
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


Guns n’ Boys: Unshaken (Book 9)


K.A. Merikan


 


“You can never understand what this man has done to me, for
me, and with me.”


 


Seven years. 


 


Domenico and Seth have been together for seven
years. After trudging through blood, tears, fights, and painful compromises,
they’ve finally arrived at a point where every day doesn’t feel like it could
be their last.


 


Settled in their comfortable life, they decide to
go on vacation to Singapore. But their romantic break turns into a nightmare
when an old adversary appears, tempting Seth and Domenico away from the peace
and quiet of their home in Argentina, and toward a new kind of future.


 


What begins as a wild goose chase could be their
ticket back to Italy, but when Seth and Domenico step into the snares that have
been set up for them, they can only count on each other to get through a
reality so horrific that death might be mercy.


 


What their enemies don’t know though is that
their bond is stronger than ever before, and attempting to tear them apart will
bring destruction on anyone who tries.


 


For Domenico, Seth would walk through hell and
back.


 


For Seth, Domenico would tear down the heavens.


 


Together, they are not to be f*cked with.
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Chapter 1 - Domenico


It was like being back in Europe. Underneath a
ceiling of stained glass, the limestone walls created the picture of Old-World
grandeur. Elegant columns and niches, filled with local plants and marble
sculptures representing classical gods, framed the two-storey-high hall. Little
balconies on the second floor served as private booths for the one-of-a-kind
event, but while they offered more privacy, Dom wasn’t regretful over only
managing to obtain the two seats at a round table in the back. 


The tickets to the concert had been sold out by
the time Seth and Domenico arrived in Singapore, but they managed to get seats
thanks to luck and thick wallets. They came unprepared for such an elegant
occasion, so the two of them had spent the whole day searching for appropriate
evening wear, but after consuming a feast of fillet mignon, along with numerous
small dishes and good Italian wine, Dom had no reason to complain. Besides, why
would anyone complain about having to shop in exclusive boutiques in order to
listen to an array of world class opera stars performing Italian arias?


It had been a while since he and Seth had dared to
leave the relative safety of Argentina, where their mafia family had no ties,
but he missed the joy of seeing something new, and Singapore, with its
skyscrapers, parks, and cutting-edge architecture was the kind of modern hub to
enrich his life.


He could have only been happier if they had been
doing the same in Palermo.


“To us,” he said, clinking his glass against
Seth’s, as they wandered around the art gallery attached to the main venue
during a technical break.


Seth’s carefree smile solidified Dom’s confidence
that this trip was a much needed break from their hectic lives. For the two
weeks ahead of them, Seth wouldn’t engage in any Secret Chef matters, and
Domenico had informed his PA that they shouldn’t be contacted unless the sky
was collapsing.


Domenico’s new suit hadn’t been made to measure,
but it fit him perfectly, and he reveled in the opportunity to parade it in
front of perfect strangers. He might have spent too much time at the Armani
boutique, but Seth had hardly minded as it offered him the opportunity to try
local foods without Domenico bothering him every time he asked the seller about
a new fruit or vegetable.


Over two years had passed since they’d left El
Encanto, and Domenico had adjusted to having a free-range husband, but it
wasn’t without its growing pains. What he understood now was that without
giving Seth room to breathe, Dom wouldn’t have Seth at all, so he’d made peace
with it. He did make sure they trained every day, though, in case Seth needed
to defend himself.


“To us,” Seth answered and took a swig from his
glass.


Domenico couldn’t miss an attractive woman’s gaze
discreetly following Seth’s impressive figure. For one, because Seth was his
and all she could do was stare, but also because he’d been the one to
choose Seth’s outfit. Putting together the smooth black pants and a burgundy
jacket had been a stroke of genius and transformed Seth from a hottie into a
presumed celebrity who graced mere mortals with his presence. 


“I’ve been having an intense deja vu all
evening,” Domenico said, staring at the abstract sculpture in front of them.
“It’s like we’re back home. We never got the chance to live this kind of life
there.”


“Back then, you would have had to bribe me with the
best blowjob go to an event like this.” Seth’s grin widened, and the tiny
wrinkles by his eyes made Dom’s heart skip a beat. Seth had been fresh, hot,
and juicy when Dom first put his hands on him, but now he was bigger, stronger,
more experienced. All man. Dom had no doubt he’d be just as exciting ten and
twenty years on, intense and smooth like aged wine.


He finished his dry red to quench the thirst that
hit him like a mallet. “So you’ve finally grown accustomed to the finer things
in life? Opera, silk, bespoke suits,” he whispered, placing his open hand on
Seth’s back and letting it descend toward that precious ass. He wouldn’t let it
rest too low. Yes, he was a tourist, and yes, Singapore was reportedly lax in
the way it persecuted gay sexual activity, but there was no point in spoiling
their vacation with such issues.


And next time, he’d definitely make sure the place
he was traveling to for pleasure was LGBT-friendly before buying the plane
tickets.


Seth bit his lip with a glint in his eye.
“Domenico Acerbi,” he whispered, adding to the list of luxuries he enjoyed.


Domenico smiled, unable to look away from the
magnetic pull of Seth’s brown eyes, even though a shadow crept into his chest
when he thought back to the cobbled streets of their hometown. “It seems you’ll
be the only piece of home I can ever have.”


Seth snorted. “So you better cherish me.”


“Don’t I cherish you enough already?” Dom asked,
fighting the urge to bring Seth’s hand to his lips.


“You do, you do. If anything, you spoil me
rotten.”


Domenico contemplated this for a second. “I had
this dream recently. I didn’t tell you, because you were out, and then I
forgot, but it was one of the good ones. We had this gorgeous old house in the
countryside, a whole orchard of lemon trees, and we watched the sunset
together. But it’s never going to happen, because no other place smells like
home.”


Seth nudged Dom’s fingers with his pinky. “We
could buy a countryside property anyway. It would be for Angelica’s sake too.
Different isn’t always worse. The leads on Tropico have dried up, so no point
dwelling on what could have been.”


A scowl passed through Domenico’s features. Santo
wouldn’t accept them back into the fold if they didn’t honor their end of the
bargain. It was a lost cause.


He placed his empty glass on a tray held by a
passing waiter. “Maybe I’ll return when I’m so old I won’t care anymore if
someone shoots me in the head.”


Seth took another glass of wine and spoke when the
server disappeared. “Don’t say that. Considering who we are, we should be happy
we’re alive at all. Mark has a bright future ahead of him, and Angelica will
too.”


Domenico bit his lip. He’d spent thousands of
dollars on informants, hackers, even took the risk of checking out some of the
leads himself, but Tropico remained as elusive as a ghost, and every trace he’d
left ended like the edge of a cliff into nothingness. 


At some point, Santo had stopped asking about
progress on that front, only deepening Domenico’s sense of shame. But Seth was
right. There was no point in beating himself up over something he couldn’t
control. 


“I can’t stop thinking about how I failed to take
us home. I can’t show my kids where I grew up, and I can’t see my mother.”


“I know. Even if we could go just once. For a
month. For a week. To visit those important to us without looking over our
shoulder would be something special. Maybe one day Mark will take Angelica and
show her around?”


“I would have gone if I didn’t have you,” Domenico
said, briefly rubbing the middle of Seth’s palm with his fingertips. The tenderness
made him gravitate closer in a way he wasn’t sure of in this unfamiliar place.


Seth must have misunderstood him, because he averted
his gaze. “But you do.”


“I know. And as long as I have you, I won’t take
unnecessary risk. Family comes before everything else.”


Seth drank his wine for a while, but finally
turned to Dom, his warm eyes like two pots of the sweetest, richest chocolate.
“It does, but we keep in shape, we still work on our combat skills. If push
came to shove, I’m ready. Okay?”


Warmth kindled in Domenico’s heart, as if Seth had
petted it with his loving hands. “I know.”


A series of clinks echoed through the air,
drawing everyone’s attention to the entrance where the master of ceremonies
who’d announced the previous singers stood with a glass of champagne, which
he’d tapped with the tiniest of spoons.


“Ladies and gentlemen. I am very sorry to announce
that Maria Cancio’s plane was delayed, so she will arrive later than expected.
The concert will resume in half an hour. We sincerely apologize for the
inconvenience.”


Heat tickled Domenico’s neck. “Half an hour.
Plenty of time.”


Seth’s lips quirked. “You’re unbelievable.”


“I’m pragmatic. And very thirsty.”


“You think I’m that easy?” Seth downed the
rest of his wine.


Dom didn’t think Seth was easy. He knew it.


“You’re also bold, and you might have made someone
important very unhappy with your behavior. So unhappy, in fact, that they’ve
sent their bodyguard after you,” Domenico said, capturing Seth’s gaze as
shivers danced all over his skin.


Seth’s pupils dilated as if he’d snorted a line of
cocaine. Hook, line, and sinker.


“I better lose him,” he whispered, stepping away.


A wicked smile pulled on Domenico’s lips as he
followed Seth’s magnificent form across the gallery, until he disappeared in
one of the doors. Choosing not to give him too much of an advantage, Domenico
followed into the elegant corridor separating the gallery from the bar. He
wondered whether Seth would make things hard for him, but no, his husband was
easy to spot as he went along the red carpet and swung his hips a fraction more
than usual. Such a tease.


Unbothered by any of the other guests and staff,
they left the party behind once Seth passed through the reception, his shoes
squeaking against the marble floor. The brief glance Seth stole over his
shoulder made Dom’s heart beat faster, and he ducked behind a large potted
plant, eager to reinforce the notion that he was a predator stalking his chosen
prey until opportunity arose.


Seth adjusted his suit jacket, making it briefly
cling to his ass, and continued down the corridor before glancing over his
shoulder once more and dashing through a door, as if he’d only then realized he
was being followed.


Blood simmered in Domenico’s veins, and he broke
into a run. The entrance Seth passed through was marked as only for the use of
staff, though Domenico never cared for such details and ran down the basic
stairs beyond it. The scent of food tickled his senses, but his gaze remained
on the burgundy-clad shoulders, watching them disappear beyond the bend of the
corridor. 


The clatter of cutlery and plates told Dom they
were near a kitchen. Something was boiling beyond the wall, and as Domenico
followed Seth through the underground labyrinth of identical white hallways, he
caught a glimpse of a chef using a wok in the open kitchen. He didn’t wait to
be spotted and jogged along, focusing on the familiar rhythm of Seth’s
footsteps whenever he couldn’t see him.


His heart beat fast, spurred on by the thrill of
the chase to the point where he didn’t even care about remembering their way
out. He needed to get his fill of the most tender meat he’d ever tasted, and
once that happened, the whole world could end for all he cared.


He broke into a jog once Seth dived into a room
right next to a large hall with some empty chairs, and followed him inside,
only realizing it was a restroom when he faced a row of urinals. But his gaze
trailed farther in, to a separate little room with several stalls.


Domenico unbuttoned his jacket, ready for a
struggle. They were so perfectly aligned in these matters. Domenico was a
match. Seth—the rough surface that provided the spark and ignited his fire. No
matter how exhausted Dom was, Seth would always find a way to turn him on.


He grabbed the last door in the row and yanked it
open, fully prepared to deal with the arm swinging his way. He pushed Seth
deeper into the cubicle and locked the door with an old-school latch before
taking in the small yet clean space. This was exactly what they needed tonight.


“Mr. Tropico didn’t appreciate the way you talked
to him.”


Seth’s nostrils flared, and seeing him already
excited was yet more fuel to Domenico’s fire. “So he sends his lapdog?”


Domenico straightened, taking a further step into
Seth’s personal space. He loved the way Seth’s eyes burned for him, and he’d
keep that fire alive or die trying. “My boss told me to teach you a lesson in
humility.”


Seth pushed at Dom’s chest. “You can tell your
boss to go fuck himself.”


Tall, broad in the shoulders, with a gorgeous
dusky skin tone, Seth was all Dom wanted in a man, and now he’d get to snack on
him before a recital. Could things get any better? The force-play they enjoyed
brought out the most primal instincts in Dom. Every time Seth shoved back only
made Dom want him more.


“Pull down your pants,” Dom said, moving to stand
in Seth’s way when he tried to get out.


“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Seth shoved him so
hard Dom hit the door, yet the arousal in his voice was unmistakable.


Dom had enjoyed seven years of a tumultuous
relationship with this volatile man. He knew exactly what he was dealing with,
and somehow Seth always had a way of making their games feel fresh.


“I think not,” he said and pulled on Seth’s
shoulder, bringing him close enough to hook his arm around the thick, warm
neck. His breath caught when the intense scent of Seth’s aftershave hit his
nose, and he couldn’t help himself. He licked the side of Seth’s ear and made
sure his lover knew what he meant by rocking his hips against Seth’s ass.


“Pervert,” Seth groaned, but his struggle was for
show. He knew the techniques to get out of chokeholds, and none of them
involved rubbing his ass against Dom’s crotch. 


The need to feel Seth’s body hair against his palm
was becoming impossible to ignore, and Domenico took full advantage of their
position by pushing Seth forward and forcing his feet on either side of the
closed toilet. 


“Yes, I am. Ever had a dick up your ass, you
arrogant bastard? Anyone ever put you in your place like that?” he asked and,
unable to resist the temptation anymore, licked sweat off Seth’s nape. It was
salty, with an aftertaste of the cologne, yet so delicious he wished this aroma
would flavor every single wine he tasted.


The tremble in Seth’s shoulders was the compliment
he craved. He looked back at Dom with lowered eyelids, holding himself steady
with his hands on the tiles in front of him. “Of course not,” Seth groaned, so
easily toying with the fantasy that was Domenico’s catnip. 


No matter how rocky the beginnings of their
relationship had been, Domenico would never forget the vulnerability in Seth’s
eyes when he took cock for the first time. From that moment on, Seth was his,
claimed forever—for better, and for worse.


He grabbed Seth’s hair and made him lean forward,
until one of his cheeks lay flat against the white tiles. “You will tonight.
That’ll teach you how to treat your betters. Stay in your lane next time,” he
said, delivering a hard slap through Seth’s pants.


He loved seeing Seth’s buttocks tense,
satisfaction rising in him when he noticed Seth’s legs moving closer yet unable
to touch over the toilet bowl. Dom was the only man who would ever get to taste
Seth this way, and that thought made his dick stand to attention no matter how
many times they’d had sex.


“You’re insane,” Seth whispered. “I’ll report
this.”


Domenico smirked and reached to Seth’s stomach,
unbuckling his belt without hurry. “Go ahead, and I’ll bring friends next time.
But I’ll make you nice and slick for them first,” he said, letting his mind run
free. He’d never engaged in that kind of group sex, but he enjoyed the fantasy
of it nevertheless.


That shut up Seth’s pushy persona. 


“I… I didn’t mean to be rude to your boss,” he
muttered, giving Dom those pleading eyes. If they’d had more time, Dom would
have made Seth suck him first, but this was to be a fast, rough fuck that would
leave them both satisfied until they settled for the night in the elegant
penthouse apartment Dom had rented for their stay in Singapore.


“You won’t be next time,” Dom said before biting
into the warm flesh just above Seth’s collar. His lover stiffened, but Domenico
didn’t waste any time and pushed his pants down, uncovering that perfectly
rounded ass.


All his. Forever.


Seth was leaner, more muscular nowadays, but his
buttocks kept the shape Dom adored. Seeing his cock disappear between those
globes time and time again would be pure bliss.


Seeing Seth’s feet forcibly spread by the toilet
was an unexpected turn-on, and Dom would add that image to his mental spank
bank. And who knew, maybe there was room for a spreader bar in their modest sex
toy collection?


“Be gentle, please,” Seth whined, shifting his
weight from one foot to the other. Impatient and horny. Just the way Dom liked
him.


“You don’t deserve gentleness,” Domenico hissed,
pulling his zipper down. His brain was on a single track at this point, its
pleasure centers ready to explode the moment he dived in.


Seth braced himself against the wall, breathing fast.
Making him this excited was half the fun. Kinky bastard loved taking Dom’s cock
and provoking Dom into giving it to him hard and fast.


He wasn’t even fighting Dom anymore, too aroused
to care about the role-play when his tight ass was obscenely exposed between a
clothed back and lowered pants. A view so enticing Domenico almost forgot to
apply lube, but once he realized his mistake, he pulled out the single-use
packet and ripped it open with his teeth so fast some of it sprayed on the wall
and the back of Seth’s jacket.


“I’m going to pump you full of my cum. Who knows,
maybe you’ll come back for more?”


“So fucking arrogant,” Seth groaned, but the sound
turned into a whimper when Dom pushed his slick cock between Seth’s buttocks
and pressed the cockhead to the welcoming pucker.


Dom slipped his other hand under Seth’s shirt and
moaned deeply when the coarse hairs trailed between his fingers. “I don’t think
this is your first time at all,” he chuckled when the tight, warmth accepted
him inside. “I think you take cock on a regular basis.”


“Fuck you,” Seth muttered, exposing more of his
neck to Dom’s mouth.


“No. You’re the one getting fucked up the ass,”
Dom hissed before bottoming out in a single thrust. His lover uttered a broken
mewl and stilled, propped against the wall and so passive Domenico took his
time feasting on the exposed neck, licking along the artery that responded with
a furious pulsing. The tight grip Seth’s body had on Dom was like a vacuum
holding him in place, but this wasn’t enough, so he pulled all the way out and
then stabbed his cock back in.


The muffled sounds Seth made proved he was biting
his lips to stay quiet, but Dom saw ecstatic moans in every shiver of the
muscles in Seth’s stomach, the way he slid his hands up and down the tiles and
rose on his toes.


“Fucking Christ,” Seth whispered when Dom thrust
his cock all the way in again.


Nothing beat the power he had over Seth when they
fucked this way. They were partners. Husbands. Equals. And yet Seth could be so
pliant for him, so submissive despite being a big, bad motherfucker in his own
right. Dom would have never chosen a sweet house mouse over him. Not in a
million years.


Seth was his perfect man, the other side of his
coin.


“Should I be gentler?” he teased, before pinching
Seth’s ass and making him groan. He sped up without waiting for an answer, his
cock dragging over Seth’s prostate over and over.


“Fuck. There. Right there,” Seth moaned, no longer
caring about his persona. Every time Dom’s hips slapped against the round ass,
Seth arched toward him, offering his body for fucking and rubbing his nape
against Domenico’s nose.


It didn’t matter they were in some grimy staff
restroom, because Seth smelled like the spirit of seduction, and having this
much man in his arms was making Dom’s balls ache with the need to fill his
ass. 


His lips quirked, and he grabbed Seth’s dick hard,
shivering when the muscles of his lover’s sphincter tightened around him in
response, milking Dom for fresh cum. “Any moment now, you filthy slut.”


Seth didn’t even have the brain capacity for a
comeback, and mewled instead, because when Dom ran his thumb over the smooth
head of Seth’s cock, it pulsed, releasing cum. He shivered in Dom’s arms, and
that was delicious in itself, but the way he sucked Dom’s dick into his
throbbing hot body was pure orgasmic bliss.


So Seth was a slutty, eager fucker. But he was Dom’s
only, and he’d be dripping with Dom’s spunk. Any. Moment. Now.


Domenico tightened his arms around his lover’s
muscular body and fucked him in fast jabs. His balls tightened, his dick
throbbed, and when he came, the scent of the lemons in the orchard they’d one
day own filled his nose. It was as tangible as the mundane reality of where
they actually were.


“Oh, fuck… yes, you feel so damn good.”


Seth was still panting against the wall, but he
slid his hand to Dom’s under the shirt, gently entwining their sweaty fingers.
“Love it when your cock throbs in me like this.”


Domenico’s knees felt weak, but he had Seth’s
solid form to rely on, and took full advantage of it. “Love how hot you are
around my cock,” he whispered, pressing several kisses to Seth’s shoulder. “I
never feel as good as I do when I’m inside you.”


“This will be such a fuckfest of a vacation,” Seth
said, and Dom didn’t have to see his face to know he was smiling.


“Maybe we should take tomorrow off then? Stay
naked all day and do whatever the fuck we want,” Domenico whispered, pulling
out when his cock became too soft. He wanted to tuck himself in, but Seth’s
round ass was too much of a temptation, so he leaned down and kissed the top of
one buttock.


Seth glanced over his shoulder, sweat shining on his
flushed face. “Yep. Sightseeing can wait a day.” He took several deep breaths
and started cleaning himself when the door to the restrooms slammed against the
wall. “At least not when we were still fucking,” he whispered into Dom’s ear.


“I can’t fucking take this wanker anymore! Is it
so hard to be nice once in a while?” a young woman said in a pronounced British
accent. 


Another female voice, lower in tone, let out a
sigh. “You’ll get used to it. The beauty of a service job. There’s plenty of assholes
out there, but it’s all about the tips, babe. Some of these people are so
insanely rich you’ll get a month’s pay if they’re in the mood.”


Domenico frowned at Seth. Had they entered the
wrong bathroom, or were the two women in a place where they didn’t
belong? Either way, he chose to wait until the little rant was over.


“Oh, my God! Yes,” the other girl spoke again. “I
just wish I didn’t have to bear with the idiots. That Tropico guy? I
specifically told him the booth upstairs is for two people only, but no, he
needs to have three bodyguards with him. What the fuck even? How is it my job
to—?”


She went on but Domenico’s brain stalled, focused
on a single name that spread through his brain like a wildfire.


Tropico.


When he turned to look into Seth’s eyes, he could
swear he was staring into a mirror of his own thoughts.











Chapter 2 - Seth


Seth’s head thudded as if someone carved the word
Tropico into a baseball bat and then hit him with it.


How?


How after all these years of searching do they
stumble upon this man’s alias when they’d given up on ever finding him? The
panic that unexpectedly took hold of Seth’s body clenched its fingers on his
throat and wouldn’t allow him to make a sound. 


Surely, there were many people who went by ‘Tropico’.
Seth knew, because Domenico had checked out several of them, but what if this
wasn’t a coincidental similarity? What if the man who’d had Seth abducted by
the Triad and had been the trigger for their misery—the reason why they
couldn’t return to Italy—happened to be at the same hotel in Singapore? It was
a conclusion so far-fetched it bordered on the unbelievable. But not
impossible.


Seth didn’t need to ask to know Domenico would
follow this lead.


If it was really him, what then? They’d decided
not to pursue him anymore and move on.


Why wouldn’t he leave them in peace?


Domenico turned to face him, his eyes wide with
recognition, jaw already setting into a grimace that foretold a storm of epic
proportions, one Seth might not be able to prevent.


His elegant, tanned hand touched the latch, ready
to jump out of the cubicle and seize the women for questioning, but as Seth’s
heart counted split parts of seconds, the hotel staff left. The dull silence in
the room already ate at him.


“He’s here,” Domenico said in a strangely low voice,
as if he were afraid that their adversary could somehow hear them all the way
down in the basement.


In an instant, Domenico ceased being the elegant
man in a suit with a slim black tie and became a predator on the prowl. Seth
knew that look in Domenico’s eyes. It spoke of a hunger for vengeance and
blood, and he hadn’t missed it.


“We don’t know if it’s really him.”


His words left a ripple on the surface of
Domenico’s focus, but Dom shook his head after a moment’s pause. “I won’t kill
him if it’s not.”


Seth grabbed Dom’s hand. “We’ve got to be
reasonable about this, Dom. We don’t even have guns on us. We’re not prepared
to deal with this.”


Domenico’s eyes already turned from copper to
steel so sharp and so dark Seth feared he might end up accidentally cut. “We
will have guns. I know people. But I need to see his face. Let’s smoke that
fucker out.”


“It’s just… why now? You know what I mean?” Seth
groaned and zipped up his pants, fighting off the growing sense of unease.
They’d come here to enjoy some time together, but danger had never been far
away. It followed them in the shadows, only to rear its head when it was least
expected. Their carefree vacation over, because the name Tropico was like a
bullet in the air, heading their way, and a part of Seth wondered if it was
possible to just dodge it and forget about their mystery nemesis.


Domenico frowned at him, slicking his messy hair
back into a ponytail. “Maybe he’s been hiding here this whole time? Singapore’s
perfect for that, far away from the reach of the Villanis. God’s still watching
over us,” he said with a dangerous glint in his eyes.


