, careful of his injured arm.

      His weight on top of me settles my nerves and I sigh, burying my face in his hair for a moment. “I love you,” I whisper.

      Roman tucks his face into the crook of my neck and says against my skin, “Love you too, Hol.”

      With the connection to him grounding me, I move the chair back to the desk and get to work.
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      “I don’t know if they’re stupid or arrogant,” Leandro says into my ear. “I guess since they’re almost in the middle of nowhere, they think people aren’t going to suspect anything.” He sounds almost disappointed in his father’s abductor.

      I snort. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think Leandro and Tennant really were related. Their reactions to certain things are so similar, it’s eerie.

      “Any idea on how many people are waiting inside?”

      “From what H deduced, one. He combed through Collins’s information, both before and after he set the guy’s life aflame, though sadly not literally.”

      “Focus, Leandro.”

      “I am. As I was saying, what H was able to get from Collins’s is that the bastard hired one dude, David Pierce, and good ol’ Dave hired the people he needed to do the job. He kept the majority of the money the bastard paid him, of course, but everyone else seemed to be under orders to get in, get the job done, and then fuck off with their earnings. As I said, I don’t know if Pierce is stupid or arrogant about being the only one to guard Ten.”

      “Hopefully he’s dead,” I muse. I direct the men with me to surround the house while my personal bodyguard, Gabriele, stays close to me as we take the front door.

      “Yes, well, we can hope. Carter’s team is ready to move in when you are.”

      Not having my husband at my side chafes, but without Tennant, someone needs to lead the other team. And considering we have no idea what we’re walking into, it’s best I’m the one rescuing Tennant. I’m sure he has injuries, and a hurt Ten is…not a fun one. He’s more sarcastic for one, but he can also turn deadly on a dime. My connection with him will hopefully help prevent any harm to our men.

      With the click of a button, both the line I’m using to communicate with Leandro, and the one I have with my men are open. “On my count.”

      Gabriele gets into position near the door, ready to rush in ahead of me once the door is open.

      “Three.” I steady my gun. “Two.” Blowing out a breath, I begin pressing down on the trigger. “One!”

      Shooting the lock, I quickly move to the side as Gabriele storms into the house.

      The sound of glass and gunshots can be heard as my men make their way inside, followed by multiple gunshots.

      “Clear!” Gabriele shouts once the firing stops.

      Calm as can be, I walk into the house, gun at the ready. It’s sadly not needed. A body is steadily bleeding out at Gabriele’s feet.

      “He’s the only one?”

      “Yes, Boss,” one of the men answers.

      “Pity, that was very anti-climatic.”

      Leandro snorts in my ear, but I ignore him.

      “Gabriele, with me,” I say, walking through the small, disgusting house. Good thing we already planned on burning this place down when we leave.

      There are three doors in the short hallway, if you can call the space between the living room and kitchen a hallway.

      “Are there any keys on the body?” I ask, looking at the only door with a deadbolt on the outside of it.

      “Catch, Boss.”

      Turning, I snatch the keyring out of the air and hand them over to Gabriele. “It’s best if I go in first.”

      The guard looks like he’s going to argue, but must remember who is on the other side of the door as he nods and tests a key in the lock. It only takes him two tries to get the right one.

      And on my silent count, he opens the door and steps to the side. I wrinkle my nose at the smell of mildew wafting out of the small space. Taking in the room quickly, I see a hook in the middle of the ceiling, and sitting against the far wall—“bloodied and wearing some rather impressive bruises on his face—is Tennant.

      “Fucking took you long enough,” he says without opening his eyes.

      “You’re the one who got himself fucking kidnapped,” I reply in a matching tone. “Key?” I ask, turning back to Gabriele.

      Once he hands the ring over, I stride across the small room and flip through the keys until I find the one that unlocks the chains Tennant is wrapped in.

      He groans as I begin getting him untangled. “Watch what you’re fucking doing, asshole.”

      “What happened to your leg?”

      “Bastard stabbed me with an ice pick.”

      “Of course he did,” I say, finally getting his arms free and helping him stand. “Are you okay to walk?”

      “Well I sure as shit ain’t letting any of you bastards carry me,” he bitches, leaning heavily on me.