“Is he, though?” Seth said when a bitter grimace
pulled at his lips. “By throwing us back into boiling tar?”


Domenico’s eyes were razor-sharp when they met
Seth’s. “What are you saying?”


Seth swallowed his discomfort, sensing the
judgment in Dom’s voice. “That maybe this isn’t a good thing at all?” He hated
how uncertainly that sounded, but Domenico’s rigid posture was already telling
him what Dom thought of his words.


“We are not letting this go,” he said, poking
Seth’s breast bone with his index finger. “Don’t you want to return
home?”


Seth raised his hands in defeat. “I do, I do.”


But did he? Was the pit of snakes they’d been born
into really their home? No. It had been seven years, and when Seth thought
about his place in the world nowadays, he imagined their luxurious penthouse in
Argentina, Domenico watching him from the terrace, walking to the park with
Angelica, not the sprawling vineyard and the Villani property where they’d both
suffered so much.


Domenico exhaled through his nose, agitated like a
dragon about to breathe fire. “Let’s get rid of this leech, and we’ll be
drinking local wine at home within a week,” he said in a harsh voice and opened
the door, approaching the sink as if it were another step on the way to spilling
Tropico’s blood.


But here, out of all places? In a hotel as elegant
as this there were bound to be cameras, and while Dom usually took everything
into account, Seth couldn’t blindly count on it when his man was in the state
of such murderous frenzy. He’d seen it all before. Domenico was always
confident, whether he was correct in his assessment of a situation or not, and
if Seth wanted them to be safe, he needed to be with Dom every step of the way.
He would follow his beautiful husband to the edges of the world and watch his
back when Domenico wasn’t thinking straight.


When he’d first entered the staff corridors, Seth
had been so focused on their game he’d hardly noticed the color of the walls,
but now, every little detail came into focus. Half of him resented that he
acknowledged the fire extinguisher as a potential weapon, or that the metal
door could be slammed into someone’s face. He didn’t want those instincts
kicking in, but there might be no other way than to let them.


Domenico’s shoulders no longer had that relaxed
slope Seth had grown to enjoy. They were set, stiff, about to bulldoze anyone
standing in their way. Domenico seemed confused for a moment when they left the
restroom, but then they both heard the distinct British accent from earlier,
and Domenico turned that way like a puma stalking its prey. He no longer asked
questions and moved forward, expecting Seth to follow.


Reacting to Domenico’s cues was Seth’s second
nature, but he could still feel his muscles calcifying. Danger was no longer an
abstract concept—it knocked on their door. But they could walk away instead of
inviting it in for dinner like two men who had nothing to lose. He was just
glad they were here on their own, and he didn’t have to worry about Angelica’s
safety. Whatever happened tonight, their daughter was thousands of miles away
from bloodshed.


But no matter how much Seth resented this
situation, he’d be lying if he claimed seeing Domenico walk swiftly into the kitchen,
as if he belonged there, didn’t tickle Seth’s adrenaline-loving heart. He’d
fallen in love with Dom long before they could have dreamed about a peaceful
life together, and this reminder of who his husband was under his elegant suit
gave Seth a rush he didn’t even attempt to fight.


The staff was so busy with their tasks they hardly
noticed the strangers entering their space, but the scent of herbs, grilled
meat, vegetables sizzling in oil, was like a cloud that confused Seth and had
him looking around at cooks in white outfits scattered around the largest
kitchen he’d ever seen. 


His gaze lingered on a woman, whose sole task
seemed to be frying fish. It was something she’d perfected and could repeat
over and over with confidence. It was hard work, but Seth, who was about to be
swept away by unexpected storms and follow his husband toward a tornado, longed
for the comfort of knowing one’s place. What for Domenico meant ‘returning
home’, for him sounded more like being uprooted again.


His body hair bristled when a woman clad in a
yellow pant suit stepped into Domenico’s way, her chin high. “Sir, guests are
not allowed in here,” she said, and in a horrible moment, Seth expected
Domenico to push her out of his way, straight at a pot full of boiling oil.


But Dom knew how to raise his chin too. “Don’t you
know who I am?”


Seth smiled apologetically from behind Dom’s back,
but she wasn’t having it.


“I’m afraid you need to leave either way.”


Seth was now certain she was one of the women
they’d overheard in the restroom, and Dom had to know that too, because he took
a step closer, his body so rigid Seth saw her flinch in response, even if briefly.


“I’m part of Mr. Tropico’s entourage, and he told
me to speak with you and you only.”


She clasped her hands and offered them a polite
smile, but Seth didn’t have to be a mind reader to notice how forced the
expression was. “And what is that I can do for you? Not enough champagne?” She
had to be at her wit’s end to be this sarcastic to a guest.


“The wine is French. He requested Italian. Getting
the origin right shouldn’t be a difficult process,” Domenico said, and Seth
noticed the kitchen staff slow down to eavesdrop on the exchange. He even
spotted a smirk on the fry cook’s face, which meant the manager wasn’t popular.


“Of course. How many bottles?” the pantsuit lady
asked and headed to a wine-cooling fridge. “Would you prefer to take it with
you, or shall I send someone?”


Domenico’s posture relaxed by a fraction,
something only Seth could possibly notice after knowing his man for such a long
time. To everyone else, Domenico would remain the picture of stoic anger, with
not even a fraction of self-doubt or fear in his attitude.


“Mr. Tropico requests the presence of a
sommelier.”


“He will have to wait a while then.”


Seth stepped closer with a frown. “Just get
whoever you have on hand. Do we look like waiters?”


The woman eyed him with her lips pursed for a
total of five excruciating seconds, but then pulled out two bottles of wine and
snapped her fingers at a young woman in an elegant brown uniform. “Lucy, please
take these to booth five.”


The server, or whatever her job title was, offered
them a stiff smile. She was very young and hadn’t yet mastered the art of
hiding how she felt about patrons. “Of course,” she answered with a pristine
British accent. It seemed the manager was intent on making the young woman work
with the most hated customer yet again. 


“Follow me, gentlemen,” she then said to them, but
Seth barely heard her over the thudding of his heart. 


This stunt could go very, very wrong fast. He did
trust in Domenico’s abilities, but he also knew his man to be hot-headed when
things got personal. Whenever that happened, their luck was a flipped coin.


As they walked up the stairs, Seth noticed every
little detail in Dom’s posture. The way he squeezed his fists, or his walk
behind the waitress, that half an inch too close, spoke of his impatience, and
that in turn was the last thing Seth wanted to see. Dom wasn’t thinking
straight about this at all. 


If Mr. Tropico, their Mr. Tropico, really
was in Singapore, would it be so hard to find him at a more convenient time?
Dom said himself that he’d find a way for them to get guns. They could find
this guy through whatever contact Dom had and strike away from people and cameras.
They needed to keep their heads cool and plan, not try to stab a lion with a
pencil.


But Seth couldn’t say this, any of this, with the
girl present, so he focused on his husband’s back as they made their way
through the busy kitchen and then up a different staircase that led into a
corridor right next to the gallery. It was empty now, and the sound of a rich
soprano coming from the auditorium signified that the star performer had
already arrived.


Dom’s fingers twitched, and he briefly glanced
toward the shut doors, as if longing for the relaxation of listening to
classical music with a wine glass in hand, but any hesitation he might have had
evaporated by the time they reached another staircase covered by a thick red
carpet and started a brisk walk up.


Domenico touched the server’s back, making her
spin with a deep flush on her face. She was about to explode, but Domenico
spoke before she could have embarrassed herself. 


“We’ll take it from here.”


“B-but…” she trailed off, staring at Domenico. “No
problem, sir,” she said in the end, passed him the bottles and turned on her
heel, muttering something beneath her breath. 


Domenico resumed his walk up another flight of
stairs with yet more purpose, and Seth’s nerves snapped. 


“What are you doing? We know where he is now. We
might as well wait outside.”


In his mind, Seth could already see Domenico
snapping Tropico’s neck above a crowded room full of onlookers, the horrified
screams, the chase through an unfamiliar city, and then, Domenico ultimately
getting arrested and spending the rest of his life in prison, just because he
couldn’t rein in his impatience.


So maybe Seth wasn’t nearly as enthusiastic about
going back to Italy as Dom, but that allowed him to take a step back and
recognize the risk involved in this crazy stunt. Domenico always had this
undying confidence about him. It was something that lured Seth to him like
catnip, but as useful as it was in most situations, it also created a blind
spot that had dragged them in unnecessary trouble more than once.


Seth loved Dom and wanted him to be happy. And
right now, the only way he could achieve that was by stopping him.


“I’m talking to you,” Seth said in a hushed voice
and pulled on Dom’s arm. He couldn’t believe that they were back to this wild
goose chase. On their vacation, right after having sex. But most of all, he
couldn’t believe that after all this time, after so many hard lessons that left
them both with scars, Dom was still willing to be so reckless when he had a
family to consider.


Domenico’s body was so stiff changing his
direction was like trying to spin around a wooden log, but he did eventually
face Seth, eyes hard in the marble-like face. “He’s right here. I could go in
there and break his neck. Nobody would notice,” he whispered, both his hands
squeezed on the wine bottles, as if he intended to use them like baseball bats.


Seth’s heart galloped when he met the
single-minded glare Domenico pierced right through him. It was as if his mind
was so completely overcome with visions of murder there was no place left for
assessing Seth’s words.


“Only his three bodyguards,” Seth said, but when
Dom started climbing the stairs again, Seth followed. 


The ceiling of the second floor was much lower,
with less frills, which made plastic smoke detectors all too obvious in
contrast to the snow-white plaster. The walls were the same elegant limestone
as in the auditorium, but the decoration was much sparser, even if still
tasteful. When Domenico stalled Seth thought that maybe he reconsidered his
actions, faced with the scene, but Dom only stopped to put the two wine bottles
on the floor. He’d made his choice.


The voice of the singer was much louder up here,
as if she were behind a thick curtain rather than beyond a wall, something Seth
understood when they walked down the corridor and saw a row of entryways
obscured by thick velvet. Sweat began to bead on his back. The beautiful
soprano no longer gave him pleasure, its shrill reinforcing the sense of
upcoming danger.


If Domenico recklessly stormed into the booth, it
was near impossible he wouldn’t end up seen by spectators from the private
seating spaces across the auditorium. The two of them would once again become
fugitives, their happy life ruined, their children shoved down danger’s throat.
And for what? A single moment of satisfaction, because if Dom’s face got on the
Interpol’s radar, there was no way he could travel back to Europe anyway.


Dom didn’t even bother answering Seth about the
bodyguards, which could only mean he was planning to take them all on himself.
Though at this point Seth doubted the plan went beyond breaking Tropico’s neck
and running off. Hundreds of people would be able to recognize them from
security camera footage later. Both of them Italian, one wearing a burgundy
jacket, the other with long hair. 


They would be fucked.


Frantic with worry, Seth glanced at the ceiling,
and as Dom moved forward at a growing pace, he stayed behind. He had no time
left to think, so he did the first thing that came to his mind. He pulled out
his lighter, stood on his toes and snapped the fire on right under the smoke
detector.


And… nothing happened.


Seth’s heart beat furiously as he watched Dom creep
toward booth number five, his shoulders low, focused as if their lives depended
on Tropico’s death, not on getting as far from danger as possible. Seth’s lungs
constricted with desperation, but just as Dom’s hand brushed the red curtain,
and Seth was about to lose hope, the fire alarm blared so loudly his eardrum
might have torn. 


Dazed from the proximity of the noise, he managed
to stumble forward and grab Domenico’s hand, pulling him farther down the
corridor and away from Tropico. Dom spun around and let himself be guided, but
his gaze remained fixed on the curtain that held the secret they’d been waiting
to uncover for so many years.


Seth flinched when the curtain nearest to them
flung open, and a group of people walked out, led by an elderly lady in a silk
dress dripping with crystals.


People flooded from booth after booth to the
rhythm of the frantic scream of the fire alarm, but when Seth went with the
crowd, intent on leaving behind the real danger, Dom stopped as if his feet
became one with the floor.


“I need to see his face,” Dom whispered through
clenched teeth.


Seth pretended to scratch his forehead to obscure
his face. “What if he sees us first?”


“Let him. Let the motherfucker know he’s a dead
man walking.”


Seth scowled at the viciousness in Dom’s voice,
but there was no point in arguing when Dom got like this.


When the inevitable happened, Seth froze.


His heart was in his throat when the curtain
parted, but it was a tall bodyguard who walked out of booth five first. An
older man bumped into Seth, and obscured their vision, robbing them of a peek
at their elusive target before he drifted away, surrounded by bodyguards. Seth
saw the top of a gray head behind the wall of tall, stocky bodies of the men he
presumed to be Tropico’s personal security, but he hadn’t spotted the face.


“Did you see him?” he asked Dom, leaning
against the wall to avoid being pushed again.


The toothy scowl on his man’s face told Seth
everything he wanted to know. “I did notice things about his guards,” Dom
hissed, pushing through the crowd gravitating toward the staircase. “Most of
them looked southern European. That’s another clue. It must be our man.”


“Anyone you recognized?” Seth asked, grabbing
Dom’s hand, because nobody could see that in a crowd that dense. 


Dom shook his head, his forehead thick with
wrinkles of focus. “No, but they were going really fast. I don’t think they’re
staying until all this blows over. We need to catch up to them, or they’ll be
out of our hands.”


Seth’s stomach rolled. In his mind, he already saw
Dom breaking Tropico’s neck out in the street, his face on all the news
channels. “You can’t do it out in the open. Think of me. Of Angelica!” he said,
struggling to keep his voice low as he followed Dom, who rudely pushed his way
past people, ignoring the enraged gasps and politely aggravated stares.


Dom ground his teeth so hard Seth would have heard
them crunch if it weren’t for the alarm. “Fine. But I need to see his face, or
at least his car.”


Seth would have lied if he claimed he wasn’t
desperate to find out who had wanted them dead all those years ago. Their
enemy, someone who had sent Dana after them, who’d given their address to the
Triad members out for revenge, and who’d had an arrangement with Vincenzo.


Whatever Tropico’s reasons had been to hunt them
in the past, he now believed them dead. It turned Seth’s stomach to think that
all it would take was the bastard spotting his or Dom’s face to burn their
cover to ashes. 


Angelica’s safety would be compromised. Because
Seth had no doubt a man like Tropico would use any asset he could get his hands
on to smoke them out.


They poured out of the building, and right into
the dense crowd downstairs, but Seth managed to spot Tropico’s group of
bodyguards. One of the men was already opening the door of a car parked right
in front of the grand steps leading into the hotel.


His breath hitched when the gray-haired man passed
between the tall, virile bodyguards, but as soon as he ducked and disappeared
behind tinted windows, it became clear their attempts to spot him have been in
vain.


The alarm was still blaring like a jeer at their
ineptitude, but with most of the elegant guests congregating outside the
building to soon go back inside, moving toward the car became increasingly
difficult.


Frustrated, Seth looked around, only to realize
Dom was missing, and a deep chill trailed up his legs.


He instantly glanced toward Tropico’s BMW, and
there Domenico was, crouching on the sidewalk just as the car drove off. Seth
knew for a fact that Dom didn’t carry explosives on him, so what the hell was
he doing?


Seth forced his way through a group of young
women, gasping for air when he finally reached Dom who was already up and
flagging down a taxi.


“What are you doing?” Seth choked out.


Triumph flashed in Domenico’s beautiful eyes,
which had regained some of their heat alongside the sharpness of a man about to
kill.


“We’re gonna track the bastard. He’s as good as
dead.”


Domenico pushed Seth into the taxi, and Seth only
got to catch one more glimpse of the hotel before they were on the move. Their
vacation was over.











Chapter 3 - Domenico


The cab sped up when Domenico leaned forward between
the two front seats until the driver squeezed his hands on the steering wheel.
The shiny bodywork of Tropico’s black limo reflected the lights of central
Singapore. Its driver remained unaware that this was a chase. He changed lanes,
without trying to get out of sight or rush off. It was an antelope walking
calmly around the waterhole while the panther crept closer, already hungry for
fresh blood.


Back at the hotel, approaching the car and
attaching the tracker without being spotted had seemed like an impossibility,
yet he’d managed. There had been moments when the strict training regimen he
still followed felt like a chore meant only for vanity. It took up an excessive
amount of time, considering he didn’t need so much strength and agility to stalk
Seth, a man who wanted to be caught, but in that moment of hesitation, relying
on well-exercised instinct had been Dom’s golden ticket.


In the limo with dark windows sat the man whose
existence Domenico considered his personal failure. He could dress it up in
nice words, pretend he wasn’t bothered by the fruitless search anymore, but the
truth was he loved winning, and he would remain a loser until he offered
Tropico’s head to Santo.


And worst of all, if he couldn’t get his hands
around Tropico’s throat, his gun at the back of the bastard’s head, his whole
family remained on the losing side forever. If one day it was Tropico who
accidentally found them, they’d be screwed. This was Dom’s chance to make sure
that never happened.


“Be inconspicuous, but don’t lose them,” Dom told
the driver, noting the droplet of sweat rolling down the man’s temple. This
surely wasn’t a usual occurrence for him, so Domenico opened his wallet and
tossed two bank notes on the passenger seat. That should sweeten the deal.


He then sat back and offered Seth a wide smile. It
had been a long time since his blood buzzed so intensely, the unadulterated
thrill of the chase teasing him with the reward at the end of the line, and he
lived for it. “Not long now,” he said, switching to Italian.


Seth groaned. “What are we doing?”


Domenico stilled, but as seconds passed, and he
took in the way Seth sat with his elbows resting atop his thighs, hands
clasped, it occurred to him something wasn’t right. Seth was tense, or perhaps
even frightened that their plans had taken a different turn than he’d expected.
It was easy to forget there was a soft side hidden behind Seth’s impressive
exterior, but Dom was ready to be there for him, and squeezed his hand in
reassurance.


“What do you mean? We found him. We can take him
out, send Santo his credit card and ear, or tongue, and be done with the exile.
We’ll go home.”


Seth shook his head, his gaze straying from Dom’s.
“Where is home? Is that really what we want? Everything’s happening so fast we
haven’t had the chance to pause and think.” 


Domenico stilled, his rushed thoughts coming to an
abrupt halt when resistance came from this unexpected source. Neon lights
passed over Seth’s features as the car moved nimbly through busy streets, but
all Domenico heard was that Seth did not want to go back. 


“What do you mean?” he asked in the end, his body
draining of energy fast.


Seth inhaled a deep gulp of air. “We haven’t been
there for seven years. I’m not saying I don’t want it, I just think we
should consider our options and choose wisely what’s best for our family. We’ve
got loads of money and a good life in Argentina. Why risk everything?” Seth
spoke carefully, looking into Domenico’s eyes and squeezing his hand, but their
closeness only made the taxi feel stuffy. 


The gentle hold was like a cuff, growing hotter
with each second until the touch burned, and Domenico felt compelled to take
his hand away. Domenico shut his eyes and forced himself to take a full breath,
stifling anger, which bloomed in his heart at an alarming rate. 


“And you’re saying this now? I’ve been
waiting for an opportunity like this, and you know it. Did you not believe I
could get to him in the end, so you weren’t bothered to discuss it?” he asked
so harshly it hurt his throat.


 “I thought you gave up. It’s not like we’ve
talked about it much in the past two years.”


“There were no leads!” Dom shouted so unexpectedly
his scream spooked the driver, who briefly went off course, but he wasn’t about
to apologize. “I will never stop looking for ways to go back home. My mother is
still there, and Federico has her. Or have you forgotten?”


The look on Seth’s face told Dom he had, and that
stung like salt thrown on an open wound. All this time, Dom had been haunted by
the prospect of going back to Sicily while Seth had forgotten why they even
needed to? Or worse yet, he didn’t even want to go anymore?


“I’m sorry. I know.” Seth bumped his head against
the window and crossed his arms on his chest. “I just can’t envision our life
there just yet. All I’ve had to go on were bright fantasies of Italian wine,
afternoons around lemon trees, and sailing in a crystal clear sea on a sunny
day. You know that’s not what it’s gonna be when we go back.”


Reality snuck its way into the back of Dom’s head,
but he nodded, exhaling several times to calm down. Seth was right. Other than
having to deal with Federico, he had mostly thought about the good things, his
memories of home surrounded by a rose-tinted bubble that only contained
pleasant memories, while the bad remained on the outskirts of his mind, barely
there. Going back would not be a walk in the park, even with Tropico gone.


“No, it won’t,” he said, settling his gaze on the
back of the limo ahead.


“Are you okay with that? I… I’m up for it, Dom,
but I want to make sure we’re not rushing into this for the wrong reasons.”


Domenico took a deep breath, torn now that Seth had
reminded him of bitter truths. Everyone knew he was gay after their escape.
Many new recruits would solely know him as a traitor, his face familiar from stories
and pictures. The world they’d be going back to wasn’t the same one they’d
left. “We can deal with Tropico, and then take our time deciding what we want
to do next.”


“Yeah, it’s at least worth knowing who he is. Even
if we don’t kill him, it would be a card up our sleeve.”


The doubt about Seth’s cooperation that had been
growing in Dom’s stomach eased. Seth would be with him every step of the way.
He just wasn’t as desperate for quick results as Dom was, and maybe that wasn’t
a bad thing.


Dom slid his hand over the seat and placed it on
top of Seth’s, meeting his gaze. “We’ll have our cake and eat it. Somehow. I’ll
find a way.”


Seth smirked at him. “Any wild guesses who it is?”


Dark thoughts clouded Dom’s mind, but they weren’t
of the unpleasant kind, more like the aroma of long-smoked meat about to tease
his palate. “Could be Federico.”


“It just doesn’t add up, you know? The
contradictory locations. Like when we had a trace of Tropico in South America
for example, but Santo assured us his father hadn’t left home in a month.
There’s always the chance Santo’s been gaslighting us, that he put out the hit
to have his ear to the ground about what we know.”


Now this was the kind of thinking Dom wanted to
see—Seth leaving behind worry and putting his mind to use for their shared
purpose. He did trust Santo, but only to a degree. Absolute trust was
restricted to his own family.


“Yes. Something’s not quite right about this. Or
maybe Federico’s using a proxy to get us off his tail,” Dom said, swallowing
when the limo took a turn into smaller streets with less bright illumination.
They’d left big brand stores behind and entered an area filled with local
restaurants and tiny shops.


“You have to tell me what you’re actually
planning. Are we going for the kill if either of us gets an opening, or are we
just scouting?” Seth’s eyes became darker, showing a side of his personality
Domenico hadn’t seen for a while.


Back in El Encanto, Seth had regressed to staying
away from any action, yet now seemed to have a new kind of steam powering his
mind, and the confidence oozing out of his body was an unexpected turn-on
Domenico would have to ignore for now.


Seth hadn’t seen nearly as much action as he had,
and the thought of Seth getting hurt was like a needle stuck into his beating
heart. But they were partners, and Dom needed to put his trust in the one
person who wouldn’t hesitate to follow him through the fire. 


“Depends on the situation,” he said as his gaze
slid over a street prostitute opening her blouse all too wide for it to be
accidental. “No unnecessary risk, but if we can off him without being seen, all
the better.”


Seth nodded, but his gaze spaced out again.


“You’re sure you’re okay?” Domenico asked after a
moment’s silence.


The shallow crow’s feet by Seth’s eyes deepened
when he smiled, turning his face toward the neon lights. “It’s strange. I’m not
even scared. I’m just ready to do whatever needs to be done.”


Domenico grinned, about to acknowledge him with
praise, but Tropico’s limo stopped at the side of the road, right in front of a
narrow alleyway starting with a used cell phone store.


“Stop now. Not too close,” he told the driver
sharply, his hunter instincts kicking in right away.


The conversation with Seth had rattled him more
than he’d expected. Dom had never changed his mind about Tropico. That fucker
definitely had to go, but the visions of their future lives in Sicily were
morphing from sunny, dreamlike fantasies into a reality of dust, crumbling
buildings covered in graffiti, and a grey winter’s day.