      Carefully, we make our way out of the small room, and then the house. As we pass the body, Tennant spits on it.

      “Fucking dickhead,” he mutters. “You should have left him alive. I wanted to make him choke on his own dick.”

      “Charming,” I droll, leading him outside onto the sagging porch.

      It takes far longer than it would have if Tennant would let anyone except me get close to him, but we finally make it to the car. Once we’re both securely inside, I close out the line to the men and speak only to Leandro. “We’re clear. Heading home now.”

      “Roger. Carter’s team has breached the hotel room and should be heading back soon.”

      My tension eases at hearing that. “Good, keep me updated.”

      “Yes, Boss.”
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      Hollis lets out a shaky breath when Leandro relays that Dad and Tennant are on their way home. He buries his face in my hair for a long moment, and I clutch him just a bit tighter.

      “You should go wait for them,” he whispers.

      “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “I know, Amore, but one of us needs to be there. I still have to finish here.”

      I sigh but know he’s right. So before he can go back to monitoring Carter and his team, I slip off his lap after lifting my head and kissing him. “See you soon.”

      It takes a lot to walk away from Hollis when I know how he’s struggling, but he’s right, one of us needs to be there with Tennant.

      Making my way to Doc’s office, I knock on the door and wait until one of his assistants opens it. “Did you need something, sir? Doc is getting ready for Mr. Mason.”

      “I’d like to wait for him.”

      The assistant bites his lip and looks over his shoulder into the office before turning back to me. I can see the war in his eyes; he doesn’t want to deny me, but at the same time, Doc has strict rules.

      “Let him in, Kail. It’s easier that way,” Doc calls out.

      Kail sighs and opens the door wider, letting me past. “Sit there,” Doc says without looking at me. “Don’t touch anything, don’t even breathe on anything, and if I tell you to get out, do it. Understood?”

      “Yes, Doc.”

      “Don’t sass me, young man.” He pauses whatever it is he’s doing and looks at me. “How’s the arm?”

      “Good. Doesn’t ache as much, unless I move around too much.”

      “You pull your stitches and I’ll tell your father, you got me?”

      “Yes, Doc,” I agree, knowing it’s not an idle threat. I sit down on the chair in the corner of the room and wait.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Staying out of Doc’s way is hard when I want nothing more than to move around, the restlessness and need to do something is driving me crazy. As I think that, there’s a commotion outside the hall and then the door to the office swings open, Dad half-carrying, half-dragging Tennant over the threshold.

      Heart in my throat, I stand and barely restrain myself from rushing forward. Doc and his assistants jump into motion, getting Tennant onto the table so they can cut off his dirty, bloodied clothes.

      “Come, Roman.” Dad moves in front of me, blocking my view of Ten.

      “Dad—”

      “No, trust me. I know how badly you want to be with him, but right now, it’s best you let them work.”

      “Fucking hell, Doc!” Tennant bitches. “Knock me the fuck out before you go poking around in there.”

      A watery laugh escapes at his words, and Dad gives me a small, strained smile. “See? He’s fine. Come on, let’s leave him with Doc for a while.”

      Taking a stuttering breath, I nod and let myself be led out of the room. We don’t go far, just outside the office, where Leandro is already waiting.

      “Everything okay?” I ask when I see him.

      He nods. “Yep. Hollis is watching as Carter’s team make their way back, but everything went off without a hitch. Is he alright?”

      “He was cursing the doctor out so, yeah, I think he’s going to be okay,” I say, a small smile forming on my lips.

      Leandro laughs. “Of course he is. Good luck, Roman. I have a feeling he’s going to be an even bigger pain in the ass than normal during his recovery.”

      “He absolutely is,” Dad confirms.

      Leaning against the wall, I close my eyes. “I don’t care what type of patient he is, so long as he’s okay.”

      A hand settles on my shoulder. “I know, son. He will be. He’s too fucking stubborn to let this get him down for long.”
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        * * *

      

      I stay leaning against the wall, doing my best to block everything else out until I hear footsteps making their way down the hall, and I open my eyes and good arm to Hollis, who doesn’t hesitate to walk straight to me.