Seth was right. Santo might tell his men to back
off, but that didn’t mean anyone else wanted them back. Maybe settling
somewhere else, far away from the Family’s reach would be the much-needed
middle ground?


But time for such abstract thoughts was over when one
of the bodyguards left the black vehicle and opened the door for his boss.
Blood boiled in Domenico’s veins in anticipation, but it was still early, and
between the constant stream of locals and tourists, the elusive figure passed
into the tiny alley unseen before the swarm of black suits and shined shoes
that followed his every more disappeared from sight too. 


Domenico reached past Seth and opened the car onto
the sidewalk, instantly hit by smells of spicy street food. “Let’s hit when he
doesn’t expect it.”


Seth looked around as soon as they left the
vehicle. “At least there’s less cameras in this area. Could be why they came
here in the first place.”


Seth made an impressive figure in his burgundy
jacket when he joined the crowd, but his imposing stature made staying hidden
impossible. 


Dom nodded but didn’t waste any time and pushed
his way through the middle of a group of young tourists, who voiced their
annoyance with a buzz of voices. Fuck them, though. If someone stopped in the
middle of a crowded street or took up the entire breadth of a sidewalk while
moving at a snail’s pace, an elbow to the face was the best they ought to hope
for.


He inhaled once he steal into the alley, which
might end up being either a trap or a blessing in disguise. Long, colorful and
made bright as day with the white light streaming from shops set up on either
side, and signboards hung from the roofing-like structure above, it featured
far too many eyes and ears to be a secure assassination spot. 


Domenico didn’t have any poison on him, and he
didn’t want Tropico’s death badly enough to endanger the wellbeing of himself
and his family. Granted, his initial reaction back at the hotel had been to go
straight for the bastard’s throat—consequences be damned—but Seth’s support gave
him room to breathe and think things through. He wasn’t a boy anymore, so he’d
plan his actions like a man.


But at the same time, the multitude of people,
shoppers outside the stores, and the constant noise of the market offered ample
opportunity for stealth. For all he knew, neither Tropico nor his guards had
noticed their tail yet, and it was Domenico’s goal to keep them in the dark
until the very last moment.


Excitement buzzed in his veins like in the old
days when he didn’t yet have a family to worry about, other than his mother.
All those times when he’d stalked his marks flashed in his mind with new
intensity, creating a strange dichotomy, because he both was that man
and wasn’t anymore. That man had been a lone wolf, while he had a pack
with him. Having even one member of it, Seth, at his side meant that if he got
wounded, he wouldn’t be alone with the fallout.


He was surprised by his own thoughts when Seth’s
words from the taxi came back to his mind. Was it worth opening this old wound?
His mother’s fate was the one thing that made him consider hunting down Tropico
necessary, but every other aspect of their potential return was much vaguer.
Living in Sicily, being surrounded by his native language, traditions he knew
and understood, or even the tiny idea he toyed with at times, the one about
arriving in Sicily like a king returning to take his throne, all were things he
could live without as long as he had his own chosen family with him.


He could still think those issues through though.
He and Seth could weigh the pros and cons in the privacy of the rented
penthouse, but an opportunity like this might never repeat itself. Tropico
would either die or become a marked target. Tonight.


The wall of backs clad in suits was impossible to
miss ahead, like a hornet within a bee nest, but Domenico needed more. He
needed to see the face of the man whose actions had altered the course of his
life, and the itch to look into the snake’s eyes became as unbearable as
toothache. 


He pulled out his cell phone and switched on the
satellite view of the neighborhood almost absent-mindedly. Knowing that Seth
could handle himself, that they were here on their own, without Angelica,
Griffith, or even Mark to worry about, allowed Dom to hunt in peace. He
remembered alleyways they could flee into, and even the motorbike a man had left
outside a store with the key in the ignition.


Things might get messy once Tropico died, because
his bodyguards wouldn’t just let things unfold. A sudden touch to Dom’s fingers
made him flinch, but then he realized Seth had passed him a large kitchen
knife.


For a second, Dom was so confused he actually took
his eyes off their target and glanced at Seth, who licked his lips.


“Snatched it from one of the stalls when the cook
wasn’t looking.”


Warmth spread through Domenico’s chest, and he
offered Seth a smile. He hadn’t been wrong to put his trust in him. Not now.
Not ever. “Well done,” he said, but a glance at the interactive map made him
speed up into a tiny alley. Seth was right behind him, his footsteps echoing
between the dark walls lit only by Domenico’s phone and a rare lamp hung off a
facade.


It stank of piss and rotting vegetables, but
Domenico could already see the vast stream of people ahead rolling in bright
lights, ignorant of the chase going on in the shadows.


If he reached the main artery of the night market
before Tropico, he could see who the man was and regroup.


“We’ll cut them off here,” he shouted to Seth once
they burst out of the tight alley into the busy pedestrian zone, but there had
to be a lag between his phone and reality because when he spun around, the
group containing Tropico in its center as if he were the crown jewels, was a
couple of steps away. Close enough for them to finally see the face of the man
who had hounded them without mercy.


Their eyes met, and Domenico stilled with the
knife in his hand.


“What?” Seth whispered, just as shocked.


Dino Villani. Alive and kicking.











Chapter 4 - Seth


Seth’s brain couldn’t compute the fact that he was
staring at his father’s face seven years after his death. His skull squeezed
his brain too tightly, his heart beat too fast. 


They were in the middle of the street, facing a
ghost, who looked deceptively physical. There was only one way for it to be
possible. After all, he and Domenico had faked their own deaths as well, but
why would have Father done that?


Where they’d been hounded by mafia, Dino had been
at the top of the food chain and let scum like Vincenzo take over his life’s
work. Questions and answers tangled in Seth’s mind in endless loops, creating a
highway full of vehicles too fast for him to catch and board.  


Mr. Tropico, the man whose actions had almost
ended his and Domenico’s lives, the man who was the reason they couldn’t return
to Italy, the man who spun the wheel of events that put them through the meat
grinder stood right before them. He was Seth’s own father, back from beyond the
grave.


How?


How?


They faced one another in the middle of the fast
stream of tourists and locals, illuminated by neon lights, with Chinese pop
music blaring from the nearby shop.


It was unreal, yet Seth wasn’t dreaming. No dream
could be this fucked up.


Domenico raising his hand was the wake-up call
Seth needed.


Steel flashed in the pink light of a neon
advertising a sex shop, and it was as if time slowed down. The passers-by
didn’t know what was happening yet, eating their ice cream, chatting, blissfully
unaware blood was about to stain the concrete beneath their feet. But Dino’s
face—weathered with age to a point where he was recognizable yet clearly not
the man Seth had last seen him as—tensed, and the five men who created a wall
around him reached under their suit jackets.


Seth swallowed, light-headed from the shock. Dino was
still his father. Seth hadn’t had time to process any of this. What if it was a
misunderstanding of some kind? What if they didn’t have to do this?


He acted before his brain could make any rational
decision and pushed Dom’s hand away just as it was about to throw the massive
knife and send Dino back to the underworld.


Dom stumbled. The knife clattered against the
asphalt. Guns were drawn.


People screamed.


But all Seth could see was Domenico’s face
twisting with rage. “What the fu—”


His voice died when one of Dino’s men swung
something over Dom’s head. Dom’s amber eyes widened, he tried to grab at the
garotte, but he was too slow, and the tall goon hauled him off his feet by the
neck.


Despite the flood of violence on the horizon, Seth
was only more confident about his choice. He couldn’t have Dom kill Dino in a
place filled with people. At least now, whatever happened would look like
self-defence.


Any hesitation about fighting was gone when the
garotte dug into Dom’s throat. Seth punched the bodyguard’s face, wary of
another stepping all too close as the crowd opened. The moment the hold of the
garotte loosened, Dom took a rapid breath, twisted, and elbowed the goon in the
throat.


The colorful world of the market spun around them
as some of the onlookers broke into a run, leaving those who froze in the face
of violence dotting the place like living, breathing statues. The goon fell onto
his ass, frantically clutching at his neck, but this wasn’t over. When his
father nodded at his other men, it became clear he didn’t intend to settle
their differences over dim sum.


“Run,” rasped Dom and shoved at Seth to make him
spear into the crowd, who parted as if the violence spread through touch like a
malicious virus.


His voice was a horn calling the troops to retreat,
and Seth crashed into the dense gathering of people, all qualms about elbowing
and kicking passers-by out of his way gone.


Sensing Dom behind him, he pushed through bodies
like an icebreaker. The chase was a wave that built up into a tsunami of people
who ran in panic in an effort to flee from danger. Food was dropped, and people
screamed for their friends as the sea of flesh moved in a frantic motion to
escape a threat they didn’t understand.


Seth’s heart was a drum urging him to move faster,
but Domenico, with his agile form and long legs, caught up to him right away.
Seth spotted him from the corner of his eye, speeding along a facade pasted
over with film posters, but as soon as their eyes met, bright lights stabbed
Seth’s face, and he moved aside when a tiny truck wedged its way between him
and Dom, parting the crowd on its laborious advance down the market road.


With the vehicle taking up so much space, bodies
pressed against Seth more tightly, making him gravitate toward a stall selling
grilled meat. The spicy tang of hot air blew into Seth’s face as he took stared
at a cook preparing the food out in the open, but a mass of black loomed
somewhere on the edge of his vision, sending tension into his muscles.


He didn’t have to think. The unfamiliar, menacing
presence triggered a chain reaction that had Seth swinging his arm, hitting the
bald head, and pushing it down, straight into the ribbed metal plate.


Meat sizzled on hot oil, but even as Seth smelled
barbequed pork, even when the cook shrieked and fell back, knocking over her
side table, he didn’t lose his hold on the goon’s head.


Seth hadn’t hurt-hurt anyone in a long
time, and it didn’t feel good, but didn’t bother him particularly either. The
fucker had to go, because Seth’s priority was staying close to Dom and getting
rid of Dino Villani’s hounds. As soon as the goon went limp, Seth dropped his
body to the ground.


He looked up to see Dom climbing to the top of the
truck, closely followed by another Terminator of a goon. Seth moved back,
making room for Dom, and was considering what to use as a weapon when
realization hit him like a bag of bricks. 


He knew the guy. The bodyguard was an old school
friend. Someone who Seth had grown up around. Someone who he used to play
football with in the backyard.


All grown up, Arturo wasn’t a friendly face
anymore.


Dom jumped off the vehicle, squeezed Seth’s bicep,
and they stormed into the nearest alleyway. 


Darkness swallowed Seth as soon as they left the
bright lights behind, the shock to his eyes so sudden he didn’t notice a low
yet heavy obstacle in his way and hit it with his shin. Stumbling forward, he
took in a deep whiff of the trash-scented air, but he landed with ease and
continued down the narrow channel at full speed, with Dom’s breath tickling his
nape.


A cold shudder speared through Seth’s guts when a
gunshot was followed by the wall all too close to his head bursting with pieces
of plaster and brick. But fear for his life filled him with new determination.
Eyes already used to the sparse illumination led him all the way out of the
tight confines of the alley and through a bursting food market where numerous
stalls served delicacies from all over the world. Before he could have stopped
to think what to do next, Dom traversed in front of him, running across the
bustling square as if he wasn’t being followed by Arturo but the devil himself.


“Come on!” Dom urged him, leading their two-person
pack toward a building that had paint falling off the walls like old scabs. Its
windows were dark and blocked in admission that whatever activity used to go on
within its insides, had long died down.


Seth forced his muscles to work even more
intensely, but it was his head that throbbed with heat, every single neuron
firing back and forth with thoughts that only flowed faster.


What did Dino actually know about him and Dom?
When had he found out? How had he been able to fake his death without anyone
finding out the truth for so many years? But the most pressing question of all,
the one that stuck in the middle of Seth’s chest causing it to swell and ache
was: why did he hate his own son?


Domenico came to such an abrupt halt Seth almost
ran into him, but when they spotted pieces of wooden planks on the asphalt,
their gazes gravitated to an open window looming on the wall. The trash
container standing under it revealed someone must have purposefully removed the
obstruction to get inside, and Domenico climbed to the lid and dove into the
abandoned building.


Seth heard his own breathing wheeze, but one look
toward the market revealed Arturo advancing at him at great speed, so he
followed Domenico’s lead, jumping through the window frame, which was
thankfully devoid of glass.


The stale smell inside confused him for a second,
but Domenico emerged at his side like a ghost and pushed him ahead, toward a
staircase brightened by a wall made of thick, decorative glass panes that let
in lamplight from outside.


“Bait. You’re bait,” Dom whispered before
retreating into the shadows.


Seth absorbed the message in half a second and
slowed down, so that Arturo would spot him running up the stairs, but despite
the trust he put in Domenico, his heart still sped up when the tall,
broad-shouldered figure filled the empty window.


Arturo raised his gun, about to shoot when the
wild, ruthless beast Seth called his husband emerged from the eeriness of the
abandoned building. From so far away, Seth couldn’t see the confrontation in
detail, but Arturo was standing in one moment and lay under Dom in the next.


Dom let out a raspy laugh, which was followed by a
choked shriek from Arturo and the sound of metal clattering. “I think we’ve got
ourselves a small arsenal, honey,” Domenico said and picked up the gun
while still keeping his weight on their captive.


Arturo writhed like an eel under Dom, but he had
no chance to get away, and the scream he uttered suggested Dom wasn’t fucking
around. Seth picked up an old cable he spotted by the wall and jogged back to
the window. If Dom wanted Arturo killed, he would have been dead already. What
they needed was information, and the rubber cord should be enough to trap him
for now.


Arturo opened his mouth again and uttered a
partial phrase, but his vocalization was stifled when Dom pushed something into
his open mouth and placed his hand over it.


“That was easy enough. Dino Villani has bad taste
in employees even beyond the grave,” he said, accepting Seth’s help.


“It’s not funny,” Seth muttered, and as soon as
Arturo was tied up, he dragged him toward the stairs, away from the street and
the window.


Dom secured the makeshift gag with his silk tie,
and joined Seth, helping him pull the struggling goon along as he kicked and
thrashed, trying to wrestle out of their grip.


Not a chance.


Domenico exhaled and punched Arturo’s crotch in a
way so vicious, Seth’s own balls ached in sympathy regardless of who Arturo
was, but it did the trick.


The walls of the staircase showcased a huge
graffiti of a naked woman, which was surprisingly tasteful for the interior of an
abandoned building, but Seth knew those thoughts were only his brain trying to
detach him from the violence to come. He needed to get to grips with the fact
that brutality would be unavoidable tonight.


The top floor was an open plan of long gone office
life. Broken desks, halogen lamps that were so unpleasant to the eyes, and parts
of cubicles lay scattered around the huge flat space, but Dom had no doubt
where he wanted to go. 


One of the walls was made up of ceiling-to-floor
windows, but some of the glass panes were missing, and while a thin sheet of
plastic had been placed over it, wind, or an uninvited visitor, had partially
torn it away, so it flapped in the breeze like a flag.


When they got close enough for Seth to sense the
movement of air slipping through the opening, Domenico shoved Arturo toward it,
and while their captive struggled to keep himself upright, he took notice of the
edge where the floor was abruptly replaced by air.


The life Seth wanted was lazy mornings in bed with
Domenico, cooking pancakes with his daughter, and the occasional bungee jump.
Most of all, he wanted a life where his family was safe, so despite not looking
forward to the torture Domenico would surely inflict on Arturo, Seth had no
doubts about its necessity. He was glad it didn’t have to happen by his hands,
but he would have done anything to protect his family, even if he was more used
to gutting fish than people.


Arturo didn’t scream when Domenico pulled out the
gag and chuckled instead, spitting some blood on Dom’s shirt in the process.
“Never thought I’d have the honor of meeting Domenico Acerbi again.”


Domenico glared at the red stains at the front of
his clothes in distaste. “Maybe God has guided you to me, so you can look at a
real man for once, not someone’s lap dog.”


“A faggot can’t teach me how to be a man.” Arturo
tried to head-butt Dom, but he wasn’t fast enough, and Domenico stepped out of
reach.


Seth leaned against a nearby wall, nauseated by
the memories of a life they’d left behind. In that life, hearing the word faggot
had been a regular occurrence, and a man had to do anything in his power to not
have it thrown at him.


“‘Faggots’ have captured you and incapacitated two
of your friends. I think it would be stupid of you not to take note,” Domenico
said. “But who knows, maybe my weak faggot heart will choose to let you leave
here alive if you tell me what I want to know.”


His face harbored no grudges. It was focused.
Calm. The image of Domenico in his element. But he also walked a perimeter that
blocked Arturo from leaving the proximity of the broken window and the void
that would take his life if he misbehaved.


Arturo wouldn’t be leaving here alive, Seth knew
Domenico too well to have any doubts about that.


“Let’s start simple. Where does Tropico, or Mr.
Dino Villani, live?” Domenico asked.


Arturo’s jaw twitched, and he looked to Seth. “I
don’t know how you found him, but you should have stayed away. Even if you hide
now, he won’t rest until he sees your corpses at his feet.”


“Why?” Seth groaned but bit his lip, realizing
that deep down he still thought of Dino as the benevolent father who’d bought
him expensive Christmas gifts, paid for his swimming lessons, and funded his
life in America. What he needed to remember was that Dino was the same man
who’d shot his uncle dead in front of him, who’d had men killed every day, and
who’d humiliated Domenico in public.


Arturo laughed, and when he opened his mouth, the
reddish film on his teeth took Seth right back to El Encanto and the brutality
he’d witnessed there.


“Isn’t it obvious? No father wants a useless
faggot for a son. You couldn’t shoot a goddamn gun and did beekeeping as a
hobby. What the fuck was that shit?” Arturo asked, taking deep breaths to fuel
his words.


Domenico remained calm. “Dino didn’t know. I never
told him.”


Arturo shook his head. “I was there in New York
long before you ever arrived. Do you really think the Don would let his softest
son roam freely in another country without supervision? He wanted to see what
Seth would do when he thought no one was watching, and I got him his answer. I
assure you, he didn’t fucking like it.”


Seth’s body turned hot, cold, then shivering. His
father had known all along? Was Seth’s life some game he didn’t even know he’d
been playing?


Despite being happily married to the man of his
life, old shame still hit him like a ghost of a past he thought he’d shed. In
his father’s eyes he’d turned out to be the worst son Dino could have imagined.
Even Vincenzo’s whoring, gambling, and senseless cruelty were minor flaws in
comparison to Seth’s misconduct.


“You spied on me? What the fuck?”


Arturo rolled his eyes as if he had any safety net
here. “Get over yourself. You’re lucky to be alive and stupid to reappear.”


“We didn’t reappear. We’ve been tracking Tropico
all along, and now we’ll kill him. You have no idea that the fish Dino thinks
he can fry not only has poison running through its veins but also spikes all
over,” Domenico said, taking smooth, menacing strides forward.


“I… could deliver a message from you,” Arturo
said, but Seth frowned at this change of tone.


Something wasn’t right, and he was sure Domenico
could sense that too, but when Arturo’s hands, which had been bound seconds
ago, grabbed Dom’s jacket, neither of them was prepared for the attack. 


Seth screamed and dashed their way when Dom’s feet
slid over the laminate floor. Arturo hauled Dom toward the open window, and
wind forced the plastic sheet into the building as if inviting the two men outside. 


Dom spun around in a flurry of black hair, his
eyes wide with anger as he clutched at the bastard and wrestled him, intent on
taking him down if they were to fall. When Arturo flew into the flapping sheet
of plastic, Seth grabbed Dom’s wrist and pulled him away from the deathly
cliff.


A fearful scowl was the last he saw of Arturo
before the bastard fell to his death.











Chapter 5 - Domenico


Domenico’s stomach turned when he stumbled away
from Seth and peeked down the facade as shrieks erupted below his feet. The
sheet of plastic rustled as it flapped in front of Dom, protecting his identity
from onlookers, but it had been torn at the bottom, offering a perfect view of
Arturo’s body splayed on top of a car, which howled in alarm, as if calling for
help.


He took a deep breath, then another before facing
Seth’s wide-eyed features. “Why did you stop me?”


Seth swallowed and rubbed the top of his head. “What?
He almost pulled you down with h—”


“Not now. With Dino. I almost had him!” Dom
said as anger slowly replaced the physical manifestations of fear in his body.


Seth swallowed and opened his mouth, but nothing
came out of it until they moved toward the staircase. “Let’s get out of here.”


Domenico licked his lips. It was only a matter of
time before the police arrived, and he didn’t want any more problems. Not
tonight. “I know for a fact you can speak and walk at the same time,” he said
in the end, heading back to the staircase. The sooner they left through the
broken window the better.


He didn’t look back at Dom, but his shoulders were
rigid and he walked faster with every step. “I freaked out, okay? He’s… he’s
still my father. There’s questions I want to ask, and I… I guess I acted on
instinct. I have no idea what to do now, about him and all the possibilities
this opens…”


“Your father wanted you dead. How is his miserable
life worth saving?” Dom asked, hurrying down the steps, his back rigid with
tension.


Seth spread his arms, making his way through the
rubble like a bulldozer. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything right now.
Why would he set me up as his successor, marry me off, knowing I was gay, and
then try to kill me? I’m feeling sick right now.”


Domenico considered this for a couple of moments,
but by the time they reached the first floor and walked through the messy space
toward their exit, he had an idea what this was about. “You want to ask him?”


The way Seth looked at him before jumping out of
the window and onto the trash container, told Dom everything. But they only
spoke again after jogging down the empty street for a while, once the scene of
their crime was sufficiently far away.


“Don’t you?” Seth asked, slowing down when they
reached a wider artery of the city, where the nightlife was starting.


They were out of immediate danger, but Dom was
still glad to leave the sound of a police siren behind as he and Seth followed
the stream of people through the vast night market. His senses warned him that
Dino might still be here, waiting for a false move on their part, but it didn’t
make sense. There were reasons why the old bastard lived his life surrounded by
bodyguards, and he surely reached someplace safe by this point.


“No. I just want him gone.”


Seth brushed his fingers against Dom’s, but
holding hands might have drawn too much attention. “I don’t know how I’d live
on without finding out. Maybe there’s something we’re missing, something that’s
so crucial it might come back to bite us.”


Domenico exhaled and looked at the tall, modern
buildings looming above. “I doubt we can find him tonight, anyway. What bugs me
is why he’d waited for such a long time if he knew you were gay. He didn’t even
confront you about it, right?” he asked, but his attention remained scattered.
The crowds allowed them to disappear but might also have offered the enemy
ample opportunity to creep up to them. The sense of vulnerability it instilled
in Dom made getting away his priority.


Their dream vacation had unexpectedly turned into
a life-changing threat, but Domenico was ready to face it. Hell, he’d been ready
to tackle it head on and stick a knife in Dino Villani’s heart, but it seemed
Seth wasn’t on the same page with him. They weren’t even holding the same book.
But Dom had promised himself to be more understanding, to listen, and they’d
been through too much to throw the hard-earned marital harmony away for the
sake of a quick solution.


Seth shook his head, slouching. “Never. Maybe he
was waiting to do it after my mom died, but changed his plans. If he spied on
me, he knew damn well I wasn’t Don material.”


“No,” Dom agreed and gently rubbed Seth’s hand
where no one could see it between their bodies. “Maybe it was the marriage and
alliance? But it’s not like Vincenzo wasn’t a bachelor. It makes little sense.”


“I have to know why. It literally makes my stomach
hurt to think about it. We’ve been puppets in his play, and we don’t even know
what the plot is.”


As they walked down the busy street, Domenico
couldn’t help but reflect on the fact that he hadn’t killed anyone in years.
Since El Encanto, really. There had been no need to use violence for so long,
yet when push came to shove, his old reflexes kicked in without fail. He was
more than ready to deal with Tropico. All he needed was Seth on board. Which
might prove difficult if Seth wasn’t motivated enough to return home.


“So we first talk and then kill him?” Dom
asked, stopping at the sight of a familiar combination of colors reflecting off
damp asphalt. His gaze followed the glow all the way to tall windows and a neon
depicting the Italian flag. Beyond it, a handful of people sat over food at
graceful, sleek tables while a waiter in a black and white uniform coursed
through the room carrying plates of steaming food.