      “Any news?”

      I shake my head. “No, but he was conscious and being his usual self before Dad dragged me out of there. So I think it’s safe to say he’ll be okay in time.”

      Hollis’s entire body shudders as we hold one another.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how much time passes before the door opens and Doc steps out—long enough for Carter to join our vigil. There’s blood spattered on Doc’s clothes, and I try not to think about it being Ten’s blood.

      “Well, he’ll live,” Doc says. “He’s beat to hell, will have a nice scar on his face to rival Carter’s, and will need to stay off his leg for a while. Guess you’ll have a partner in physical therapy, Roman.

      “He got lucky. I don’t suspect any internal bleeding, but I’ll keep a close eye on him for the next few days to be sure. We ended up putting him out—at his insistence, mind you. He should wake up within the next two hours or so. I don’t want to move him upstairs until tomorrow, though.” Doc looks at Hollis and I and sighs, long and loud. “You two can stay with him. Roman, you take the other bed. No arguing, it’ll be better on your arm. Hollis can pull up a chair between the two of you.”

      “Thank you, Doc,” Dad says.

      “It’s what you pay me for,” is his reply.

      Hollis and I don’t hesitate to enter the office as soon as Doc gives us the okay. We sit on the other bed in the room while Doc’s assistants clean up the office, and Doc does one more check on Tennant.

      “I’ll be taking my usual bedroom, and will be down here every few hours. Call me if anything changes,” Doc says after he and the assistants are finished.

      “Will do. Thank you,” Hollis tells him, exhaustion clear in his voice.

      “You can thank me by not getting your stupid asses injured.” And with that, it’s just the three of us in the small medical room.

      “I should have brought my laptop,” Hollis says, laying his head on my good shoulder. “I need to double check that there’s nothing anyone can connect back to us.”

      “Isn’t Leandro taking care of it?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But nothing, Tesorino. Let him do his job. You've got to cut the cord sometime. Just be here with us, please.”

      He sighs and presses a kiss to my shoulder. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I just…can’t believe it’s almost over. Finally.”

      Reaching for his hand, I give it a tight squeeze. “Almost, my love.”

      We sit in silence for a long while, staring at our lover. Who, despite being out cold, brings such peace to the turmoil running through me.
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      Doc poking and prodding me wakes me from a restless sleep. Opening my eyes, I glare at the man and he fucking smiles—the sadist. When he’s done making sure I didn’t die since the last time he checked, he pats me on my good leg and strides out of the office.

      When it’s just me and my two lovers again, I turn my head, slowly because it still hurts like a fucking bitch, and watch as they sleep. They’re curled up on the other hospital bed, Roman’s smaller body carefully cradled in Hollis’s arms.

      The sight of them eases the rest of my tension, and the part of me that demands the blood of others relaxes as well. The disappointment I felt at not being able to kill the dickhead who kidnapped me was loud, but seeing the two people who mean more to me than bloodshed eases my ire.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I open my eyes, Roman and Hollis are awake. They’re sitting opposite each other on the bed, picking at a tray of food that sits between them.

      “Someone better have gotten me some coffee,” I grumble.

      Two dark heads pop up and the smiles they grace me with are nothing short of breathtaking.

      Hollis gets off the bed first and makes it to me, running his hands through my hair and then touching my face. “Don’t you ever fucking scare me like that again, love. You hear me?”

      “It wasn’t a picnic for me either, Hol.”

      He glares but then smiles as tears fill his eyes and his lips meet mine. Just that one touch and nothing else matters.

      Lifting my hand, I curl my fingers in his hair and give it a hard tug. He moans and the sound goes straight to my dick, even though my body feels like it's been run over, several times. Nice to know everything still works, even though every movement hurts like hell.

      Hollis moves away to sit at the end of my bed while Roman takes his place. I eye the sling he’s wearing and he rolls his eyes.

      “It’s a fucking bitch to wear, but Doc said I might be able to escape it next week, so long as I don’t do anything too strenuous.”

      “I will rip your skin off with my fucking fingernails if you don’t follow his every order.”