Everything inside him stilled, and he gravitated
closer to Seth until their shoulders met. Brown eyes met his with such
tenderness Domenico wished to crawl under Seth’s skin and stay there forever.


“No, first we eat,” Seth said.


Domenico’s stomach grumbled, as if on cue. “You
know me so well,” he said and stepped closer to the large potted plants
standing on either side of the door.


The homely scents inside, and the welcoming
atmosphere of a contemporary restaurant soothed his worries, and by the time
they sat in a comfortable booth at the back, his shoulders relaxed again. He
and Seth hardly spoke as they chose and ordered their food, but when a board of
antipasti rolled onto the table, Domenico’s tongue unwound at last.


“You were right to stop me. My face would have
been everywhere by morning,” he said in the end, taking a whiff of the wine. A
sense of peace burned in his heart, as if they’d come here straight from the
opera recital.


Seth’s foot poked Dom’s under the table. “We can’t
let it go, but we’ve got to be smart about it. I’m not losing you to prison
just because you’re impulsive. Angelica needs her daddy.”


Dom chuckled and let his shoe drop. He slid his
toes against Seth’s ankle and dug into the food without a word. The intense
flavor of grass-reared beef filled his mouth with its juices, and the peppery
aftertaste rounded it up. Perfection. Just what he needed after the mess their
pleasant evening had devolved into. 


He leaned back into the leather seat and spoke,
“This was destiny. We were meant to eat this.”


“Stop changing the topic. Don’t you ever worry
about the consequences if you were caught and gone to prison?” Seth cut into
his fist-sized burrata cheese, which looked so divine Dom couldn’t even feel
guilty about neglecting local food. This stuff was home on a plate, and
it soothed not only his stomach but also his heart.


He harrumphed and slapped Seth’s calf with his
foot. “I’m not going to prison.”


“What if you did though? What if we both did?
You’d be such prime meat, but don’t worry, I’d protect you if you satisfied my
needs.” Seth’s little smirk made Dom blink faster at him. Was the fucker
flirting about prison rape? It was kinda hot, in a very distasteful and
horrible way. Dom could dig that.


“Right, how else would you get a face like mine
anywhere near your dick?”


Seth shoved a huge piece of soft cheese into his
mouth and chewed, his gaze meeting Dom’s over the small table. The food was
plated in a contemporary way, with swirls of sauce and three leaves of salad,
but the ambience of the bar with its mint leather upholstery and mirrors on the
walls, transported Domenico to lonely nights in Palermo. The old Domenico would
have eaten on his own, and then venture into town to satisfy his other needs.
The current Domenico didn’t have to. His favorite prey was right here, Seth’s
tan skin, handsome features and the burgundy jacket the perfect wrapper for the
sweet inside Domenico wanted to savor for the rest of his life.


“In prison, no one could even blame me for taking
you as mine.”


Domenico’s mood soured somewhat, and he drank a
sip of the wine between morsels of food. “As opposed to home?”


Seth gave a deep sigh and downed his own glass
before pouring himself some more wine. “I know it’s stupid but I can’t stop
thinking about what Arturo said. We live in our own bubble, and he smashed it
with a hammer, reminding me exactly of what people in our old lives would have
said about us.”


Domenico opened his mouth, wanting to contradict
Seth, but the past grabbed his shoulders in a bruising grip. He was silent for
several moments, gathering his thoughts as he chewed a piece of cold meat. “I
want to tell you that we shouldn’t care what the fuck anyone thinks. But I’d
have never said that in my past life. Not once. Almost as if the world beyond
home wasn’t as real, as if my actions away from Family territory didn’t have
real consequences. Maybe that’s the life I’m still living now,” he said softly.


“Just like I only dared to pursue guys in New
York. I don’t know what it means to be gay in Sicily.”


Domenico slid his toes into the leg of Seth’s
pants and rubbed bare skin. The physical contact made him feel more grounded,
made everything more real as the onslaught of memories swirled around their
table. “Oh no, I did pursue guys, but it was this secretive thing. Something to
be ashamed of. Something dirty, something that excused using an imbalance of power
sometimes,” he said, meeting Seth’s gaze. “It was all about getting off and,
maybe, some camaraderie, because whenever I tried to have more, it ended badly.
They were either married or couldn’t be trusted with the truth about my life.
To be honest, I don’t think you missed out on much.”


Seth played with the food on his plate, but didn’t
spare himself wine. It was hard to believe they’d been fighting to the death
only half an hour ago. This moment was a metaphor for their lives—both clean
and messy at the same time.


“I don’t know. At least you were gaining
experience. I was such a frustrated teen. You couldn’t even imagine. And
yet I was too afraid to step out of line because of Dad,” he whispered


“I bet. But trying to get that kind of frustration
out of your system can land you in the wrong situation, get the attention of
the wrong people. And then, you’re screwed. The world’s full of predators
looking for exactly that—young people who don’t know their place in the world
and can be easily molded.”


The wine tasted sour on Domenico’s tongue, so he
put down the glass and stole some of Seth’s burrata. Most days, he diverted
painful memories to the far depths of his mind, but now they overcame him like
an avalanche, until he could swear he sensed Federico’s favorite cologne in the
air. Even the soft piano music couldn’t soothe the ache spreading through his
flesh.


Seth shrugged. “I’d just need to attract the
attention of the right kind of predator. Isn’t that what I did? I was weak, yet
I went out and found myself the biggest, baddest guy out there to take care of
me.”


In some circumstances, Dom would have taken this
as bait for flirting, but something was off about Seth’s deflated tone, and he
wouldn’t let that slip past him. “I’m hardly the biggest,” he said, eyeing
Seth’s muscular shoulders.


A tiny smile stretched Seth’s lips. “You know what
I mean. I thought I was flying under the radar. Having my cake and eating it,
but Dad knew. Maybe he knew even before I left for New York, and that’s why
he’d given up on me and focused on Vincenzo instead. He could smell the
weakness on me.”


“Dino knows shit about people. Investing time and
resources in a bull-headed idiot like Vincenzo? He’d best remained a goon his
entire life with a head so devoid of thought. Dino was blind and didn’t see
that you aren’t weak. I mean, nobody who’s weak could have survived me for more
than a month, and you passed the seven-year mark.”


Seth snorted and looked up at Dom in a way that
still made Dom’s heart skip a beat, even after such a long time together. The
dark brown of Seth’s irises was what Domenico wanted to wake up to for the rest
of his life.


“I guess you made me stronger in more ways than
combat skills ever could. I’m not the same man I was when we met, but I’m also
comfortable with that. If Dad favored Vincenzo because I was soft, then he’d
put his money on the wrong horse.”


Domenico smirked. “See? He’s an idiot too.
Investing in brawn over brains for a leadership position. Who in their right
mind does that? Not that you don’t have the brawn too,” he teased.


“I wasn’t exactly ‘the brains’ either.” Seth
laughed out loud and clinked his wine glass against Dom’s before having another
gulp. “I just think of all the times when he took Vincenzo places without ever
offering the opportunity to me. It started happening when we were in our teens,
and I can’t help but wonder if it was because of something I did. If I was
giving off a… vibe.”


Domenico shrugged. “What if you did?”


Seth chewed on his lip. “You know what. It would
have meant he saw me as a wimp. A pussy. A sissy. Not worth putting effort
into. Isn’t that what you thought when you first met me after all those
years?”


Seth’s words speared through Dom and made him
lower his gaze as shame clutched at his throat. “I’m not the same man I used to
be when we met. And I might have thought you were weak, because you didn’t just
take anything you wanted regardless of cost, but looking back at it, I might
have been just as weak. I let other people use me as a tool. I didn’t confront
them. I made myself feel better in other ways. Ways I’m not necessarily proud
of now. I was a coward until I had to make the choice between staying in line
and you.”


Years ago, he would have also never admitted such
things to another human being, because it had been hammered into him that
sharing feelings meant weakness. Because loving unconditionally was a weakness.


But that was a load of bullshit—he knew as much
now. When he looked into Seth’s eyes, he felt listened to and understood so
completely. It made him stronger. Like a blade polished to perfection with
tenderness and care, then held in a holster close to the heart. Warm,
cherished, yet as sharp as ever and ready to spill blood.


Seth glanced to the other patrons before sliding
his hand over the table and gripping Dom’s fingers. They were in a booth and no
one sat in the one across from theirs. Nobody would see their closeness. “I
guess we’ve both changed, but now we need to deal with the past we thought was
behind us and… that scares me.”


Domenico took a deep breath and tightened his
fingers on Seth’s hand. Maybe they have been too hasty after all. “He knows
we’re alive now. And he’ll be looking for us.”


“And we can’t let him surprise us one day when
we’re with Angelica,” Seth added.


Domenico took a deep breath. “We shouldn’t have
just followed him. We should have waited and planned this carefully. But now
what?” He had many ideas. The actual question was where Seth really stood on
this issue, and Dom’s heart galloped when he watched his husband finish his
wine.


Seth’s nostrils flared. “We track him down. We try
to get answers, but if we don’t, we don’t. I won’t stop you if you have an
opening next time.”


Domenico held on to Seth even more tightly as he
leaned forward, looking straight at him. In this moment, they truly shared one
mind. “Are you sure that’s what you want? Might not be pretty.”


“I don’t care about ‘pretty’, I can handle it. All
I care about is the safety of our family. Dino should have died long ago
anyway.”


The determined glint in Seth’s eyes gave Dom
chills.


“But first, we eat,” he said, as heat trailed up
his body. He picked up an olive and popped it into Seth’s mouth.


Dino had survived his own death, but it was time
to correct history.











Chapter 6 - Seth


They couldn’t go back to the lovely apartment
they’d rented for their stay in Singapore, just to be on the safe side, and
instead, travelled to the outskirts of the city. They paid for their room in
cash, and no one asked for their names.


The change of place signified a major shift.
Something has ended, and the time of peace was over until they managed to
remove the new-old threat. And to mark the new beginning, Seth had grilled
someone’s face, while Dom had thrown a man out of a window. To be fair, Arturo
had it coming.


Seth entered their room first and took a deep
inhale. “Ah, the smell of a dusty motel room. Brings back memories.” He tried
to lift the mood, even though he wasn’t particularly happy about any of this
either. There was no point in making their life more miserable than it had to be.


“If they get to the apartment, they won’t find
anything to tie back to Angelica or Mark,” Dom said, taking in the beige
carpet, the beige blankets covering the bed, and the wall that might have been
beige too, once upon a time, before it became a muddy gray.


Still, despite the stale scent in the air, the
room didn’t seem outright dirty, which meant a lot, considering the price and
the TripAdvisor reviews of the motel. Still, the overall atmosphere was so grim
Seth was glad he’d purchased an extra bottle of wine to sweeten the rest of
their evening.


He was positively tipsy by the time they’d arrived
in their new lodgings, and as soon as Dom closed the door behind them, he
wrapped one arm around his husband’s waist. “I wouldn’t want even one of your
hairs left behind.”


Domenico snorted and glanced at him. “Right. What
if they cloned me?” he asked and pulled out his cell phone.


Seth stroked Dom’s hair, enjoying its smooth
texture. “Wow. That would be something. It wouldn’t be cheating if it
was you and… you, right?”


“The sandwich of perfection. Jokes aside, do you
know what time it is in Italy right now?” Dom asked and took the open bottle
from Seth to take several gulps straight from its glass mouth.


Seth frowned but had no idea how to count the time
difference. “I mean… we’re a few hours away. The question is in which
direction.”


Domenico scowled and lowered his head, which made
his straight black hair part, revealing a deliciously flushed nape. “The
internet’s not working, so I can’t check. Santo has so many contacts in Asia. I
bet he could offer us assistance.”


The familiar name sobered Seth. “You want to call
Santo? How much do you want to tell him?”


Dom frowned. “He was the one to ask me for
Tropico’s head. He knows where we live, and if he wanted to betray us, he’d
have done so already.”


Seth cupped Dom’s cheeks, partly to make Dom focus
on him, partly to keep himself stable. “He promised us he will allow us back in
Italy, right? And that’s what we want. If Tropico is our ticket… what if Santo
gets to him first when he finds out Tropico’s location?”


Domenico’s features stiffened, his eyes darting to
the wall. “He might not actually want us back. That’s what you want to say?”


“We’re family, but you know he’d always consider
the safety of his own first. He and Lucrezia have three kids. He wouldn’t do
anything that might put them at risk. What if my return created a problem,
since I used to be married to her?”


Domenico chewed on Seth’s words for several
moments before pulling out from under Seth’s arm and parking his ass on the
bed. The stiff expression that previously occupied his face was replaced by a
deepening scowl. “You might be drunk, but you’re right. Even if he trusts me
not to wrestle power from him, accepting us back might prove to be a supremely
dangerous move on his part. Officially, we were the ones to kill Vincenzo and
the others too. Letting in people like us wouldn’t sit well with the other
players. Hell…”


Seth sat next to him and pushed his shoes off.
“I’m not saying this to discourage you. I’d just rather avoid involving him, if
possible.”


Dom massaged his temples. “Maybe… maybe he doesn’t
believe we can track down Tropico. That’s why he agreed to let us back in under
that condition. But if he honored our agreement, I could see Mom again.”


It broke Seth’s heart to hear that. Domenico lived
with the knowledge that his mother was now married to Federico. He rarely
mentioned it, but it had to be killing him like a wound festering with
gangrene. “She would love Angelica.”


“And Mark. He’s so much like me it’s scary
sometimes,” Domenico said with the slightest of smiles. “A big family. What
she’d always wanted for me.”


“How… hm…” Seth entwined their fingers. “Do you
think she could ever accept me?”


Domenico looked at him and squeezed Seth’s hand.
“Why wouldn’t she? She’s had a lot of time to get used to the idea. She’ll want
me to be happy.”


“Mark would be so nervous to meet her. He should
come over with his little ballet twink.” Seth laughed and kissed Dom’s temple,
briefly burying his face in the fragrant hair.


Domenico’s gaze remained pinned to the wall, and
Seth could only imagine what he was envisioning instead. The sea crashing into
the rocks, the bright sun caressing skin, their hometown. The reunion he so
longed for.


Dom snorted and drank more of the wine, resting
his head on Seth’s shoulder. “I used to be so afraid that she’d find out.
Almost as if I believed the world would end if she knew.”


“You were her perfect son after all,” Seth teased
and slid his hand under Dom’s elegant Armani jacket. Domenico had been so
excited about getting a new suit, and now it was dirty after the fight in the
deserted building. It even had a rip on the back seam, but Seth didn’t have the
heart to mention it.


Domenico exhaled, rubbing his palms together as
soon as he handed back the bottle. “Even if she changed her mind, many other
people wouldn’t have. It was difficult to put up with all those gay jokes
knowing the others were talking about people like you. Always the butt of a
joke, the weakling. I didn’t want to be that, even if nobody knew what
my nature was. Maybe… maybe I’m wrong. Maybe we shouldn’t try to go back or
hunt down Tropico. We could lay low again if we chose to. I don’t want you
caught in the crossfire because of something you don’t want anyway.”


Seth took his time thinking as he downed the
remaining wine. He loved the life they led in Argentina. Loved his Secret Chef
book deal, loved how well they worked together with Dom as his manager, and
loved watching their daughter grow into a little person, but he’d be lying if
he claimed he never thought back to Italy. Not to the harsh reality of a mafia
family, but to the culture he knew, to the food, to the sights, scents, and
flavors he used to take for granted and now missed.


“No. You’d be left always asking yourself ‘what
if’. And I would too. I am so comfortable in our life, but there’s no denying
who we are. If anything, I feel we’re more ready to do this together than ever
before. Makes me wish Vincenzo was alive just to smash his face in ways I
wasn’t able to back then. Vincenzo with his fucking attitude. Every Mafioso
always trying to one up each other with how many vaginas he dipped his dick in.
Seriously. That’s pathetic if you ask me.”


Domenico snorted and massaged his face. “I’m not
really that much better. Or wasn’t, I guess. Exactly the same attitude,
different gender. In some way, treating men like meat was even easier, because
I believed they should be able to defend themselves. And if they couldn’t, it
was their problem.”


“Christ. It’s true. You pig. You told me you
fucked two hundred guys, or something like that.” Seth shook his head and
kissed his husband despite knowing he used to be a filthy fuckboy.


“And now you’re married to that pig,” Domenico
said, sliding his arms around Seth’s waist and hugging him in a way so pure and
loving it was making Seth’s heart melt.


“It must have been so easy for you on all those
foreign trips. You’d snap your fingers and get your cock sucked by some pretty
thing.”


Seth switched on the lamp by the side of the bed
to see Dom better, and the burst of red light that flooded the room made him
laugh out loud. Was this some kind of sex motel?


Domenico sniggered but didn’t pull away, as if he
needed Seth’s body heat to keep him warm. “Whenever I left home, I gorged
myself on hot men.”


Seth bit his lip and pushed Dom’s jacket off his
shoulders. The crimson illumination made Dom look like the sexiest devil in the
first ring of hell. “You didn’t deserve my ass virginity.”


“No, I didn’t,” Dom said, shaking his head. He
grabbed the bottle again and shook it, scowling when he realized it was empty.
“But you’re not getting it back.”


“I mean, at least you made an honest man out of me
when all was said and done.” Seth grinned and got busy unbuttoning Dom’s shirt.


Dom focused on Seth’s fingers. “And what is that?
Do you think I’m too weak to undress for bed?” he asked in a teasing tone. His
amber eyes glinted in the red light, their lids heavy and framed with dark
lashes.


He was such a sexy beast.


Seth couldn’t wait to get his hands on Dom in
peace, savor the moment in a way vastly different from the enjoyment they’d
both gotten out of the restroom quickie. The wheel of craziness would catch up
to them tomorrow, but as long as the night lasted, he wanted to enjoy his
husband’s undivided attention. 


“Of course you are. Family life’s made you soft.
You can’t even protect yourself from my grubby hands.” Seth pulled the shirt
out of Dom’s pants as he lowered himself and nipped on Dom’s neck.


Domenico rolled his eyes and shoved at Seth, but
the weak nature of the push betrayed his eager participation. “I’m not in the
mood. I’m not at your beck and call.”


“It’s your husbandly duty.” Seth snorted and
pinned Dom’s wrists to the mattress, laying his whole weight on top of Dom.
Here, in this bubble of naughty red light, they could be themselves without
armor. They could play and pretend they hadn’t found Tropico nor killed a man
tonight. None of those things mattered when they were in such perfect sync.


“That’s such an old-fashioned thing to say,” Dom
mock-complained, pretending to struggle against Seth’s hold. He was the better
fighter, deadly in combat and could have shoved Seth off if he wanted, but
instead, he was pushing back with just enough force to make Seth a bit more
aggressive. “I don’t owe you anything.”


Seth was more than happy to play along. “Of course
you do. You trained me, prepared me for extreme circumstances. You’ve created a
monster, and now you have to live with it. With all this testosterone, I’ve got
needs.” He rocked against Dom’s crotch and once more pressed his wrists down,
excited by the sense of power flowing through his veins. Even if it wasn’t
thanks to his muscles, he did have the power to make Dom want to submit to his
cock.


Domenico’s eyes shut, and he let out an
unconvincing sound of protest. He knew exactly how to provoke Seth into action.
“Get off, you animal. I wanna sleep. Come into something else.”


With a groan of excitement, Seth pushed his legs
between Dom’s and pulled on the sensitive ear with his teeth. “You know you
can’t fight me when I’m this drunk. I’m horny, and I’ll leave you dripping with
spunk.” Just saying it out loud sent a shiver all the way down Seth’s spine and
to his balls, which tightened, demanding satisfaction. Oh yes, he’d be pumping
his cum into Dom soon enough. Just the thought of that tight, muscular body
under him had Seth’s pulse quicken. 


“Fuck off,” Dom said and slapped Seth’s face,
moving his legs up to maneuver Seth from between his thighs. His long hair
created an irregular web on the blanket, some of it scattered over Dom’s face
as he looked at Seth, breathing harder with excitement.


Seth’s eyes widened. “That’s how you wanna play?
Oh, I can give it to you.” Like no one else. Because Domenico wouldn’t let
anyone else do this, see this, or know about it. This was their own piece of
filthy heaven, and Seth could enjoy a chunky slice.


He let Dom push him off, only to pull him along,
and with the momentum the movement created, he rolled Dom to the floor. It
sounded like a hard landing, but it sure as hell turned Seth on.


He descended on Dom like a vulture about to rip
its dying victim apart. Just as Dom was picking himself up, Seth pushed him
face down into the dirty rug next to the bed.


“You don’t get to call the shots tonight,” he
rasped.


“We’ll see about that,” Dom said through his
teeth. He took a deep breath and then hit back with his elbow—hard enough for
it to sting but not to throw Seth off. He was stressed and needed the release
of rough play. Seth knew him well enough to give him what he wanted.


“Stay down, motherfucker!”


One thing that definitely wasn’t down was Seth’s
cock. It stood to attention, and Seth couldn’t wait to let it out of its
confines. All the pent-up nerves of today, he could channel into this. He
pulled on the back of Dom’s pants, frustrated they were stuck because of the
belt and only lowered enough to tease Seth with the crack at the top of Dom’s
buttocks, and the small of his back. 


Domenico stirred, twisting like an eel to create a
challenge that would make Seth use more force, push down with his weight and
pull at Dom’s hair. His heels dug into Seth’s flesh, but adrenaline made Seth’s
brain rush until he no longer had the capacity to think about anything but the
thrashing body.


“Let go!” he said, but when Seth tugged on the
pants harder, they went lower down Dom’s hips, suggesting Dom must have discreetly
loosened the belt.


Satisfaction was a living being inside Seth, like
a three hundred pound gorilla awakened and prodded into violence. “No fucking
way. Only one way this night is ending. Me pinning your ass with my cock.” His
breath felt hot when he pushed his face against the silky black strands. He
thrust his crotch against Dom’s bared ass. “Feel that? So thick and throbbing
for you. You will love it. You’ll be moaning for more and thanking me once I’m
done.” Adrenaline turned Seth into an animal, and he couldn’t imagine another
man strong and resilient enough to take all of the attitude he got when
excited.


Domenico groaned and pushed back with his elbow,
but the movement was slow enough for Seth to grab his arm and twist it, forcing
Dom’s torso lower. This left the muscular ass ripe for the taking, and Seth
gave himself a moment to look down and salivate over the way it shivered. The
delicious struggle was about to come to an end.


All he had to do was open his own pants and dive
in. He took his time, pleased to see Dom struggle. The shifting, the attempts
to get away stirred his arousal, and he didn’t care if it was right or wrong to
feel that way. When he spat on his hand and spread the saliva over his cock
again and again, he reveled in the shivers resonating off Dom’s body.


There was enough tension between them to fill the
whole room, and Seth loved how illicit it felt to make a man struggle on the
floor of a dingy motel with a red lamp. He pressed his cockhead between the
tense buttocks slowly, just to tease Dom, but when the heat of Dom’s flesh
squeezed around Seth, it became hard to focus on anything but thrusting in. All
of the pleasure centres in Seth’s brain lit up like it was Christmas.


“What did you call me before?” Seth rasped,
pulling harder on Dom’s arm. “An animal?”


Domenico stiffened, and his heels dug into Seth’s
flesh, but he no longer struggled, his hole relaxing around Seth’s girth by the
second. He let out a breathy moan followed by a series of whines. “Yes,” he
whispered, rolling his face against the carpet.


“Sounds about right,” Seth murmured, twisting his
hips and screwing his cock into Dom until he couldn’t push in any farther. The
play-fight had left him exhilarated, and now he’d get to have his dessert. “You
make me an animal. You make me lose my mind with that tight ass and long legs.
It’s like a curse, and I know I won’t be free of it unless I bury my dick in
you. Oh, how I love seeing you take it,” he whispered the last bit and bit down
on Dom’s shoulder.


His man was so stylish, so smart, so fucking
ripped, and hot, amazing. Seth loved him so much he could hardly bear it some
days. But there were moments when Domenico didn’t want to stay in control. When
he wanted to detach from his dominant personality and hand Seth the reins.


His body was so tight and hot Seth not only didn’t
want to but also couldn’t restrain his instincts and soon plowed into Dom with hard
jabs that dragged him back and forth over the carpet. Domenico was nearly
silent, uttering soft grunts that sounded like exhalations whenever Seth pushed
in, but the sensation of that scorching body accepting his dick wasn’t enough,
and Seth grabbed a fistful of Dom’s hair, forcing him to turn his head.


The depth of Domenico’s flush betrayed arousal,
and Seth felt inclined to taste the sweat beading on the reddish skin. He
really did feel like a lion claiming what he was owed. “Not so bad, is it?”
Seth muttered and kissed the parted lips as he pushed in again and again. 


Domenico managed to shake his head. His hips
pushed up, buttocks meeting Seth’s groin, and the unmistakable sound of fast
masturbation tickled Seth’s senses, fueling him with more arousal.


His excitement became as red as the light around
them, and he sped up his movements, never letting go of Dom’s arms. Soon
enough, that tight hole would be squeezing around him and milking his dick. But
first he’d make sure Dom experienced the extent of his strength. 


He tugged on Dom’s hair, first sitting back, then
kneeling and pulling Dom with him for the ride. Adrenaline pumped in his veins
like mad when he took in Dom’s submissive form. Hair scattered. Face against
the carpet. Ass up and available for fucking.


Seth thrust faster, letting go of Domenico’s arm
to pull apart the tempting buttocks and look at where they were joined. In the
red light, everything felt more illicit, but the view of his dick driving into
Dom never failed to thrill him. 


The sex became a blur after that. Seth’s thrusts
were punishingly hard, but Dom didn’t try to stop him and jerked off more frantically,
twisting until he stiffened, tightening around Seth as if he wanted to keep his
cock there forever.


“Fuck,” Dom rasped, but Seth was too far gone to
answer and chased his own release.


“That’s it,” he groaned. “Take my load.” His
vision got fuzzy all around the beautiful man, who served Seth’s pleasure on
hands and knees. But then his focus narrowed further, to the snug hole
squeezing his dick until he came, emptying his balls into his lover’s body.


His mind flared up with bright colors as he came,
rolling him somewhere beyond reality, until his cock was soft, and he woke up thoughtlessly
stroking Domenico’s hair.


Domenico grunted in contentment, his fingers
finding Seth’s as they settled on the carpet, spent and exhausted. “Thanks.”


Seth groaned, now feeling more like a sated tomcat
than a lion. He cuddled up to Dom, hugging him with both arms and legs as he
licked up his neck. “How are you so fucking sexy?”


Domenico pushed hair out of his flushed face and
offered Seth a faint smile. He looked sleepy. “You take good care of me,
obviously.”


Seth nuzzled Dom’s ear, too tired to get off the
floor just yet. “Because I love you.”


Domenico held his gaze for the longest moment,
slowly interlacing their fingers. “I love you too. That’s why I might have to
do something you won’t like. But we need guns.”


Seth groaned, but only squeezed Dom tighter. “And
you know where to get them?”


Domenico smirked, rubbing the place where Seth’s
finger used to be. “The Triad.”


 











Chapter 7 - Seth


The Triad. A word that gave Seth chills even after
so many years. Today he was to meet with one of its bosses, and the languid
ride to the meeting felt like a glorified walk between a lion’s jaws.


Seth didn’t like any of this, but understood that
if they were to deal with the threat of Mr. Tropico before he and his men
regrouped, leaving his comfort zone might prove necessary. Just like it had
been back when Domenico had got injured in New York City, and Seth had to be
the one to approach Elephant about their fake passports. Not-so-good-times, but
he’d lost nothing apart from a bit of personal dignity… and a favorite pair of
underwear. He could deal with that level of discomfort if their lives
were at stake.


Though he couldn’t lie to himself. The farther
away they drove from the city center, the less people he saw in the street, the
more unsettled he was.


Domenico seemed as cool as ever and commented on
the large villas they passed driving through the neighborhood filled with
wealth and lush greenery. “New money,” he’d said as if he himself had come from
Sicilian aristocracy. 


At least judging people on the basis of their
homes took Seth’s mind off the fact that he was to interact with the Chinese
mob out of his own volition. Domenico had assured him those were different
people, in no way associated with the crime group that had abducted Seth,
ending his happy-go-lucky existence away from the Family, but he couldn’t help
the sense of dread crawling up his spine. Seven years on, and the place where
his finger used to be still tingled when he thought back to the horror of
losing control to people for whom he’d been nothing but cargo.


Seth didn’t feel like commenting on it much and
put on a smile, watching Dom, who for once wasn’t in peacocking mode, as if
approaching old crime world friends warranted some humility. He’d even tied
back his hair, like he used to in the old days, before Seth told him how much
he liked it loose.


“Brings back memories?” Dom asked, driving past a
fountain too large for the size of the street.


“Yeah, but nowadays I can actually shoot a
rabbit,” he said, referring to his failure at hunting during a Family
get-together soon after their return from Berlin.


“You don’t have to go with me.”


Seth groaned. “I know, but I don’t want you to go
there alone. We’ve risked too much to get to this point. We work together.”


Domenico’s lips paled for a moment when he pressed
them together, but then his hand squeezed around Seth’s. “It’ll be fine. I’ve
worked with Daniel several times, and he respects me. Try to loosen up and
follow my lead.”


Seth let go of Dom’s hand. “Are you saying I’m
tense? I’m okay. I’ve got this. And I’m guessing we’re in the closet for all of
this?”


Domenico’s chest sagged under the fresh white
shirt that revealed his tanned forearms. “Yes, we are. That’s the problem with
old friends. Sometimes, it’s better to pretend nothing’s changed.”


Seth took a deep breath that filled his lungs with
the aroma of lemon air-freshener. “Who am I to you then?”


Domenico pulled his teeth across his lip. He
hadn’t prepared for that question. “Ah… an associate, I suppose? It sounds
weird, don’t you think? Seth, my associate.”


Seth smirked. “Better than ‘brother’.”


Domenico shrugged. “That actually doesn’t sound
too bad. My half-brother from the same mother.”


“So wrong though.” Seth nudged Dom’s elbow with
his own.


Domenico laughed and let go of Seth’s hand as the
navigation system offered a new set of directions, directing them down a road
carved out of jungle-like flora where a body could be hidden as easily as
cocaine in a bag of flour. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. We’re almost
there.”


“I’ll be your extra eyes and ears,” Seth said,
surprised how numb he felt about all this. He didn’t fear for himself anymore but
for what could happen to his family. “Should we call Mark before we go in?”


Domenico stilled, his eyebrows lowered, but after
a couple of seconds he shook his head. “No need to worry him. You know how he
is. He’d want to get on the first plane and join us. I don’t want him to cut
his vacation short for no good reason.”


Seth nodded. Mark was off to Paris with Griffith,
enjoying all that the city had to offer those with lots of cash to spend. Seth
could only hope Mark’s sugar baby never had to find out where that money came
from.


“Anything else I should know about Daniel?”


Domenico sighed as they made a turn, following a
road not included in the navigation system’s map. Up ahead stood a huge metal
gate. “He enjoys good wine, but prefers French to Italian?”


Seth snorted. “Barbarian.”


“I know, right?”


“I love you,” Seth blurted out when his stomach
clenched with sudden nerves. It had been a while since he’d had to fight for
his life, and the prospect of it didn’t sound any more appealing just because
he’d become more capable.


Dom exhaled, and the car briefly sped up as if
he’d stepped on the gas pedal too hard. “I love you too. We’ll be in and out of
there. I booked us a table for lunch. Fusion cuisine.”


That put Seth at ease for the stupidest reason.
Domenico never missed a restaurant reservation.


They drove up to the gate, which opened for them
courtesy of the cameras mounted on either side and the approach toward the
sprawling modern mansion made Seth rub his forehead in disbelief.


“Is that a—?” Yes. Yes it was. A golden tank.
Well, painted gold most likely, but still. It stood on a tiny island created in
the middle of a pond, and water spurted out of the cannon, transforming the
armored vehicle into a fountain.


Domenico groaned but nodded at two armed guards
and continued along the asphalt driveway leading through a lush garden full of
colorful flowers. “Daniel and Vincenzo would high fived each other on their
taste in decor. That’s the ugliest fountain I’ve ever seen.”


Seth snorted. “I’ll make sure to compliment it
then.”


But as they approached the building front, the decor
didn’t get any better. The sides of the house were all glass, modern and
angular, but the front facade itself reminded Seth of a seventeenth century
French villa. Only decorated with more gold paint.


A young woman waited at the steps leading up to the
door framed by two golden cupids, and while Seth noticed yet more men openly
carrying guns, he tried to appear as relaxed as ever and nodded at the stranger
when Domenico parked the car next to her.


“Good morning,” Dom said, leaving the
vehicle. 


The woman offered them a professional smile and
extended her hand to Domenico, palm facing the sky. After a moment’s
hesitation, he placed the keys into the middle of her palm.


“Mr. Chao is expecting you at the pool,” she told
them and gestured to the side of the huge house. “Please, follow me.”


Seth made sure to take note of doors and windows,
potential weak spots and weapons. He was so busy with the assessment he missed
the presence of a tiny dog. The pug ran off with a whimper when Seth stumbled
in an attempt not to kick it, but their hostess wasn’t appreciative of his
efforts and briefly scowled despite Seth’s apology.


“Please, be careful. Those are Mrs. Chao’s.”


Domenico rolled his eyes as soon as she faced
away. The woman led them past a small rose garden, complete with dainty-looking
benches and sprinklers, which emitted vapor that dispersed the heat of the day
somewhat. Soon enough, though, they crossed a wooden fence and entered a part
of the property that had a more modern vibe, with a couple of abstract sculptures
dotting the green lawn, and a pool surrounded by day beds. Seth couldn’t miss
the presence of two armed men hovering at the edge of the pool area, but he
made himself dedicate all his attention to their host.


Daniel Chao had an ageless face that could have
been the result of a genetic miracle if it wasn’t for the fact that his
features barely moved when he smiled. It was Seth’s guess that Mrs. Chao
was very young and pretty, and Domenico’s old friend felt he needed to measure
up to her allure. The results were a bit of a mixed bag.


“I was sure you were dead,” Chao said in greeting,
and held out his hand to Domenico.


Dressed in a pair of casual linen pants and a
white vest top that exposed his muscular body, he appeared relaxed, though the
bottle of wine standing on a low table in the middle of a circle of bamboo
chairs and sofas was anything but casual. Seth wasn’t an expert, but it didn’t look
like a fifteen-dollar bottle.


“That’s what everyone tells me,” Domenico said
before proceeding to introduce Seth with a false surname they’d previously
used.


Seth sat down as soon as Chao gestured for them to
do so.


“So, what brings you back from the dead?” he
asked.


The excitement present in his tone put Seth on
edge. He couldn’t explain it, but something felt off. Maybe it was only
his latent anxiety talking, but he couldn’t shake the sense that there should
be more household staff about, and that the number of men openly carrying arms was
disproportionate to their host’s pleasant disposition. But who was he to say
anything if Domenico deemed all of this safe enough? There was no need to cause
unnecessary havoc or disturb the negotiations. 


Domenico accepted a glass of red and smelled it
before looking back at Chao. “I need guns.”


“Lots of guns,” Seth added, but no one laughed at
the Matrix reference, so he sank into the sofa, hiding his face behind a
glass.


Chao’s brows lowered, but he ignored Seth’s
presence, completely focused on Dom. “I hope you don’t need them for anything
that might interfere with my business. You don’t work for the same people you
used to, do you?”


Domenico exhaled and shook his head. “It’s a…
private matter.”


Chao leaned forward. “Now you’ve piqued my
interest. Are you sure you don’t need any other equipment? I remember you being
good with pliers.”


Seth forced back a scowl. He knew this, of course.
He knew who his husband was, and Seth himself had done terrible things in the
last few years, starting with kidnapping, disposing of bodies, and ending with
murder and torture. He used to think all that was in the past and no longer
imagined human blood and guts when he used knives in the kitchen, but the run
in with Tropico’s—his father’s—bodyguards proved that he could still handle
violence if pressed between a rock and a hard place.


Domenico rolled his shoulders and sipped some more
wine. “Fine. I need those guns to kill my father. I’ve finally found him, and
I’m going to bring his head to my mother on a golden platter,” he said, his
voice ringing with passion that surprised Seth. It sounded genuine even to him,
as if, despite knowing the truth, Domenico still considered Dino Villani his
long-lost parent.


Chao clapped with glee. “Oh, yes! I do love a
vendetta! I have no issues with you handling personal business on my turf.
Let’s go and pick something appropriate. Because I assume money isn’t an
issue?”


Domenico snorted. “I only take the best. Show me
what you’ve got.”


Seth followed Chao and Dom in silence. He tried to
make himself forget about the horror he’d been through at the hands of an organization
very similar to their host’s, but it seemed impossible. Despite the charming
surroundings, despite Chao’s good humor and friendly behavior, the fact that
after seeing guards everywhere Seth couldn’t spot any now was freaking him out.
Cameras mounted in discreet spots on the facade of the building moved to follow
their group of three, and the sense of being spied on without the chance to
assess enemy forces had him stiffening further with every step. Icy ants ran up
and down his back, biting his flesh in warning, but he needed to trust
Domenico. They’d agreed to proceed with this for the sake of their family, and
they had to see it through, despite Seth’s paranoid fear of the Triad.


He took his cues from Dom, who was the one with
more experience, and who actually knew Chao. If he was calm, then Seth should
stop seeing things that weren’t there.


The interior of Chao’s villa was pure opulence.
Marble columns created a large circle around an area filled with sofas, chairs,
and coffee tables, which was clearly meant for entertaining. A crystal
chandelier the size of a small car hung from a domed ceiling two stories above,
at the same level as a gallery supported by the columns. The balcony-like
passages connected two corridors on either side of the dome, and since there
were no stairs in sight, Seth assumed the second storey was more of a private
space for Chao and his family. They only walked past a possible entrance to
that section of the house as they left the lounge behind.


The multitude of potted plants occupying every
decorative space enriched the air with a fresh scent, and the dainty decorative
items that surely had been picked by Mrs. Chao, not her tank-fountain-loving
husband, created a sense of safety. Chao wouldn’t have brought them to a space
claimed by his wife if his intentions weren’t civil.


But Seth’s mouth dried when, after a longish walk
through a house too big for two people, a couple of dogs and staff, Chao lifted
the cover of a light switch, which hid a small, flat device. He pressed his
thumb to the reader, which clicked, and the wall, which previously appeared
solid, budged just enough to allow space for fingers. Chao grinned and pulled
it aside, revealing steps, which disappeared into the darkness below.


Seth stiffened, at once realizing that Mrs. Chao likely
hadn’t even seen the concrete walls of the staircase leading into the
cellar. Bare, gray, it was a different dimension, a bleak Narnia filled with
guns and death.


Flinching when Chao switched on the light, Seth
remained frozen until Dom followed their host down the steps. He took a deep
breath and made his joints move, fighting through the unnatural sense of
calcification that had nothing to do with his physical condition.


As they descended into a corridor devoid of
frills, he couldn’t shed the sense that this was all a trap, and that for some
reason, Domenico’s superior instincts had been deceived. He couldn’t hear
pained cries of pleading from behind any of the doors, there was no blood, no
piles of packaged cocaine anywhere, but his senses kept screaming in alarm
regardless. He was a rat lured into the middle of the labyrinth with the
tastiest bait. And once he helped himself to a lump of cheese, the trap set
there would break his neck.


If something bad happened, if his instincts
weren’t deceiving him due to past experiences, the steep stairs they’d left
behind might be the sole way out.


The cellar was spacious, but branched out only
once, into a short corridor that featured an open warehouse space full of
wooden boxes. The size of this level wasn’t quite comparable with the mansion
above, or so Seth thought, because once they reached a metal door he’d assumed
might hold a small arsenal, the room behind it stretched for approximately
eighty feet from the entrance.


The bare, windowless walls were like a tomb, and
the sight of human-shaped targets on the other end only heightened the pressure
pulsing under his skull. While the upper floors of the mansion might’ve been
Mrs. Chao’s kingdom, the cellar was her husband’s domain.


But Seth knew for a fact that no person,
regardless of how much they enjoyed firearms, needed six shooting lanes for
recreational use. This wasn’t just a private home. Down here, Chao conducted
his business and trained his people.


Seth felt lightheaded and stumbled as he entered,
fighting a losing the battle against the encroaching sense of danger. He needed
to calm down, or he’d blow this chance. Just because his fight or flight
instincts had kicked in didn’t mean they were actually in danger. They
were visiting a career criminal to buy guns—of course they weren’t a hundred
percent safe. Who was anyway? People got hit by cars in the street or died
falling off horses. Nothing in the world provided full-proof security so his
whole body screaming danger was no reason to alert Domenico about his
petty worries.


“Nice place,” Domenico said, entering the range
with a wide smile.


“It’s my… well, let’s call it my man cave. My wife
hates brutalist interiors,” Chao said, opening a cupboard built into the wall.
He then glanced down at his phone and rolled his eyes. “Browse to your heart’s
content. I need to pick this up.”


Seth stood still, facing the rows of shiny black
guns displayed behind the flimsy wooden doors, but his brain wouldn’t give him
peace. The sound of the door closing behind Chao was like a death sentence, and
he couldn’t stay still any longer, half expecting latches to open in the walls,
sending deadly gas into the room.


“It doesn’t feel right.”


“What do you mean?” Domenico asked, choosing one
of the handguns and weighing it in his hand. His eyes betrayed focus when he
glanced into the cupboard again and picked up another weapon, which he handed
Seth. “Here. Your favorite.”


He seemed completely at peace with their
situation, even without anyone around, and his confidence made Seth’s heart
beat that little bit slower. “So it’s just me? Maybe I am paranoid.”
Seth sighed, and looked at the familiar weapon. There was a time, years ago,
when he’d refused to learn how to clean this exact model, but now its weight
brought him a sense of calm in the middle of the storm that had swept him up
once Dino had arrived back in their lives.


Domenico moved his hand, as if he wanted to
squeeze Seth’s shoulder but let it drop and chose another firearm, browsing as
if he were choosing a new tie. “Think of the food we’ll be having for lunch.
The restaurant’s famous for their Wagyu beef rendang.”


“Okay, okay. In and out. Choose what we need, I
trust you.” Seth chewed on his lip, assessing Domenico from top to bottom as
his husband picked up another gun and compared the two.


With his hair tied back, in a crisp white shirt
that fit just right, and his handsome face so focused, he reminded Seth of the
man Domenico used to be years ago. The pale scar on his face was proof of what
they’d been through, so instead of worrying, seeing Dom like this made Seth
feel safer. With Dom at his side, things couldn’t go wrong.


Domenico Acerbi was invincible after all.


And his eyes were the brightest, purest amber capturing
Seth’s attention like two beacons mounted on a lighthouse that was to lead him
to safe shores.


Dom snorted. “You’re staring. Do I have something
on my face?”


“I’m staring ‘cause you’re hot as fuck. I’d be
lying if I claimed seeing you in this dangerous-mode isn’t a turn on.”


Domenico smirked and poked the barrel against
Seth’s chest. “Now you’re talking. We might end up late for our lunch if you
continue like this.”


Domenico’s attitude made Seth relax, but the steel
touching his flesh through clothes was a reminder that danger was a constant
undercurrent in their lives. They’d walked on solid ground in the past few
years, but Dino’s appearance was the seismic shift that shook their world to
its core, and each stumble might cost them their lives. The choking sensation
in Seth’s chest was oddly arousing when his gaze held Dom’s. 


“Look at us, just taking on Tropico like he’s a
nobody deserving to be wiped off the face of the planet.”


Domenico stepped closer, nudging the invisible
border of personal space two straight men shouldn’t cross. “He’s like that old
piece of chewing gum stuck to your shoe. We’ll burn it off.”


Seth still had mixed feelings about his own
father, and he still wanted answers, but if he couldn’t get them, killing
Tropico and moving on with their lives was the next best thing.


“We’ll need bullets for that.” Seth weighed the
gun in his hand. “None here.”


Domenico laughed. “You remembered. Let’s load up
and try those babies out,” he said and opened one of the drawers in the lower
part of the cupboard. 


It was empty.


Dom stilled for that split second too long, and
heat flashed up Seth’s body even before Dom checked the other drawers, finding
nothing at all.


Tension became thick in the air when they looked
around and found no other storage. “Shit,” Dom whispered, his voice like fuel
to the fire pit of Seth’s growing stress.


“How bad?” Seth asked as his gaze gravitated to
the one door.


Dom’s nostrils flared, and his jaw muscles
twitched as he followed Seth’s lead. “Take a rifle and use it as a baseball
bat,” he said and grabbed one of his own. Everything about his body language
changed within the blink of an eye. The relaxed lion turned into a wild cat
about to strike, and there would be blood.


Seth couldn’t fucking believe this shit.


Even the smells in the room became more intense.
Dust. Metal. Bleach.


Seth grabbed a large rifle and a handgun for good
measure, in case he lost the former in a struggle. The more things he could hit
people with, the better. There was no time for his earlier feelings of
uncertainty, so he molded them by force into a determination that would make
his muscles steel.


Domenico pressed a finger to his lips and walked
up to the door, gesturing for Seth to get in position. The wall felt cold
against Seth’s back, even through the clothes he was wearing, but he waited,
frozen in the hope that this was only a false alarm, and that they’d soon laugh
it off.


But when Domenico pressed on the door handle, it
became clear they’d been locked inside.


Dom took a deep breath and let it out through his
lips, staring at the heavy-duty door none of them could possibly break down,
and the stern look in his eyes gave Seth the distinct sense of the floor
crumbling under his feet.


The icy ants that had ran up and down his body
turned to fire when something creaked on the other side of the door. He met
Dom’s gaze, sucking in a lungful of air, but the clear eyes he saw in that
handsome face were no longer those of his loving husband. Hard as diamonds,
they widened when Dom gestured for Seth to raise the rifle above his head.


Seconds stretched, as if the adrenaline pumping
through Seth’s veins could alter reality, but time sped up the moment the lock
clicked. 


Seth’s lungs emptied, but before he could have
acted on instinct and forced his way out, his eyes settled on Dom once more,
and he stilled despite his better judgment when Dom shook his head. He wanted
to argue, even if without words but stiffened when the handle lowered and the
door backed into the corridor. Between frantic heartbeats, Seth saw someone
entering the range gun-first.


Domenico snapped back to life. Within the blink of
an eye, he grabbed the man’s wrist with one hand, the barrel with the other,
and twisted the gun out of the fucker’s hands in a move he’d forced Mark and
Seth to practice so many times they could do it in their sleep.


Chao’s man let out a choked scream, but when Dom
pulled him deeper into the room, Seth slammed the unprotected head with the
rifle with such force he could swear he’d heard bone break even before the
bastard hit the floor.


Dom was a machine. The freaking Terminator made
out of flesh and bone, yet just as fast and sturdy. He stepped through the open
door, as if he wasn’t capable of fear, and fired the stolen gun once. Twice.
Thrice before Seth followed him into the hallway, stepping over dead men whose
open eyes stared at him from below gaping holes in their foreheads. The smell
of fresh blood pushed up Seth’s nose like an ice pick, but he felt nothing
beyond the urgency to leave. He picked up one of the fallen handguns and ran
after Dom, who looked back once, intent on leaving the cellar before it could
become their prison.


For all they knew, there was only one way out of
this bunker, and shouting in a language Seth couldn’t understand was already
coming from that direction.


He’d never been good at sprinting, favoring
strength-based exercise instead, but with the threat to their lives so clear,
he dashed after Dom, who ran like he was about to beat the world record.


The gray concrete walls oppressed them, the throat
of a monster that might swallow them back into its acidic stomach at any
second, but the stairs and the door at the top were already within sight—a
flash of daylight in the dusky cellar. Just seconds away.