      Roman sighs but smiles as well. “I know. I promise to be on my best behavior.” He moves in and kisses me softly, sweetly, before I grab his chin and bite at his lip until the skin breaks.

      “I’m fine. Don’t treat me like I’ll break,” I tell him in a soft warning tone.

      “Shut up and kiss me, asshole.”

      And I do, because at the moment, there’s nothing I'd rather do than obey his and Hollis’s every order, so long as it means they stay close.
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      “You don’t have to do this, Hol” Roman tells me as we sit in the back of the car.

      I take a deep breath and squeeze his hand. “Yes, I do. I’ve let him control me for far too long. It’s time to end this. It’s the only way to get this nightmare to end.”

      “But—”

      “Enough, Roman,” Tennant says in a cool voice.

      Roman sighs but nods. “Okay, let’s go then. They’re waiting on us.”

      At Tennant’s signal, Joel opens the door and Roman and I get out before helping Tennant. He grumbles about the crutches, but it’s the only way Doc agreed to this little excursion. It only took Cristian threatening Tennant to get him to agree to follow the doctor’s orders.

      The shed we’re at is exactly that, a shed behind the house where Tennant was held. Cristian had planned on burning it down, but when I heard about the conditions Tennant was being held in, I presented him with my idea, and he readily agreed to hold off on the inferno until after I was finished.

      The guards watching over the bastard have moved him from the small room he was being held in to the convenient garden shed in the back. Carter, Cristian, and their bodyguards, stand just outside. The shed isn’t big enough to hold all of us, so they’ll be watching from the door.

      Entering the musty shed, I almost don’t make it past the doorway. The man sitting chained to the chair is both the one who tormented me for over two years, and also…not.

      He’s older, his cheeks are sagging with wrinkles, his hair is almost all gone, and what little remains is snow white. But his eyes…those cold, soulless eyes are the same.

      Roman presses a hand to the small of my back and says, “It’s okay, Tesorino. He can’t hurt you anymore. And if you’ll let me, I’ll make him pay for everything he’s ever done to you.”

      “No.” I raise my chin and stare right at the asshole. “No, I got this.”

      With sure steps, I enter the shed and stand right in front of him. We stare at each other for what feels like hours, but has to only be a few minutes, before I say, “Hello, Gerald.”

      He glares at me, but the gag in his mouth prevents him from speaking. I consider removing it so I can hear his screams, but decide that I heard his voice enough in the past.

      “I can’t tell you how long I’ve waited for this.” With that, I strike him across the face. The crack is satisfying, but not as much as when I pull out my knife and hit him again, this time watching as blood spills.

      “There are so many things I want to do to you, Gerald, but I simply don’t have the time, or the care. You deserve to suffer. You deserve to feel every fucking ounce of fear and hoplessness I felt when you tried to break me.” Leaning in, I lower my voice a little, as if telling him a secret. “But, guess what? You never did. Because as good as you were at getting what you wanted, I was much, much better. I was an abused, neglected child, Gerald. I had already lived through pain. Not only that, I was used goods.” His eyes widen and I smile. “Yeah, I know what they told you about me, but you weren’t my first owner. So, guess what? You didn’t get the “honor” of ruining me. I was already well past that point before I met you.” Straightening, I smirk at him. “Now? It’s my turn.”

      Turning to Roman, I accept the old, blood-rusted steak knife he hands me. “Remember this?” I ask Gerald, holding it up to him. “You thought you were so fucking clever sending me those gifts.”

      I had forgotten all about the second package until Doc finally let Tennant go upstairs a few days ago. My lovers wanted me to throw it out, but I had to know. When I saw the knife I slashed my arm open with, I knew exactly how to thank this bastard.

      “Come hold his head, please, Roman.”

      The bastard tries to thrash, but his chains are too tight. Roman hits him across the face, hard enough that his head snaps to the side violently.

      “You might have broken his face, Amore,” I say.

      “Oops,” Roman replies with a smile.

      He situates himself behind Gerald and holds his head still.

      “Now, try not to move,” I tell the bastard. “This is only going to hurt…a lot.”

      And then I hold his eyelid open and dig the blade under his eyeball. The bastard squirms and tries to shake his head, causing me to cut the eye in several places before it pops out of the socket. I barely manage to catch it before it drops to the floor.