One.


Two.


Three.


Four—


A shadow appeared in the exit the moment Dom
reached the bottom of the steps, but they hadn’t managed to shoot. Acerbi was
faster. He was always faster.


Seth followed Domenico’s lead, jumping sideways
when the dead body rolled past him, out of the bunker-like cellar, and into the
opulent interior of Chao’s home. He trusted Domenico to find their way out, and
only had eyes for potential threats, but the moment they reached a crossing of
two corridors, a heavy onslaught of bullets made Dom back away into Seth, and
they almost toppled over when a large porcelain vase exploded into tiny pieces
right next to them.


Dom gasped, clutching Seth’s shirt when their eyes
met, faces so close they could have kissed until death. But before any of them
moved, the noise stopped and Chao raised his voice somewhere ahead.


“Acerbi! I will only say this once. Surrender or
you’ll die!”


Domenico let out a raspy growl. Seth’s head spun,
offering visions of bullets tearing through Domenico’s body and his blood
raining all around when his man fearlessly stepped into the line of fire.


Dom shot three times before Seth pulled him back.
His warm body smashed into Seth’s when the wooden panels on the edge of the
wall bled splinters like Domenico’s flesh might have exploded with bits of his
flesh and bone if he still stood there


“What the fuck?” Seth choked out, but Dom growled
as if he were about to rush back into the line of fire. There was spice to his
scent now, as if anger had made him sweat capsaicin.


“Chao, you filthy dog! I trusted you!”


Seth stiffened when Domenico broke out of his
embrace, but instead of charging in again, Dom pulled on Seth’s arm and ran
back toward the cellar. The new direction created chaos in Seth’s head, but
when Dom turned into a staircase and sped upstairs, he followed his lead with
renewed vigor.


They would get out of here. Somehow. They
always had. This wasn’t how their story ended.


He paid no attention to screams, ignored bullets
that might tear his body apart if he wasn’t fast enough. The corridor in the
second floor had much lower ceilings and seemed more homely, despite its length
or the huge vases of fresh flowers placed on tiny side tables. Shrieking barks
came from one of the closed rooms, but the stairs they’d left behind were
already drumming with footsteps. Seth dashed after Domenico, toward the huge
crystal chandelier they’d seen from downstairs.


Hope bloomed in Seth’s heart when he realized that
with most Chao’s men following them upstairs, they might try to jump off the
balcony and run through the pool area they already knew.


Seth’s vision narrowed, his brain focusing solely
on his goal. He barely felt his feet when they hit the floor over and over,
light-headed due to his lungs only accepting shallow, fast gulps of air.
Domenico was not that far ahead, his hair loosened, back stiff as if it was
made of wood. He was Seth’s guide, his beacon, so when he reached the hollow
space under the dome and jumped onto the bannister without ever slowing down,
Seth was ready to do the same.


They were both deaf to the shouting behind their
backs, as if the bullets couldn’t touch them anymore, but when Domenico leaped
forward instead of attempting to grab the bannister and lower himself, Seth’s
confidence dwindled, and doubt spread like a drop of ink in a cup of milk.


A bullet shot right past Seth’s head, a reminder
that he wasn’t immortal, but before he could have screamed for Domenico to save
himself, Dom collided with the chandelier, grabbing onto its arms. The huge
lamp creaked under the added weight, but the bits Dom had grabbed so confidently
broke, sending him down like a bird that had collided with an unsecured power
line.


A shriek left Seth’s lips, his mind so numb he
almost dived off the bannister and straight into Chao’s living room.


The chandelier charged back at him, swinging in
the open space between two floors and mocking Seth with its glistening teeth,
but in the face of Dom’s fall, getting hit by a lamp was the least of Seth’s
problems. Domenico could be lying down there with a broken neck, ribs
puncturing his lungs, and life seeping out of him by the second.


A moan from below told Seth his man was still alive.
Without any stairs to lead him down, Seth climbed the slippery bannister, his
mind flaring with the need to hold Dom, but a gun clicked behind him, and he slowly
raised his hands, back to a reality where they were being hunted down.


He looked back to face an older man in overalls,
who yelled something into a headset. 


How had they gotten here? How had their dream
vacation ended up the nightmare it now was? Seth bit his tongue so hard it bled,
from the sheer frustration with their position. Just a few days ago they were
saying goodbye to Angelica, wishing Mark a fun trip to Paris and arguing over
taking their own sea salt for the journey. Now, Domenico might be dying alone,
without the chance to say goodbye.


“I’m giving up, can’t you see?” Seth yelled in
frustration, but the guy holding the gun aimed at his head didn’t even bother
to answer.


“What a mess,” Chao’s voice from downstairs
chilled Seth’s bones and made him focus on the scene below, where armed men
surrounded a body sprawled on the marble floor it had hit following the fall.


“Don’t you fucking hurt him!” Seth yelled, but had
enough sense to keep his hands up. The sight of Domenico crawling, helpless
like an injured kitten had Seth choking up. From above, Seth could see him
leaving a trace of blood on the immaculate tiles, but he was alive at least,
even if dazed. 


Chao spread his arms with a vile grin Seth wished
to punch off his face. “He hurt himself. I wasn’t the one to push him off
there.”


Domenico rasped something, but Seth couldn’t hear
him from so far away.


“I’m afraid that whatever you would have paid for
the guns can’t match what I’ve been offered for you,” Chao said, inching behind
Domenico and watching him as if Dom was a lab rat for him to dissect.


“What are you even saying?” Seth yelled. He hadn’t
noticed before that he’d clenched his fists.


Chao urged two bodyguards closer with a gesture.
“I owe him no loyalty, and the situation has changed while he disappeared off
the radar. And now I’m being offered good money for the two of you.”


Fury burned through Seth’s bones with a ferocity
that had him on the verge of jumping straight at Chao and ripping his throat
out with his teeth, even at the cost of his own life.


Domenico twitched, and he looked back from behind
a curtain of messy hair. “Fuck you! It’s Tropico, isn’t it? You don’t know who
you’re dealing with!” he choked out, but his words were followed by a scream
when one of the guards pulled his arms back to put on cuffs.


The urge to chew on Chao’s raw meat was still as
strong as before, but the bastard was too far away for Seth to reach when there
were so many guns pointed their way. Seth wouldn’t be helping Domenico by
getting shot.


Chao met Seth’s gaze and tried to smile, but his
stiff cheeks only allowed a robotic grimace. “I know exactly who I’m dealing
with. Tropico is a man with very deep pockets. As is my other client.”











Chapter 8 - Seth


The handcuffs behind Seth’s back dug into his
wrists, far too tightly to attempt pulling them off at the cost of broken bone
and dislocated joints. The heavy-duty steel grab bars attached to the wall were
the only furnishings in the empty room that didn’t even have a bucket to use as
toilet. The place had been designed as a cell, but they weren’t meant to stay.


They were fucked.


He took long ragged breaths as his mind flashed
back to the kidnapping which had cost him a finger. No matter how hard he
tried, he couldn’t fight back the onslaught of memories. The suffering, the
stench of curry, the disorientation. But this time the stakes were much higher
than fingers, arms, or his life for that matter, because Domenico was trapped
in the same position next to him, and a part of Seth felt responsible for it
simply because it had been him whining to Domenico about wanting to vacation in
Asia.


All those years ago, even trapped in a cell by the
Triad, he’d had hope, the vague idea that someone would come for him, someone
would save him. There was none of that safety cushion now.


How could he have believed their old life would
never catch up with them?


“Are you still bleeding?” he asked, desperate to
hear from Dom, who’d sat still since they’d been left here, gaze fixed on the
door as if the blow to the head that had initially caused confusion had
resulted in even more damage. 


Domenico flinched, as if Seth’s words were a hot
poker prodding at his flesh. He glanced at the blood caked on his tattered
sleeve and shook his head without speaking. The long hair Seth so loved was now
a hindrance, obscuring Dom’s features as he once again hunched forward and
rested his forehead between his knees.


Seth swallowed hard as worry rose in his throat
like bile. Domenico’s silence was even worse than the captivity itself. The
fall had looked dreadful. It might have resulted in serious head trauma, and
the longer Domenico refused to speak, the longer he remained passive, the
deeper anxiety rooted itself within Seth’s stomach.


Dom was never this still. He was loud, confident,
larger than life, and seeing him so broken while the scent of his blood hung in
the air felt like proof that whatever life they’d managed to carve out for
their little family was now over.


“We’ll get out of this. We always do,” Seth tried,
even though having to reassure Dom about anything was so out of his depth that
it gave him stomach cramps. Because what if they didn’t? 


The hot, damp air stifled Seth’s thoughts, and he
found it hard to consider their options when all he could think of was the
blood staining Dom’s clothes. It no longer dripped to the floor, but the dark
stains on the concrete still made Seth want to scream, rage, and fuck shit up.


Domenico let out the softest exhale. “I’m sorry.”


Warmth spread through Seth’s chest like liquid
hope. So Dom hasn’t been silent for reasons related to the fall. He simply
didn’t want to talk. Seth could deal with that.


Seth shook his head and pulled on the cuffs again,
in vain hope they weren’t as tight as he thought, but there was no give. “We
did what we could.”


“I should have let it go. We should have left that
hotel, packed up, and boarded a plane back to Argentina. But I pushed, like I
always do. Throughout my life, I always took risks, but I should have fucking
learned my lesson. I’m not the man I was anymore. I have more than my own life
to lose,” Dom growled, jerking his head up to reveal the blood smeared all over
the lower half of his face.


The need for closeness overcame Seth like a cold
wave, but since they couldn’t hug, he did the next best thing and rubbed his
head against Dom’s temple. “There’s no going back now. I didn’t stop you from
it either.”


Domenico bared his teeth, his face twisted as he
looked to the door in helpless anger. “I should have been smarter. I should
have known we can’t trust anybody but ourselves. It’s my fucking fault.”


“Blaming yourself won’t get us out of here. Do you
have any leverage on Chao?” Seth pulled on the chain between his wrists and got
to his knees, but the bar that held him in place wouldn’t budge.


Dom’s eyes shut, and he took a laborious inhale
that seemed to go on forever. Dozens of emotions passed through his features
beyond the mask of control, but he did meet Seth’s gaze in the end. “No. I
shouldn’t have brought you here. At the very least, I should have listened when
you suggested something felt off.”


Seth deflated, sitting back on the concrete floor,
which made his ass go numb with its icy temperature. “Yeah, we’re in a shit
situation. But this isn’t like you, Dom. We need to be done with this
self-flagellation, because it’s getting us nowhere.”


“What can get us somewhere, huh?” Dom
snapped and rattled the chain of his cuffs against the other bar. “We’re going
to die, and it’s gonna hurt. I never wanted this for you!”


Seth stilled, staring at Domenico with a chill
going down his spine. Up until now, he’d imagined them coming up with some
ingenious MacGyver-style idea that would somehow end up with their hands free
and the cuffs as weapons, but the resigned look on Dom’s face suggested that he
didn’t have a plan to offer.


“Remember that time when we were surrounded by
Vincenzo and his men? We were sitting ducks, you were so sure we were about to
die that you offered me poison, but we still found a way out in the end.” But
hope was only a flicker inside of Seth’s heart at this point, because
Domenico’s words made the reality of their situation clear. 


Domenico’s Adam’s apple bobbed, and he glanced at
Seth, his eyes oddly soft. “I don’t want you to hurt. If I could take it all on
me, I would. I didn’t hope for much in my life, I always thought I’d be the
lone wolf fighting tooth and nail until someone smarter or stronger came along
and killed him, but being with you changed everything. It’s a shame I haven’t
learned my lesson. But I still feel like I’ve survived beyond my time.”


Seth’s shoulders slumped. “It’s not like my father
needs information out of us. I think. Maybe he’ll want to just get this loose
thread tied. And once Mark realizes we’re gone, he’ll surely get to Angelica and
take care of her.”


Domenico licked the dried blood off his lips and
moved his knee to rest against Seth’s. Its touch was so sweet Seth had to
swallow to rein in the emotion welling up inside him. 


“Promise me that if by some chance they set you
free, you won’t repeat my mistakes. Go home and stay safe?” Domenico asked
softly and rolled his forehead across Seth’s shoulder. The coppery smell clung
to him, mingling with the ghost of his musky aftershave, and somehow that
created a concoction so very sweet Seth wanted to get high on it while taking
strength from his lover’s warmth.


“Only if you promise me the same,” Seth whispered,
though he was sure they’d both be lying. There was no way in hell either one of
them would give up on searching. Even if a setback was involved, a temporary
backing out to make sure Angelica was safe and hidden from enemy claws, they’d
never stop looking for each other. Because Seth didn’t want to think about
revenge. Revenge meant Dom’s death, and that was a prospect so excruciating
Seth would have rather have been eaten alive than suffer through the anguish of
endless mourning.


Domenico took his time and nodded in a way that
made his lie almost believable. “Whatever happens, we will be together in the
end.”


Seth stared at his wedding band as if it could
provide him with the means for escape, but Domenico was right. They were
fucked. They’d lived a comfortable life away from terror and violence for so
long now that their current position seemed like some temporary glitch in
reality, but it was time to face the truth.


The lock clicked, its sound ripping through their
intimate moment and making bile rise in Seth’s throat.


They pulled away from one another, no longer
allowed the comfort of freely expressing their feelings, but frost chilled
Seth’s bones when he recognized the gait of the man about to enter even before
he saw him.


“You two make such a pitiful image,” Dino Villani
said, stepping into the cell with his hands casually clasped behind his back.


Seth looked up at his father, unable to decide
whether he was even real. Dino Villani. Mr. Tropico. Father. A man ruthless,
rude, yet one who could be so pleasant and generous. But Seth knew more than he
used to and was well aware the smiles had always hidden venomous fangs. Dino,
Seth’s own father, had been scheming against him even when he had congratulated
him on his wedding, when he’d greeted him back home with wine from their
vineyard. Every warm word he might have had for Seth in the past had been a
lie.


“And you look good for a man who’s dead,” Seth
grumbled, gently pulling on the chain behind him, but it offered him little
room for movement. No matter how badly he longed to strangle his father with
the damn chain, he was trapped in a snare. 


This story wouldn’t have a happy ending.


Dino had aged, but his movements were as lively as
ever. Despite his gray hair, he’d lost none of his energy. If anything, he’d
even lost some weight and looked healthier than seven years ago.


“Never been better,” Dino said with a wide smile
and approached them. No, approached Domenico, who raised his head until the
former Villani Don stood just beyond the reach of his feet. “You two should
have stayed in your cave.”


“What do you want?” Domenico asked sharply, the
anguish from earlier gone.


“I’m here to take care of the garbage left behind
by accident.”


Seth groaned. “That’s very poetic, but what is
this really about? Arturo told me you knew I was gay. That’s it? That’s
the big deal?” he asked despite knowing Angelo got killed for that same crime.
Correction. That he had killed Angelo for it.


Dino snarled, his features sharpening into those
of a viper. “I thought killing that dirty fag would have taught you a lesson.”


Domenico shook his head. “You decided to give him
another chance after the Triad hadn’t managed to kill him?”


Dino scowled. “Do you really think I change my
mind on a whim, like a pregnant woman? No, I had other plans for Seth from the
start. At least that is until he proved himself irredeemable. The attack in
Berlin was my dear brother’s doing. He’d always meddled in my affairs, whether
he was asked to or not.”


Seth frowned. “Federico knows about this?” Of
course he did. “Are you telling us both of you are ‘Mr. Tropico’?” All of a
sudden the mixed, contradicting intel they’d been getting made sense. Tropico
seemed to operate in different places because he’d been in different
places. 


Santo had once sworn to them his father was in
Italy at the time when Tropico operated from somewhere in South America,
because it had been true. Now that Seth knew Tropico wasn't just one person,
all the information they had slotted into place.


Most disgustingly of all, Seth could see why Mr.
Tropico had ordered Dana to kill Seth but to try bringing Domenico in alive.
The old wolf still had his teeth sharp and dripping with saliva for Domenico.


“So you’re fine with him using your alias?
Brotherly love reaches that far?” Domenico asked in a venomous tone.


“You know better than me how far brotherly
love reaches.” Dino spat into Seth’s face, and the saliva sliding down Seth’s
cheek seemed to hold all the contempt his father had for him. Dino stood over
them like a hyena about to nibble on their insides. A part of Seth wanted to
cut this agony short, but he craved answers. He needed them after years of being
misled.


“If you knew Seth was gay, why bring him back? Why
set him up for failure and start this whole cycle of madness?” Domenico asked,
shaking his head, and Dino scooted down, still keeping his distance. It gave
Seth satisfaction to hear the old knees click.


“For you. It was all for you,” he said to Domenico
with a deep sigh that expressed disappointment, but also speared Seth’s heart.
“You were supposed to show me you’re hungry for more than you’ve been dealt. I
knew Seth was a lost cause, Vincenzo wouldn’t have made a good Don, so you were
the one son I put all my hopes in. As soon as Seth’s mother died, I made him
your target. You were supposed to prove to me you want the job badly enough to
get rid of the useless worm. Prove that you would break all hell loose and
protect the Family from a useless faggot successor, but instead, you went off
to fuck him? What is wrong with you?” Dino raised his voice and reached for Dom
as if he wanted to slap him, but pulled his hand back in the last moment. He got
up and started pacing the cell.


Domenico chuckled without any joy to his voice. “I
guess it all backfired when Vincenzo made his attempt for power.”


Dino shook his head. “Federico must have helped
him, assuming that with an idiot behind the wheel, he’d be the one pulling the
strings. I can see it now. With Domenico lost, I figured I could as well
retire. A smart man always has a contingency plan and knows when it’s time to
enact it. Federico played a game with me but always wanted to prove that out of
all our children, Santo was the best candidate for a leader. And maybe he was.
Your ex-wife has already given him three heirs while you two simmer in your
deviancy.”


Seth sneered, humiliated by the spit cooling on
his face. So this was it. He’d never been chosen because father believed in him
or considered his language skills an asset. Dino had chosen him just so that he
could find out which of his other sons had the balls to crush Seth. He became
inconsequential to his own father because he was gay. Because he was soft.


At least Seth finally got what he’d wanted so
much. Answers. Too bad he didn’t like any of them.


“No grandkids for you, Dad.” Seth shook his
head. Words were his only weapon now, and spiting Dino—the one satisfying thing
he could do in their dire position. He wished he could tell Dino that Domenico,
whom he considered the best product of his loins, wasn’t even his, but that
might have put Dom’s mother in danger, and Domenico had to be biting his lips
for that reason as well.


Dino had played a game of living breathing chess
with Federico, and they had been the pawns.


Domenico raised his gaze to meet Dino’s, his eyes
no longer dull with resignation. “What if I kill Federico for you? Would that
not be a fair deal? Father… I didn’t follow the path you set out for me, but I
could do that now that I know your plans. I wanted to do right by you. I only
decided to run with Seth when Tassa told me you were dead. But now? I could go
back. I could take everything back in your name. Think about it. Your own lineage
back on top, replacing Santo and his diluted blood. I could get married with
your blessing.”


Seth’s heart skipped a beat when he noticed Dino’s
eyes widen. He was taking the bait. This could be their ticket out.


“I’d only believe your conviction if you killed
Seth. Because you never finished that job, did you? You prefered to murder
Tassa instead,” Dino said. “If you really are ready to do what it takes, then
show me.”


Domenico sat in silence for long enough to make
his feelings clear


Dino gave a deep sigh. “That’s what I thought.
You’re a faggot, and on the inside you’re soft too. I’m only disappointed in
myself that I hadn’t spotted it earlier. A man like you would never be accepted
as a leader.”


Domenico sneered. “I could have done a much better
job as Don than you.”


Dino stepped closer. Was Dom baiting him into
proximity? “You’re a cockroach that just won’t die! But I will see to that
now!”


Chao pushed the door open and entered in a fresh
shirt. His wife wouldn’t even know that he’d been involved in a fight if she
saw him again, provided he kept her away from the house during necessary
repairs.


“I might not understand your language, but I know
threats when I hear them. Shall I remind you of our agreement?” He asked Dino,
whose mouth shut as he took in Domenico and Seth with contempt radiating off
his entire body.


Seth’s muscles turned into lead, but he stayed
still with eyes trained on the faces of the two men who held his and Dom’s
lives in their hands. His own father was happy to push him off a cliff because
he hadn’t risen up to Dino’s vision of violent masculinity. He had no idea what
Seth had been through and what he’d done in the past seven years, but Seth
would gladly show him what he’d learned, given half the chance. Far from the
frightened young guy Dino had appointed as his successor, he could be as deadly
as Domenico.


Dino spoke after a few tense seconds. “Fair
enough. I suppose there’s no point in throwing away meat that can still bring
profit.” His gaze hardened. “But if I ever see them again, I’ll make sure
you’re sorry you ever initiated contact with me.”


Chao’s mouth stretched into a smirk, and he didn’t
move by an inch when Dino walked past him. Seth listened to the footsteps
growing more distant, but instead of relief, he felt dread. Meat? Were
they to be sold for body parts?


He met Dom’s gaze, and for the briefest moment, it
almost seemed like his man was smiling.


Maybe their end would be quick and painless at
least. Most of all, they would both go together.


Chao let out a soft laugh, which had Seth
recoiling.


“I can see you’re already content with your fate.
Didn’t expect anything else from two dirty cocksuckers.”


Next to Seth, Domenico took a deep breath. “Chao.
Don’t be stupid. I’ve got a shitload of cash. Whatever he pays, I can double.”


But Chao didn’t look at them. Stepping back, he
gestured at someone beyond the door, and three men walked in, carrying small
cases in hands protected by latex gloves. Seth’s heart drummed, its speed
reaching a peak where breathing was beyond impossible.


“Prepare them for the buyer,” Chao said and
stepped outside.


A metal syringe glinted in one hand, but before
Seth could have choked out anything, Domenico dashed from his place and kicked
one of Chao’s men in the shin. The bastard fell like a log, and Dom grabbed him
with his thighs. The man approaching Seth turned to help his companion, but
Seth reacted on instinct and put his legs in the way, making his adversary
stumble.


A blood-curdling shriek came from the side, and
Seth’s stomach twisted when he saw fresh blood on Dom’s face. But it wasn’t his
own. Chao’s man looked around from above a bloody gash where his nose used to
be. When Dom spat out the piece of meat he’d bitten off, the bastard helplessly
tapped it.


But the third man moved in, and before Seth could
have warned Domenico, a needle sank into his neck. H let out a choked cry when
the clear eyes he loved so much rolled back, and Dom’s body went limp.











Chapter 9 – Domenico


Domenico was a pawn on a chessboard so huge he
couldn’t see the edges beyond the black and white tiles reached by faint light.
The men on either side of him were physical manifestations of shadow. His
opponents? Faceless figures of steel. His heart beat faster as air brushed his
bare skin, streaming toward the other end of the board. The hum that followed
was so low it didn’t sound even remotely human, but when Domenico looked up,
icy darts pierced his skin and kept him in place. 


He couldn’t escape Federico’s gaze. Not here, not
ever.


The giant towering over Domenico could squash him
with one move of his hand, but instead Federico stroked Dom’s naked chest with
the tip of his finger. Disgust made nausea rise in his throat, but there was no
time to ponder any of that when Seth stood nearby, naked except for the crown
on his head. He looked around the giant chessboard in confusion. 


Federico’s smile became wider, until even his gums
showed, and he played not one, but several pawns, pushing them forward. Instead
of attacking Domenico, they ganged up on Seth, and when Domenico saw them in
the light radiating off Seth’s crown, he understood who they were. The Triad.


He wanted to jump right in and protect Seth but
couldn’t move until the other shadowy figure above didn’t prod him forward with
signet-adorned fingers.


Dino leaned over the chessboard, his face
obscuring the light, but Domenico could read every movement, hear every breath
taken by the enemy. Guns appeared in his hands out of nowhere, and when he
pulled both triggers at once, bodies started piling up until blood reached his
feet in bright red rivulets.


Seth captured his gaze, still afraid, still unsure
of where he stood, but before Domenico could have joined him, Dino snapped his
fingers making Dom fall through the black tile and into nothingness.