      “I told you to hold still.” I tsk at him. “That was much messier than it should have been.”

      Looking at Roman, I give him a nod and he lets the bastard’s head go enough to remove the gag.

      Before he can speak, or even scream, Roman pulls his mouth open wide and I shove the eyeball into his throat.

      “Hmm, I’ll be nice and give you something to wash it down with,” I say.

      Carter comes over and hands me the bottle in his hand. His smile is dark and vicious as he stays close to watch me unscrew the top and pour the gasoline into Gerald’s mouth.

      I grab the gag from the dirty floor and shove it back into his mouth. Roman lets his jaw go and fastens the gag back into place.

      “As I said, I don’t care enough to take my time with you. When I escaped you twelve years ago, I burned the person I was to the ground. But as you so clearly reminded me, I didn’t get everything… I won’t be making that mistake again.” I dump the rest of the gasoline on his body. “Goodbye, Gerald. There’s a special place in Hell for people like you, so let me give you a jumpstart on your eternal burning.”

      With that, we all leave the shed and Joel tosses an open canister of gas inside, then we all back up while he strikes a match and tosses it in as well.

      None of us stay for the show. Cristian’s men quickly set the house aflame as we get back into the cars and head home.

      “Was it worth it?” Tennant asks as I lay my head on his shoulder.

      “No, but it’s over now, and that’s what matters.”
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        TWELVE YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      He kisses me, hard and claiming before releasing me. “I’ll only be gone for two days. Surely you can stay out of trouble for that long?”

      I swallow and plaster on my best fake smile. “Of course, Sir. I won’t let you down.”

      “I know you won’t.” He reaches out and fucking pets me. It takes all my training to not shudder and move away. “I know our start was rough, but you are perfect now. Just perfect. I can’t wait to teach you more, you’ve taken to it so well.”

      “That’s because I’ve had the best teacher.” My words get me another kiss, but it’s tolerable because I know he’s leaving soon.

      “Be good. I’ll call you when I get to the hotel.”

      “It’s going to be fine, sir. I’m ready for this.”

      “That’s my boy.”

      With one last slimy look from him, he’s out the door. I stay in place for a long while, until I’m certain he’s gone and won’t be turning back, then spring into action.

      I’ve been planning this for the past six months. Ever since he started “training” me. Apparently, he’s decided he wants to retire, but doesn’t want to give up on what brings him pleasure. Which means, he is a sick, twisted fuck who wants me to do all the dirty work of breaking boys for him, so he can just sit back and get his rocks off.

      As if I’m going to be a part of that. After all he’s done to me over the last two years…

      For the first time, I’m not locked in that “room” while he’s out of town. He’s put his trust in me, and I plan on taking full advantage.

      It’s easy to break into his safe and empty it of its contents. There's only a few thousand dollars in cash, but that’s more than enough to get me by until I’m somewhere safe. If any place is safe anymore.

      My stomach twists and I have to stop to vomit once, because the idea of putting on his clothes is revolting. But there's no way in hell I am going to escape in the tight, exposing clothes that he likes me in.

      I pack a spare change of clothes, a few bottles of water, and some food, and then, for the first time in two years, I walk outside.

      His security system was easy to hack, once he trusted me enough to use his computer. He might be a professional pervert, but he’s not literate in technology. That became obvious after he showed me the site he likes to…buy his boys from.

      It was nothing to get into his system while he was out for a grocery run and dismantle the security, while also making it appear as if it were up and running as usual. It was almost too easy. It’d be funny if it wasn’t so serious.

      With a pounding heart and a new will to live, I hurry down the street, away from what’s been my personal hell for far too long.
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        * * *

      

      After three buses, and two states, I finally feel safe-ish enough to stop for more than a night. My cash is dwindling, but it’s enough to stay at some no-tell motel for a few days, while eating peanut butter and bread bought from the corner store.

      As soon as the public library opens for the day, I head straight for a computer in the corner. I'm thankful it backs up against a wall, and I’ll see anyone before they can try to see what I’m doing.

      It might have been almost three years since I’ve last done this, but you never forget how to do what comes naturally to you. It’s easy to get around the library’s pathetic security, that’s supposed to prevent people from doing what I’m about to—access the dark web.

      The first thing I do is check my bank account. All the money I had before my bastard father sold me is still there. I’ll have to find some place to open a US account, and transfer money over so I can access it. What I took from that bastard should last long enough until then. Hopefully.

      Second item on the list is getting an ID. I can’t do anything if I don’t have that. Luckily, I know a guy. Finding him is an issue though. It’s been three years, and though he’s younger than I am, he’s also better than me at the whole hacking thing, which means anything could have happened during the time I’ve been gone.

      Taking a chance, I send a message and move onto the next item on my to-do list, hoping he gets back to me before the library closes. I don’t want to drag this on any longer than I have to.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I’m draining my father’s meager bank account into my own when I get a response to my earlier messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        H

      

      
        I thought you died or something, D.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DAYTON

      

      
        Ran into some trouble, not going to lie. I need your help. Need ID and a safe place to go for a while. I have money to pay for it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        H

      

      
        A new identity isn’t cheap…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DAYTON

      

      
        I know. But I need to disappear.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        H

      

      
        What kind of trouble?

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a breath, knowing that if I’m not honest with him, he could refuse to help me. Asshole has me over a barrel and he knows it.

      
        
          
            
              
        DAYTON

      

      
        The kind they warn you about when they tell you not to take candy from strangers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        H

      

      
        Shit.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DAYTON

      

      
        Pretty much. So?

      

      

      

      

      

      What comes through is an address in California, and the message:

      
        
          
            
              
        Free of charge.

      

      

      

      

      

      Luckily, I’m only one state over. I’ll fucking hitchhike if I have to.

      
        
          
            
              
        DAYTON

      

      
        I’ll be there soon. Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ROMAN]
        

      

      My back hits the mat and I groan. “You’re not supposed to be actually trying to beat me senseless,” I bitch at Tennant.

      He stands over me and grins. “Now where’s the fun in that? Get up, you’ll be late for class if you lay around any longer.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He helps me up, stealing a kiss in the process before shoving me towards the changing room.

      With a grin and a shake of my head, I go to clean up and change, because he’s right, I will be late if I don’t hurry.

      It’s been a few months since Gerald and his bullshit, and I’m making up for all the school I missed while out with injuries by taking a few summer classes. Not my favorite way to spend my time, but if it means I can get this shit done faster, I’ll deal with it.

      As quickly as I can, I shower and dress, while also accommodating my arm that still likes to randomly ache if I move wrong or too fast. Tennant, the bastard that he is, likes to test the limits of his own still tender injury. Which means I’m forced to rest my arm for longer periods of time than I would prefer after training, as my competitiveness takes over and I push myself to keep up with him.

      With a sigh, I run a comb through my hair and decide it’s enough of an effort. Otherwise I’ll be late, again, and Dad and Hollis will be pissed. Again.
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        * * *

      

      I’m walking between buildings, trying to take a shortcut to my class when something hits me in the back of the head. I fall forward but hands catch me.

      “B–Benji?” I call for my guard as another blow comes and my eyes slide closed.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up tied to a chair, my hands secured with thick metal cuffs to a table. I try to fight my binds, but every time I do, it’s as if they get tighter.

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. What’s the point of having bodyguards if I still get kidnapped for the second damn time?

      I’m sweating through my clothes. The small room I’m being held in is hot as all fuck, and my shirt is sticking to my skin. My mouth is dry as well. What the hell are they doing? Trying to bake me to death?

      Just as the thought crosses my mind, the door across from me opens and my captor walks in.

      “I see you’re awake.”

      “Fuck you!” I jerk in my binds again.

      “Such a dirty mouth on such a pretty thing. Hasn’t anyone told you to respect your elders?”

      Motherfucking fuck. “You can’t be serious right now.”

      My captor grins. “Oh, I am deadly serious.”

      I glare and the grin on the fucker’s face widens. “You were warned, Roman. Over and over again.”

      “I’m going to kill you in your sleep.”

      Tennant laughs as he takes a seat at the other end of the table. “I dare you to try.”