“There you are. You’ve been gone for too long,
when there’s so much to strive for at home,” said the softest of voices as he
raised his head from a thatch of warm grass.


Domenico recognized his mother even before he saw
her, and dragged himself to his knees in the fragrant darkness of her garden.
Dressed in yellow, she smiled at him from the porch of their home, not at all
bothered by Domenico’s nakedness, as if he were still a little child who needed
no modesty.


Domenico’s clothes hung on a line of laundry, and
she took them off one by one. Her high heels clicked against stone tiles as she
approached and handed him the pile of fabric.


“I always knew you’d accomplish amazing things,”
she said with a smile as bright as the sun he might never again see.


The fresh scent of her favorite washing powder was
so visceral Domenico could almost touch it. Everything in the garden seemed
more tangible than he remembered. The lemons were the size of two fists,
hanging from the tree and making it bend with their weight, the flowers—as big
as heads.


Domenico’s mother stepped closer and put her
gentle fingers on his shoulders. The soft, flowery perfume she carried was the
essence of home and made the garden behind her blur when all he could focus on
was her face. 


“Are you hungry?” she asked, but there was an
intensity in her eyes that communicated something far less mundane than dinner.


A bike honking just outside the garden made
Domenico flinch, but Mom patted his chest. “Go, but don’t be late,” she said,
and Domenico’s feet moved on their own accord along the little cobbled path out
of the garden.


Seth sat on his sports bike, handsome and
confident when he smiled with appreciation. “You look so hot in the suit,” he
whispered when Dom sat behind him but didn’t wait for an answer and rode off so
fast Dom buried his face in the broad back.


Dust shot up from under the wheels and made Dom
shut his eyes. He opened them again when the air filled with the scent of the
sea. The bike was gone, but Seth held his hand and led him through the Villani
vineyard as the moon shone brightly above their heads.


Dom’s stomach clenched when he realized they were
heading to the well where he’d spent the worst, most frightful moments of his
life, after Dino had him dumped there as punishment for hurting Seth. He wanted
to ask Seth to choose a different route into the villa, but nothing came out of
his mouth.


He could swear a shadow moved along the rows of
grapevines but he couldn’t identify what it was. When they got to the well, Seth
sat on its stone edge and spread his legs, inviting Domenico with a smile and
open arms.


But the shadows darkened around them, the scent of
sickly sweet grapes became nauseating, and when Domenico took a step closer,
someone put a hand on his shoulder.


“You know what to do,” whispered Tassa, and even
without looking back, Domenico knew his father had been the one to stalk after
them earlier.


He caught a glimpse of the familiar face when
Tassa handed him a knife. “If you want to take over, like you were meant to, do
what’s necessary.”


Kill Seth. Remove him from the chessboard forever.


Seth watched Dom with endlessly sad eyes. He was
resigned to his fate, whatever it might be.


Tassa patted Domenico’s shoulder. “You’re better.
Stronger. Smarter. You’re my blood, and it’s your destiny to succeed.”


Domenico shoved the knife straight into his
father’s heart.


The shocked face disappeared, blown away by a gust
of wind, as if it had never been there. Domenico turned to smile at his king,
but Seth was gone, his crown left on the edge of the well. But Domenico’s heart
knew better than to worry. He embraced what needed to be done and jumped into
the well without hesitation


Neither the damp smell, nor the dead mice in the
tunnel could repulse him or steer him off his path. Through cobwebs, through
dust, Domenico made his way to the wine cellar under the Villani mansion. To
his true target—Santo.


Dom’s heart pumped like crazy, and he envisioned
ways in which he could push the young Don off the throne that rightfully
belonged to him. But as he approached the stairs leading to the surface, he saw
an open door that didn’t belong in the cellar. 


A bright aquamarine with floral carvings. The door
to Federico Villani’s home. 


Domenico didn’t hesitate and entered.


“Finally,” said Federico from the shadows. When he
switched on his lighter, all the candles in the room awoke with fire, revealing
Seth standing by an empty armchair across from Federico.


On a small table in the middle rested an antique
chessboard and Domenico knew it was the one he’d stood on before, tiny,
meaningless, just a pawn.


Seth met Domenico’s gaze and pulled out the empty
armchair for him to sit. 


When Dom took his place opposite Federico and Seth’s
hands squeezed his shoulders, he knew exactly what to do. 


 


*


 


Domenico’s head rolled to his shoulder, and he let
out a choked groan. He felt as if he were floating inside a sensory-deprivation
tank at first, but once he recognized the solidity of the cool floor and the
weight of his own body, awareness started ripping apart the cocoon of peace.
His body ached, pulsing as if pockets of acid were about to burst in his torso
and burn through tissue, but as his mind became more alert, the oddness of an
itchy sensation all over his skin came to the forefront.


He opened his eyes, half-hoping that the whole
trip to Singapore was part of the strange dream, but the walls of bare concrete
stared back at him. He took a lungful of air, as if he’d been drowning without
the presence of water, but when he tried to get up, the cuffs pulled his naked
back to the thick bar.


A stiffness penetrated his muscles when he was
pulled back into a reality where he was naked, and where his body felt itchy
and raw not only because bruises were forming on his ribs but also because his
skin was bare.


Bare, as if all his hair had been scratched away.


Fighting against the force that constricted his
chest, he took a deep breath and glanced between his thighs, where his groin
area was smooth too, his cock exposed in a way that had his balls shrinking.


Now that he thought about it, his anal region felt
odd too, and as heat burst into his head, bringing in the possibilities of what
that meant, his gaze trailed to the side, where Seth sat against the wall in
much the same position as before, but he too was stripped, his thick body hair
gone to leave a bare canvas spotted with a handful of scars and sprouting
bruises. He was asleep, his mouth hanging open, just like he had been when
strangers undressed him and touched him in the most intimate places. Just like they
had Dom.


Fury bloomed deep in Dom’s chest, and he let out a
hollow scream, rattling the cuffs against the steel rod holding him in place.
He thrashed until his joints were on the verge of snapping like twigs, but the
pipe wouldn’t budge.


“Oh, Goddamn you, Chao!” Domenico shouted, but the
struggle did nothing but put his body through more strain, so he took a deep
breath and looked around. He couldn’t lose his mind to anger or panic, but the
bare nature of the room, and the heavy steel around his wrists left very little
space for creativity.


They were indeed fucked, and the possibilities
floating through Domenico’s head were like mines about to rip his mind apart.
Chao had sold them like cattle, and like meat prepared for packaging, they’d
been stripped of the undesirable bits, to be handed to whoever was willing to
pay up.


And that fucking scared Dom.


He’d met cruel people in his life. He’d met people
with no morals or remorse, but those who felt men and women could be taken as
property, stripped of humanity, were the worst of them all. And now he’d
presented his own hands for cuffing and taken Seth with him.


What the hell had he been thinking? After years of
living the peaceful life of a civilian, he was no longer at the top of his
game. Yes, he did keep his physical performance at an optimal level, but
training, even if tough, wasn’t the same as facing real danger. Shooting in a
range or playful wrestling with Seth had little in common with facing off
against a real opponent in a life or death situation. 


But he’d been too proud, too confident, like every
time he’d sank into deep shit in the past. He should have learned his lesson by
now, but he clearly wasn’t cut out to lead, no matter what Dino had told him.


Dino. The fucking snake. Ready to let his own
children devour one another just to prove a point. For the first time in his
life, Domenico was glad he didn’t share any of his DNA with that reptile. If he
wasn’t afraid for his mother’s safety, he would have spat the truth into Dino’s
face. The bastard might be old, but there was one thing he hadn’t learned in
his wasted life. Blood meant nothing when it came to family. Both Mark and
Angelica were as his as if they were his flesh, and Domenico loved them both
more than Dino had ever loved his own sons.


A soft moan pulled him out of the well of his grim
thoughts, and his heart once again rattled at the sight of Seth naked. Dom
didn’t even know if someone hadn’t already violated Seth when he’d been under.
The thought itself was so revolting nausea rose in his throat. 


Seth was his and his only. His to touch. His to
adore.


And yet he hadn’t been able to protect Seth from
strangers’ hands when they handled Seth’s body as if it were a lawn to mow. All
the body hair that Dom so loved, gone. They were lucky their heads had been
spared, but Dom supposed the buyer’s preference was the only reason for
it.


“Wh-what?” Seth muttered, still groggy, and pulled
his legs up to his chest.


“I’m here. We were sedated,” Domenico said and
moved his foot to rest on Seth’s shin, because he couldn’t take his hand like
he desperately wanted to.


Seth looked at his leg with a scowl, his breath
faster now. “The fuck? Dom? The fuck? They shaved us?”


Domenico’s jaw clenched so hard he needed to will
it open to get rid of the ache in the sides of his head. “We are being sold.”


The tension on Seth’s face was like razors slicing
Dom’s very soul. All he wanted was to stand in front of Seth and hide him from
what was to come, but there was no running from reality.


“Together?” Seth’s voice was barely audible, but
his question reflected one of Domenico’s biggest fears. Were they to be sold to
different people, Domenico might never find him again, even if they survived
what awaited them.


“I don’t know,” he said after a moment’s
hesitation. There was no point trying to charm reality into what it was not, no
matter how sharp the truth was when it sank into his chest. “Whatever happens,
we will be back together. Remember that.”


Seth nodded, but he hunched his shoulders, and
with his hands cuffed back, he had no means to hide the tears rolling down his
face like physical manifestations of Domenico’s failure. “Do you have any…
indication of what will happen? Knowing Chao? I’m guessing they didn’t shave us
because they need us as cage fighters.”


Domenico had refused to acknowledge his worries
earlier, but now that the question had been voiced, he had no choice but to
confront it, no matter how violently his brain fought not to. “He did say
something about us being gay.”


“Fuck. Fuck! How is this happening? What… what’s
the best thing to do? Should I go with whatever they throw us into?”


Domenico refused to look away no matter how much
Seth’s anguish stabbed into him, because Seth was desperate for guidance and
support.


He had answers for Seth, even if they made him
feel sick. “Pride is worthless sometimes. As long as you live, you have a
chance to survive. Move on. Forget,” he whispered, making himself capture
Seth’s gaze, no matter how much pain it caused him to know that he’d pulled the
man he loved into this trap.


He wouldn’t be able to protect him from things to
come.


Rape was almost a given at this point. The only
question was what kind of monster had paid for their flesh, because that could
dramatically alter their outcome.


Seth took big gulps of air through his mouth time
and time again. “I don’t want to lose you.”


Pain speared Dom with such force it was as if his
heart was physically breaking from grief, but the choking sensation, the
tightness, the knowledge that there was nothing he could do wouldn’t
kill him. “I don’t want to lose you either. But we need to be smart. You do
what you have to, and survive.”


Seth gave a slow nod, his eyes drying up. “And if
they force us apart, I’ll do everything in my power to find you, but you can’t
do anything stupid either, okay? No going all psycho just because something’s
happening to me.”


“This used to be easier when I was younger,”
Domenico said despite choking up. “But I can do it. I can stay calm for
both our sakes.”


Seth let out the saddest chuckle Dom had ever
heard. “How was it easier? You used to be the most jealous psycho ever. You
kicked me out of the house and changed the locks because I went out for coffee
with a friend.”


Domenico laughed and rubbed his toes along Seth’s
leg in silent support. Maybe all Seth needed was a bit of humor. “I was no
angel. You chose a man with a terrible personality.”


“I suppose that says more about me than about
you,” Seth said, looking straight into Dom’s eyes with a tenderness expressing
that he saw Domenico like no one else could. All of him. Seth knew the good,
the bad, the terrible, and he still wanted Domenico. They’d been through
sickness, health, broken limbs, broken noses, arguments ending in tears, and
weaknesses too shameful to admit to anyone else. 


And he still loved Domenico.


“Yes. That you are the best man I know,” Dom
whispered, his chest welling up with emotion that reflected back at him in
those warm brown eyes.


The lock clicked open, and he pulled away from
Seth, ready to protect him in any way he could. Dom’s heartbeat was the only
thing he could hear when Chao entered, followed by a tall, well-built stranger
in gray slacks and a tidy blue shirt. 


There was nothing out of the ordinary about his
handsome-ish features or blond hair until he gasped at the sight in front of
him as if he’d been presented with a custom-made car. “You’ve outdone
yourself,” he said to Chao, who smirked.


Mother. Fucker.


Domenico could already imagine himself peeling the
bastard’s face off with his teeth, biting off a prominent mole above his lips,
but he stayed silent, knowing that there was an unsaid this time at the
end of that sentence. Whatever happened to that blond sicko’s purchases
after they outlived their usefulness to him, Domenico would have to make sure
he acted before that became their fate too.


The buyer raised his hand, jiggling two metal
rings with some devices attached on the inner side. The sight of them was so
shocking Dom’s brain didn’t at once recognize the items as collars. But that
was what they were. Domenico couldn’t have hated the bastard more. Or at least
that was what he thought until the fucker stepped closer to Seth. His
well-manicured yet so-dirty hands hadn’t even touched Seth, but the sheer fact
that he stood close to Dom’s man with the intent of owning, had Dom’s
blood boiling. His own advice about being pliant could prove impossible to
follow.


“So, you’re saying they’re a couple? Is he the
butch one?” the buyer asked, leaning over Seth with keen interest glinting in
his green gaze. He was by no means tiny, but if Seth were free to move, he
could have crushed the bastard’s head with his bare hands. And if Domenico
could have reached him, he would have eaten his nose too.


“I don’t ask such questions,” Chao said, avoiding
Dom’s gaze when heat trailed up Domenico’s body at the indignity of it all. He
couldn’t fucking believe he’d ended up in this pathetic position. This was not
where he belonged. His place was with a gun in hand, in the line of fire, not
collared like a dog.


His destiny was to lead, not submit.


The buyer pulled on a pair of latex gloves, and it
threw Dom off for a moment, but when the man touched Seth’s chin, Domenico’s
body hair would have bristled if he had any left. “You may call me Master, and
I will collar you now. If you misbehave, there will be consequences.
Understood?”


Seth avoided the buyer’s eyes, but nodded, keeping
his face slack to the point where Domenico couldn’t recognize whether he was
sad or furious. To think that this pathetic man was now free to take Seth out
of here, violate him, rape him, toy with him, filled Domenico with the rage of
a thousand volcanoes, but he reined in the beast inside him. For Seth’s sake
and for his own.


The collar wasn’t a simple trinket, and as
Domenico took in the small black box attached to the band, dread clawed into
his flesh.


It was a goddamn shock collar, and it locked
around Seth’s neck.


His breath turned into a wheeze when Domenico
watched their new owner’s fingers slide up Seth’s smooth tan chest and
cup a pec as if it was his to touch. Anger pushed to the surface like lava
right before an explosion.


“He’s not a dog,” Dom growled, fury keeping his
jaw locked halfway.


Seth gave him a frown that said shut up,
but how could Domenico stay silent when the goddamn stain on humanity rubbed
the scar where Seth’s nipple had been.


“No, he’s much more than that.” The owner turned
to Chao. “I expect a discount for this imperfection.”


Domenico swung his leg and kicked the fucker’s hip
hard enough to make him fall over. Heat filled his skull, expanding until every
bit of his skin burned. “Take your fucked-up hands off him!”


Shock reflected back at him from the bastard’s
green eyes, but before Dom could have felt satisfaction, Seth released a choked
whine, jerking in place with pain twisting his features.


“You were saying?” the buyer asked in a cold voice
and released a button he was holding on a small remote Dom hadn’t initially
noticed. Only then did Seth’s body slump to the floor.


Bastard.


Goddamn bastard.


Dom’s veins filled with hatred rather than blood.
The beast in him demanded satisfaction. It wanted to scream and maim the man’s
tanned skin, but one glance at Seth, who still shuddered, recuperating from the
electric shock, was enough to put a muzzle on Dom.


He said nothing.


Their new owner cocked his head, his shapely lips
almost forming a pout. “Isn’t an apology in order?” He pointed to the remote
attached to his wrist like a watch, and while Domenico was completely focused
on the freak who’d bought them like two dogs to play with, he did see Seth’s foot
flinch at the edge of his vision. 


Temperance had never been a strong side of his,
but he would have to exercise it if he wanted to get close enough to this
shithead. In due time, he’d get to feed him his own cock, but that time wasn’t
now.


“I apologize.”


The owner raised his eyebrows.


“I apologize, Master,” Domenico said,
wishing he could wash his mouth with bleach to wipe that title off his tongue.


The man’s mouth stretched into a smile, and he
shifted back to his original position. “That’s it. That is the behavior I
expect from my pets. Even the most unruly ones eventually learn their place.”


The fucker was wrong. No one could cage Domenico
Acerbi. Not the police, not the Don, not Federico. Not even his mother. This
rich sadist had no idea who he was dealing with. And Chao? Domenico refused to
look his way now, but if he expected to get rid of Domenico by selling him into
slavery instead of putting a bullet in his head, he’d have another thing
coming. Let the greedy fuck enjoy his dirty money, but one day Domenico would
be back to collect Chao’s head and mince it into pug food.


The owner reached out to Domenico’s hair to pet
it, and the way the fingers tensed despite the remote in his other hand gave
Dom the tiniest bit of satisfaction. “I do appreciate your devotion, don’t get
me wrong. That’s why I got the two of you. It’s not the same to push two
strangers together, you can’t expect real chemistry that way.” 


Domenico swallowed, pulling at invisible threads
in hope he could twist the situation in his favor. “I take it you expect a
show?” he asked, slightly calmer now that he knew the two of them were to stay
together. As revolting as the idea of performing for another man’s pleasure
was, at least it meant they could support one another through it. Domenico was
ready to calm down and take on whatever this stranger unleashed at them.


Chao’s man approached to unbuckle Seth’s cuffs
from the metal bar, prompting him to get to his knees with a gesture. Their new
owner nodded and his pupils widened, as if tormenting couples was his drug of
choice. “You learn quickly, sweetie. How about a kiss then?”


Seth’s jaw muscles twitched as he turned toward
Dom, naked and vulnerable despite that brooding expression Domenico would have
found sexy in different circumstances. Right now, he could read Seth’s rage and
desperation, but also the understanding that they both had to submit if they
wanted out of here together. If they didn’t perform as a couple, this sicko
didn’t have need of them as a couple.


He swallowed and met Seth’s gaze, wordlessly
inviting him closer, even though nausea was already rising in his throat. There
was no point to hesitating, so Seth pressed their mouths together in the most
wooden kiss in the history of their relationship.


Domenico understood. Neither of them agreed to
sell their intimacy, but the fact that they could touch brought comfort he hadn’t
expected out of this nightmare. They could try to make use of both their skills
and support one another, like they always had. In the grand scheme of things, a
fucker turned on by couples wasn’t a curse but a blessing, and if their new
owner and Chao didn’t see that, then they hadn’t seen real love yet. Whatever
happened, Domenico and Seth would prevail. For each other. For their family.


With the softest of groans, Domenico teased his
way into Seth’s mouth, communicating promises of a better future the best way
he knew.











Chapter 10 - Seth


Seth’s neck was still sore after the shock from the
collar, as if he’d fallen and rubbed that spot raw against the asphalt, but the
touch of Domenico’s thigh against his soothed the pain. He took a deep breath,
drawing in the scent of several kinds of aftershave in the moving vehicle. He
was blindfolded, but light would have seeped through fabric if there was any,
so it was likely they were being moved to their new Master’s home in the back
of a van.


He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, and had
little to go on in terms of assessing distance, but with the vehicle making
barely any stops, he assumed they weren’t going back to the city center. 


Dom was so close. Close enough their shoulders and
knees touched without much effort, and since the doors had closed, he’d
experienced an intense need to make use of that proximity and talk to him. The
space drowned in silence, and the scent of masculine perfume could be a
leftover from some earlier ride, but just as he was about to open his mouth and
whisper, someone shifted all too close, freezing Seth on the spot.


Never in his life had he imagined himself in such
a position, and he’d been through a whole swamp of shit. Maybe it was his blind
spot to assume a man like him, of his size, of his fighting skill, wouldn’t be
of interest for sex trafficking. He’d imagined underage boys or twinky beauties
stolen from their homes, but as long as there was a buyer, anyone could be a
target. He should have learned that lesson back in Louisiana where they’d found
all types of people kept under lock and key.


Being abducted for ransom, tortured for
information, or blackmailed--that he had envisioned--but to be fondled by
another man? One smaller and soft-spoken at that? It made him uncomfortable on
so many levels he didn’t even know where to start.


Should he take the first opportunity to bite into
the buyer’s jugular? Not when he wasn’t on his own, because Dom’s safety was
like a muzzle made of flesh and bone. He would never take such risk.


The hairs on his nape rose when the vehicle came
to a brief stop, but the drive went on for another minute or two before the
engine stilled. For split seconds, Seth could only hear his own breath, but
then the man who accompanied them at the back moved and opened the door,
letting in damp air perfumed with flowers and cut grass.


The van shook when he jumped off to the tune of a
conversation going on beyond the metal walls, and Seth rapidly spun his head
toward Dom, wanting to speak, but his mouth met the familiar lips, and he
curled his toes when the sweetness of their connection drizzled down his body,
soothing all fears, even if for only a moment.


“We do what he says,” Domenico uttered in the
softest of whispers, blowing warm air at Seth’s skin as he spoke.


Nodding was all Seth could muster, because his
throat was tight both with fear and such utter fury he could’ve burned down
cities. He stole another kiss, one given in the darkness, meant just for them.


When Seth turned to face the noise of shoes
hitting the floor of the van again, bright light penetrated the fabric
blindfold, but before he could have done anything about it, the goon pulled him
roughly toward the doors by the arm. The forced movement was so abrupt Seth
stumbled outside and had to bend over with his legs wide to regain balance and
avoid hurting himself on the burning asphalt under his feet.


His head pulsed with worry as he took in the rich
scent of the garden, the breeze cooling skin that already felt hot from the
sun. The air reminded Seth of exotic vacations, but the cuffs on his wrists and
the pebble digging into his heel reminded him that he wasn’t here for his own
pleasure, and there was no point in lying to himself he and Dom would be fine.
But they still needed to survive.


“Careful with the merchandise. Would you have
appreciated if I handled your things this way? I don’t think so,” said the
smooth, soft voice Seth recognized as their owner’s. “Uncover their eyes. I
want to show them their new home.”


Behind Seth, Domenico must have also been taken
out of the van, but as rough fingers yanked off the blindfold, tugging on his
hair in what didn’t exactly feel like an accident, Seth focused on the sight in
front of him.


The house resembled two flat display cases
sandwiched between concrete slabs, with wooden elements thrown in and a set of
curtains obscuring a section on the second floor. The modern interior, or at
least what Seth could see of it through the glass walls, was as immaculate as a
meticulously-crafted home from The Sims.


A squeeze to his buttock made him flinch, and he
turned to look straight into the buyer’s pleasant face. The man didn’t back
away and kept kneading Seth’s bare ass with his latex clad hand, his gaze
focused, as if this was a test. Seth wasn’t good at reining in his emotions,
but he stood still, acutely aware of the fact that there were four armed guards
watching. It was humiliating, yes, but at this point he was more worried about
the potential consequences of rash actions than his personal space.


His mind disagreed with such treatment on a level
so visceral, the intrusive touch made his throat well up with nausea, but it
was time to face reality. This wasn’t a game. The man was sliding his fingers
from Seth’s ass and up his back because he could, and Seth was powerless
to stop him.


The man met Seth’s gaze with a smile, the dark
mole above his lip so distracting Seth struggled to keep up the eye contact.
“You’re both fine specimens,” he said, glancing behind Seth, where Domenico
presumably stood, forced to watch Seth being fondled by someone else. Any other
time, Domenico would have unleashed mayhem. He’d have broken limbs and cut off
ears, but now he stood still, which was yet another sign of how truly fucked
Dom believed they were.


Seth swallowed.


“It’s a nice house,” Domenico said in a colorless
voice, but the compliment must have pleased their owner, since he grinned,
showing a set of teeth that were too pale for his face.