      He pulls a small bottle and a baggie of cotton swabs out of his pocket, and begins meticulously removing my nail polish.

      “You’re a fucking dick.”

      “I’ve been called worse. But really, of all the rules, this is the one you seem to have a problem following?”

      “It’s demeaning,” I snap.

      Icy eyes meet mine. “That’s the point. Don’t forget your place, little prince. You might be my lover, but I am still your boss. And what I say goes.”

      I ignore him, but he doesn’t seem to care.

      When he’s finished, he sets everything to the side and stands. “There, that was rather painless, wasn’t it?”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      He leans down and whispers into my ear, “Oh, but, toy, I'd much rather fuck you.”

      Once I’m free from the bindings, I lash out. My hand connects with Tennant’s face, and when I see the look in those blue eyes of his, my life flashes before me. I am so screwed.

      He grabs my wrist. Thankfully, I’m left handed, and I hit him with my good hand as he turns me around, twisting my arm behind me.

      The metal table is cold against my flushed face. I try to kick out at him, but he’s so much taller and bigger than I am. When he lifts my skirt and cuts my underwear off though, some of the fight leaves me.

      “You’re a fucking asshole.”

      “Yes, yes I am.”

      The sound of his belt and zipper opening has me shivering, and I don’t know whether I want to spread my legs or push them together and kick him.

      He decides for me, using his feet to kick my legs open before stepping in between them, his hard cock pressing against my ass. “Get these wet unless you want me to tear your hole with my cock.”

      Fingers shove into my mouth and I bite down on them. Tennant lets go of my arm, but traps it between us with his body, while he grips my hair with his hand and uses it to pull me up.

      “The hard way it is then,” he mutters. Pulling his fingers from my mouth, he shoves his hand between us.

      Rough, barely wet fingers enter my hole, and my ass clamps down on him. Tennant grunts and shoves them in deeper, until I scream. The pleasure-pain feeling is lighting every nerve ending on fire.

      He shoves me back down onto the table, after moving his fingers in and out of me a few times, and then, as I’m bent over, he nudges his cock into my virtually unprepared hole.

      Tears run down my face as he enters me. There’s a lot of stopping and cursing on his end, as it’s not nearly slick enough, and despite his words, I know he’s trying not to hurt me. If I called a stop to this right now, I know he’d do it.

      Good thing I don’t want that, though. No, I need everything he’s about to give me.

      Using my free arm as a pillow, I breathe through the sensations, almost missing the sound of a bottle opening. Tennant’s cock begins to pull out and I whine.

      “Shh, I got you. Just be a good little plaything and take it.”

      When he slides back in, it’s smoother, though still painful from the minimum, and the barely-there lube he's coated himself in.

      Tennant fucks me hard and fast. Using me for his pleasure, without taking care of my own—just as it should be.

      My cock leaks pre-cum as I’m used as nothing but a fucktoy. The sounds Tennant makes every time he enters me, slamming in to the hilt, goes straight to my balls and has my sensitive dick twitching.

      “Please,” I beg. “Please cum in me.”

      “Such a naughty boy.”

      His hold on me tightens and he fucks me even harder until I’m being pressed so hard into the table, I’m going to have bruises all over my torso.

      It only takes a few more thrusts before Tennant comes, and his orgasm sets off my own, cum painting the floor under the table as he fills me.

      It takes several minutes before he pulls out, and I groan as he does so.

      “Hush,” he says as he lifts me from the table, sits in the chair I was tied to, and cradles me in his lap.

      “I love you,” I whisper as I bury my face into his neck.

      His hold on me tightens. “I should hope so. I don’t kidnap just anyone, you know.”

      “Dick.”

      “You called me that already.”

      “Because you are. Just let me have my feels.”

      “I'd rather not, but Hollis is listening in and he’ll kill me if I don’t.”

      I give a weak laugh. “Of course he is, kinky fucker.”

      “You came hands free after I fucked you into a table. I think you’re the kinky one, Roman.”

      “Fuck off. Let me bask.”

      Tennant sighs, but his hold on me gets that much tighter and I relax into him, knowing I’m right where I belong.
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