“Ah, it’s where I rest. The penthouse in the city
center is much more representative in character. One has to put on their person
suit sometimes, am I right?” he asked, as if either of them asked for his life
story. But the guy was vain, they knew so much at least.


One of the guards, young but with a rugged face,
stepped forward after glancing at his phone. “Mr. Anderson, I just—”


One of the others, a tall rogue with dark eyes and
a buzz cut, stepped in and grabbed his shoulder, but the owner’s smile fell,
and he stepped away from Seth to look at the blabbering idiot. Of course
Anderson didn’t want his name known. But before Seth could have thought much of
it, their soft-spoken owner pulled out a gun and shot straight at the young
guard’s head, making Seth’s ears ring.


A part of the man’s jaw burst with bone and flesh,
and he fell with a panicked gurgle, helplessly clutching at his face. Nobody
moved to help him, but when he twitched, trying to get to his knees, Anderson
shot again, packing the projectile into the back of the poor bastard’s head.


The body fell forward, no longer moving.


Anderson scowled at his pale shirt. Do I have
blood on me? Luke?”


The goon shook his head without blinking an eye, seemingly
used to those kinds of questions. Damn, he had to be paid really well to
put up with this. “No, sir.”


Anderson still took his time looking down his body,
but eventually placed the gun on the ground and peeled the latex gloves off his
hands before dropping them on top of the corpse.  He had another pair in
the front pocket of his pants and put them on as he scooted down with a small
package of disinfecting tissues in hand. “I guess I can’t sell you now, so you
better make yourselves useful. Luke, have someone clean this up,” he told the
dark-haired goon and put his gun back into its holster as soon as he was done
wiping it down.


Who. Was. This. Guy.


Seth had assumed him to be some wealthy expat, a
CEO, or a very expensive consultant, who also happened to be a soulless
psychopath, but the ease with which Anderson had handled a firearm, and the
absolute lack of remorse or hesitation when it came to killing someone
suggested a profession far too close to the one Seth had been running from
since boyhood.


Numb with worry, he glanced at Dom, who captured
his gaze, face expressionless only to those who didn’t know him. He too was
worried, but followed Anderson without the need for prompting.


As they approached the glass doors, Seth spotted a
petite figure in the upper floor. Dressed in a maid’s outfit, she was in the
middle of dusting, but a metal collar on her neck, the same kind Anderson had put
on Seth and Dom, proved that she didn’t need to be paid for her discretion.
Neither sad nor excited about the new arrivals, she followed them with a blank
stare, as if she were a robot clad in human flesh, who no longer acknowledged
much about her surroundings.


“Just to get the basics out of the way,” Anderson
spoke as they walked, flanked by Luke and a second goon, who had contrasting
coloring, with blond hair and tanned skin, and a large scar on the chin. His
name was Trey, a fact Seth was desperate to remember. Any piece of information
might be of use once an opportunity to flee presented itself. Because it would eventually
happen. It has to.


Anderson continued through the huge minimalist
space of his living room. All surfaces were smooth, easy to wipe in case
someone died and left behind ugly red stains. “The house is under surveillance
24/7, I’ve got guards in places you wouldn’t expect, and if you really piss me
off, the shock collars can be enough to kill you. All my men have appropriate
devices to use them against you. Is that understood?”


“Yes,” Seth said, but when Anderson looked over
his shoulder, Seth added, “Master.”


These were, without a doubt, the most humiliating
moments of his life. His balls might have been attached to his body, but he felt
like a eunuch. He wanted to puke.


The interior surely cost millions of dollars but
lacked style, with its basic wooden floors, basic leather sofas, glass coffee
tables, and large-scale modern art that felt somehow uninspired. No family
photos. No personal touches. The house must have been either recently purchased
or treated like a hotel. But with sex slaves.


Seth shuddered at the thought, wondering whether
there were more men entrapped here. Would they be forced to perform
alongside them? His gaze licked every surface within sight, but other than
cameras in every single room, he found nothing distinct, nothing that might
help them escape.


The first floor was massive, but Anderson led the
way down a corridor running through the middle of the building, toward the back
of the house where the glass walls revealed a lush garden of thick bushes,
which ensured privacy. The room they entered seemed more customised than the
front of the house, with a few items of clothing in an open closet, and a
signed movie poster hanging behind a large modern desk, but before Seth could
have questioned their presence in a home office, Anderson approached a huge
cubist-style painting on one of the walls.


A brief touch to the side of the frame was
followed by a beep, and the picture budged, revealing itself as a
concealed door. Of course. Can’t have your sex slaves out in the open. What if
mommy paid a visit?


“How did you two meet? I want all the juicy
details,” Anderson said, leading the way downstairs, into yet another cellar.
God, Seth hated cellars. Hated the one where he’d been forced to kill Angelo,
and the one in Toro’s home where he’d witnessed an execution. He’d hated the
one at Chao’s and something told him he would loathe this one most of them all.


The width of the passage forced Seth so close to
Dom that they rubbed shoulders. No matter how many times Seth faced their
present position as reality, it somehow felt like watching someone else's life.
Like it couldn’t have happened to him.


Trey closed the grim procession, blocking Seth’s
way, but the door above remained open, offering a glimpse of hope, even though
Seth knew this wasn’t the time to rebel. They were both cuffed, and their
captors were still in the process of assessing who he and Dom were.


Here was to hoping Chao hadn’t given Anderson any
details about Dom’s past.


Anderson entered a large room with surprisingly
high ceilings supported by smooth pillars. The interior was stylish, even if
somewhat boring due to the dirt-colored walls and a whole array of leather-upholstered
chairs, sofas, and day beds gathered around a sturdy coffee table. There was a
bar on one side, close to the largest flat-screen television Seth had ever
seen. It took up most of the wall and showcased a view of the garden, as if to
imitate a window, but instead of the scent of flowers, the air was heavy with
the odor of cleaning products. At first, the space appeared to be dedicated to
entertaining guests, but its true purpose became clear when Seth noticed that
glass cabinets embedded in the wall didn’t contain trinkets or bottles of
alcohol but lubes and sex toys. The hooks and thick bars attached to the walls
in various places weren’t there for decorative purposes either.


“Do you need me to speak louder?” Anderson asked.


Seth cleared his throat. What was Anderson hoping
to hear? Was he expecting the truth or titillation? “On a cruise. We met on a
cruise.”


Anderson groaned, spinning around to face them.
“Yes, but how?”


“A-at the gym,” Seth mumbled when his brain
refused to cooperate, preoccupied by the lack of perspectives symbolized by
this space. “I approached Gian and complimented his hair.” He glanced to Dom
for help. As if being naked in front of all those people wasn’t bad enough,
talking somehow felt even worse.


Anderson nodded, his gaze straying to Dom. “I do
like the hair. Good thing I kept it, right?” He winked at Seth as if their
shared appreciation for Domenico’s beauty warranted some kind of camaraderie.


“You’re not so bad yourself,” Domenico said,
joining Seth by the sofa as they both watched their captor approach the bar
area. For the briefest moment, the back of Seth’s neck tingled with the
temptation to spin around and run back up the stairs, but Trey’s menacing
presence was tangible even when they couldn’t see him.


Anderson laughed. “Compliments won’t get you
anywhere, but thank you,” he said, placing ice cubes in a clear glass. Not vain
about his looks then, only about the things he owned.


Seth didn’t dare glance Domenico’s way, but his
mind was working overtime. He couldn’t decide whether Anderson had chosen a
couple because he wanted to enjoy their closeness or because he reveled in
breaking love and taking away intimacy, but the fact that he chose to purchase
gay men, not just anyone he liked, did provide some answers.


Domenico inhaled loudly. “What I mean is… there’s
no need for the cuffs. I think we both find you attractive.”


Anderson poured himself some whisky and took a
sip, settling his eyes on them both.


“I know. But if I set you free, the social
contract would have demanded I not only talk but also listen. And I’d have to
make sure you enjoyed yourself. This way, it’s all about me,” he said softly
and sat in one of the chairs. “I like it this way, watching you get dirty
without having to do so myself.”


A droplet of sweat rolled down Seth’s spine as he
struggled with the explosion of fury deep in his chest. “So you will keep us in
cuffs?”


“Oh, no, I will release your hands. I just need to
make sure you understand any violence against me won’t help your position
before that happens. There’s one more rule: you two must shower at least twice
a day. I’ll smell it on you if you don’t.”


Trey reminded everyone of his presence by
reloading his weapon. Cold trailed down Seth’s naked back as he sensed
Anderson’s gaze move over his body, kneading it with invisible fingers. He
didn’t want to give the bastard any ideas, so he didn’t look to the sex toy
cabinets, but he was relieved to know that nothing stored there suggested a
preference for causing pain.


Anderson smiled, watching him as if he could
somehow read Seth’s thoughts. “When did you fuck first? Was it at that gym
where you met?”


Domenico exhaled. “Yes. We hit it off fast, and we
went to my cabin,” he said, clearly trying to fuel Anderson’s fantasy without
laying bare the true nature of their relationship. Seth listened, intent on
remembering every detail of the fake story.


“And now you’re married,” Anderson said with a
smirk, nodding toward their hands. “How adorable for two such prime studs. I
can’t wait to see the two of you in action.”


A flush of heat climbed up Seth’s neck like a slug
he couldn’t shake off. The humiliation of this stranger ogling them as if they
were blow-up dolls to slot together filled him with so much anger he clenched
his hands into fists.


He thought back to Domenico’s words. They would
get through this no matter how much it hurt. At least they didn’t have to
interact with anyone else. Yet.


“Do you want to get married?” Domenico
asked, once again appealing to the human part of that monster, but Anderson
laughed.


“Why would I put myself through all that trouble?
No, I’ll let you play out married life and watch.” He leaned forward, watching
them like a kid greedy for stories. “How did you fuck the first time? Did you
use condoms?”


“Yes,” Dom said.


But Seth said “no,” at the same time. The moment
he realized what he’d done, his skin got even hotter. “Maybe I don’t remember.”


“I always use condoms,” Domenico added, the lie
rolling off his tongue with the same ease he punched people. “But the first
time we did oral only, so we didn’t.”


“Responsible men. I like that. Hope your tests
come out clear,” Anderson told them before focusing his attention on Domenico’s
naked body. “You don’t look like you’ve spent your life at a desk.”


Seth felt his stomach sink. He doubted Chao had revealed
who they were, because then Anderson might have considered buying them too much
of a risk. The last thing they needed was for him to know what reality hid
behind Dom’s many scars. But his husband didn’t lose his cool.


“We were victims of a hate crime. A gang of people
broke into our home and tortured us.”


The best thing about that lie was that it also
explained Seth’s lack of nipples.


Anderson took the bait and scowled. “Savages.”


Like Anderson hadn’t just shot a man outside his
own house.


Seth licked his lips, increasingly aware of their
position and surroundings. From the soft carpet under his bare feet, to the
gentle scent of jasmine in the air, this place became more real by the minute,
and both he and Dom stood naked in front of this psycho.


Anything could happen, and they had to be smart if
they wanted to live and not tell the tale.


“But we survived. We’re both personal trainers
now,” Seth said.


Anderson nodded, his thick mole making his smile
somewhat lopsided. “That’s hot. I bet you have many people proposition you. Is
your relationship open?” he asked as if he hadn’t just cracked it open,
ready to move things around however he wished.


Domenico cleared his throat. “Occasionally.”


Seth’s reaction was so visceral he almost
flinched, but he knew this was a game and managed to bite his tongue. He
glanced to his toes as if he were shy. “For the right person. This… you must
know we’re scared, but we just don’t want to be hurt, okay?” He took a deep
breath and let the tears of helpless fury roll down his cheeks, imitating those
of a man on the verge of a meltdown. He would not let this man fuck them
up.


Anderson’s brows drew together. “No need to be
scared, as long as you follow orders. I don’t understand the whole BDSM
bullshit.”


Domenico stepped closer and rested his cheek on
Seth’s shoulder, which made his smooth black hair roll down Seth’s skin. The
gesture of support pumped warmth into Seth’s system, but it seemed to work on
Anderson too, as the bastard’s smile widened. “Let’s have some fun then. I want
to see your bodies in action. Be good and don’t mess with the rules.”


Seth feigned resignation and shook his head. “We
won’t,” he whispered.


Anderson took a deep breath, his eyes going wider
when he unbuckled his belt. “Who do I want to see fucked first,” he pondered
out loud, and Seth fought back the need to throttle the motherfucker. Anderson
had no idea who he was dealing with.


But despite the disgust pulsing in his throat,
Seth knew suffering through this would be much harder for Dom so he spoke “I
bottom.”


Anderson squeezed his crotch through the black
underwear now visible in his open pants and laughed. “I know I asked you what
you do and like in your private life, but you’re here for my pleasure. So
that’s irrelevant.”


Seth’s stomach twisted when Domenico stayed still,
likely knowing suggesting anything at this point might backfire—a fact Seth
should have considered before opening his mouth. 


Anderson’s forehead wrinkled as he sank into lusty
thoughts, but the devilish smile blooming on his face was not a good sign. “I
think I’d like you to switch things up. It’s visually pleasing to see a man as
big as you on top.”


Visually pleasing?


The fuck was that supposed to mean? So this was
what Anderson was about—using men as advanced fuck toys. His personal fucking
porn, made to order. Seth’s throat clenched so hard he couldn’t speak .Dom
would hate every second of this a hundred times more than Seth. Domenico loved
being in charge, loved calling the shots. Loved to control every situation and
setting he was in. He did not even feel comfortable being seen as someone who
bottomed, and the fact that allowed Seth on top was something very intimate, to
be kept between the two of them only. Not to mention the rape-play about which
they never talked, but just did.


If Anderson was pissing Seth off, Domenico had to
be on the verge of pulling their captor over crushed glass, boiling him alive,
and then setting his fucking house on fire.


Seth was too humiliated by all this to even look
at his man.


“You’d have to uncuff us,” Domenico said after
several seconds that stretched so painfully each of them felt like a drop of
boiling liquid falling to Seth’s nape.


“Trey. Take the cuffs off the big one,” Anderson
said. “And you… Gian, was it?” he asked, pointing his finger at Dom. “Suck him
a bit first.”


Seth felt a cool sensation on his shoulders when
the guard approached and rattled a bundle of keys. The collar lay heavily
around Seth’s neck, and for the briefest moment he hoped that maybe he could
ask for the removal of the collar or somehow wrestle the keys from the guard
once his hands were free, but with Anderson also armed, he and Dom were at a
disadvantage.


He needed to stick to the plan. 


He needed to obey and participate in this
humiliation.


But his brain stopped working when Domenico
stepped in front of him and went down, his face right in front of Seth’s
crotch. His skin had an ashen tint to it now, and seeing him so obedient had
Seth in a state of revulsion. There was something so incredibly wrong
about Domenico obeying anyone when he wouldn’t even say what he wanted most of
the time, instead pulling Seth into games of force.


How Seth was supposed to get hard in this
situation was the big question, but if he didn’t, if he broke down, if he was
unable to perform… would they both end up dead?


“That’s it,” Anderson whispered when Domenico took
Seth’s cockhead into his mouth. 


He sat far enough to activate the collar, were
Seth to attempt an attack in blind fury. But he could also be avoiding
proximity to not get any bodily fluids on himself. Maybe this was a good thing.
If he was too much of a germophobe to have sex, maybe he wouldn’t touch them
much at least. But if that was the case, why had he mentioned some kind of
testing?


Dom’s mouth was as warm as ever, but he didn’t
look up, keeping his eyes shut while he sucked Seth’s soft dick halfway in, as
if he couldn’t stand the pressure of acknowledging that he was doing this in
front of someone else. The cuffs trembled as they unlocked, but even when the
guard took them off, Seth wasn’t sure what to do with the freedom to move. He
feared Domenico didn’t want to be touched, but then the amber eyes opened and
met Seth’s gaze, he traced Dom’s cheekbone with his thumb, even if just in a
gesture of apology.


They both knew how terrible this was, but
prolonging the suffering by denying Anderson a show would lead them nowhere.
The sooner it was over, the better.


Seth took a deep breath and focused on the man he
loved, banishing the truth about this encounter to the far ends of his mind.


“Put your whole body into it. Drill it into him,”
Anderson said from the sofa, and one glimpse at him stroking his own cock had
Seth on the verge of gagging. 


And yet, he rocked his hips as ordered, like he’d
promised Domenico. This could have been so much worse. They weren’t in pain.
They hadn’t been cut into pieces and salted. They hadn’t been told to eat their
own fingers, burned alive or even put in a brothel to fuck twenty men in a row.


This was still better than many alternatives. He just
needed to get on with what was expected of him.


And Dom knew it too, because he pulled away to
caress Seth’s cock with his tongue, his eyes wide, hungry as he let out a
vibrating purr. It was as if someone had turned a switch inside his head,
turning him back into the sexual man he was.


Seth’s fingers glided into Dom’s smooth mane, and
he gently pushed his cock in deeper, watching it slide up Dom’s tongue as the
olive skin gained a rosy undertone, the same way it did during real sex.
Whether this was acting, or whether Dom had decided to pretend they were alone,
Seth had no idea, but if this was what he wanted, then Seth would follow his
lead.


He always would.


“That’s it. You’ll be my hunks of choice for quite
a while, I can already see it,” Anderson rasped, stroking that disgusting
rapist dick of his.


Seth closed his eyes and sped up his thrusts.
Maybe if he came now, he wouldn’t have to fuck Dom in front of Anderson. At
least not today. Would that be so much to ask?


But just as Seth’s cock went rock hard, his balls
pulsing in unwanted excitement thanks to the skill of Dom’s tongue, Anderson
stopped them.


“That’s enough. Face down, ass up, Gian.”


Seth snarled despite his better judgement, and
looked to Anderson with a murderous glare, but their master only offered him an
unpleasant smile. “Is there something you want to say? I don't have much patience when I'm jerking off.”


Seth wanted to, he really did, but Dom pressed his
face to his dick, sandwiching it between his cheek and Seth’s thigh, and he
understood it was a request to leave it be.


“No,” he whispered and watched Domenico roll over,
his muscular body tense, like when they wrestled. Anderson wouldn’t spot the
difference, but Seth could. He was so focused on the way Dom let his hair fall
around his face so it remained hidden that he almost missed the moment Anderson
tossed a bottle of lube at him.


“Go on. I’m ready,” he said, breathing faster now
as he rubbed his chest through cotton.


Something about Domenico kneeling pliantly with
his legs spread was so wrong Seth couldn’t even appreciate his lover’s physical
beauty anymore. This was nothing like the way they fucked when Seth was on top.
Dom was an active man and showed more energy during the laziest of morning
fucks.


But if Seth was to keep up his erection, he had to
get things going fast. He lubed up his cock, and poured a generous amount
between Dom’s buttocks. It was something they rarely did, because Domenico
liked to bottom rough and raw, but Seth would have Dom squirming as little as
possible in front of Anderson, who licked his lips as if his prisoners were two
glazed donuts.


“Yes, grab his hips and ram that thick dick
into him. I want you fucking him so fast you can’t catch your breath,” Anderson
said, jerking off at a frantic pace. “Go on. I’m close.”


Seth’s skull felt as if it had tightened around
his brain, affecting his sight and making him nauseous, but as he hesitated,
shocked by the revulsion the setup made him feel, Domenico spread his legs in
invitation and moved his head against the carpet until some of the dark strands
moved, revealing one of his eyes, and the open lips, which were dark from bite
marks.


“Fuck me, Bastian. Go on. I want your big dick
inside me.”


It sounded so real. So honest Seth was the only
one who knew the real Domenico would have never spoken like this. But it was
his cue to man up and think of their common goal, not his own feelings. Or
Domenico’s, for that matter. 


He rubbed the small of Dom’s back without thinking
and steadied his cock, eyes focused on Dom’s face, to show him that no matter
how humiliating this moment was, Seth was there for him, and that he would do
whatever Dom wanted of him to ensure their survival. They were in this
together.


Domenico let out a choked whine when Seth’s dick
went in. He was tight, tense, but pushed his hips back instead of escaping the
intrusion, so Seth went with it and pushed his hand between Domenico’s thighs.
His cock was also hard, yet Seth had no doubt they both wanted the fucking to
be over with, so he thrust his cock in again and again, holding Dom’s hips and
jerking him off at the same time.


Seth’s mind was a mess of hate, unfulfilled rage
and resentful arousal. Because he was always horny for Domenico. Just not like
this. Not in front of this disgusting stranger. Not when Dom so clearly hated
every second. 


It felt like stealing the cake Mom made for Sunday
lunch, and both enjoying the taste and hating himself for taking it.


Anderson slid to the edge of the sofa to reach
Dom's hair with his shoe and pushed the strands away from the flushed face. The
gesture had Seth so agitated he wanted to slap the fucker’s leg regardless of
consequences. That had to wait for now, but if he got the chance in the future,
he would break all of Anderson’s bones.


Spurred on by his rage, he fucked Dom fast and
hard, but Anderson still beat them to it, and came with a long moan, eyes
rolling between Dom’s face and Seth’s dick entering Dom’s ass.


Seth’s breath caught when he realized some of
Anderson’s revolting spunk had landed in Dom’s hair, and he clawed his nails
into Dom’s hip so hard he only realized what he’d done when Dom winced. His
gaze settled on Domenico’s still-cuffed wrists, on the flushed fingers tightening
with each of Seth’s thrusts, and he shut his eyes, returning to the first time
Domenico had let Seth fuck him. They’d both been so damn horny back then, and
the experience had etched itself on Seth’s memory in golden letters, from the
pressure of the hard, cold floor of the church beneath his knees, to the heat
of Dom’s ass milking Seth’s dick.


The glimpse into the past pushed Seth over the
edge, and he buried his face between Dom’s shoulder blades, still jerking him
off as he filled Dom’s body with his cum.


It was a bittersweet moment, of pleasure taken
despite themselves, but he desperately wanted to be done with it.


He inhaled his lover’s scent, almost forgetting
where they were, but when he opened his eyes, Anderson was still watching,
ogling them as if they were two pieces of meat, an imaginary construct of two
personal trainers who’d gotten married after meeting on a cruise. To him, they
were visually pleasing. 


Even as Domenico came, Seth could only think about
making Anderson regret he’d ever been born, taking revenge on Chao, and
murdering his own fucking conniving piece of shit of a father.


But first, he needed to make sure Domenico was all
right.











Chapter 11 – Domenico


Domenico’s head was so empty every sound created an
echo, leaving him isolated from the world of pristine white tiles in the large
modern bathroom with a reinforced metal door. He backed away against the wall
and took in the egg-shaped tub, the rainfall shower, the utter lack of any
character, but it didn’t matter where they were. In this moment, very little
seemed to matter at all.


Seth kicked the door, swallowing a curse, and
moved along the wall, his gaze seeking something that might be used as a
weapon, but unless they managed to rip the polished faucets off without tools,
there was nothing. The cock cage attached to Seth’s privates infuriated Dom
further. Even in captivity, Anderson needed to stake his claim.


Last time he’d seen Seth’s cock in a cage, it had
been kind of exciting, but this was all about someone else’s control of the man
he loved.


“I tell you this much,” Seth growled, approaching
the bathtub. “He’s gonna regret the day he was born!” He pulled at the faucet,
and it took Domenico a moment to realize he was indeed trying to rip the whole
thing out.


For a moment, Domenico watched Seth express his
anger, but his brain soon caught up with the things that actually mattered, and
he pushed his hair back, ignoring the soreness and discomfort clutching at
every bit of his body. “Stop.”


“How am I supposed to ‘stop’?” Seth turned toward
him with a scowl. “We need fucking weapons for next time. I’m gonna wipe him
off the face of the planet. Enough is enough.”


Domenico took a deep breath, unable to resonate
with the raw fury reflected on Seth’s features. He knew he should—wasn’t he the
angry one in this relationship?—but his mind refused to cooperate, burying
itself deeper in his body as his heartbeat gradually slowed, turning into lazy
yet powerful pumps that made his chest constrict and ache.


He’d entered this place hoping he might be able to
manipulate Anderson, but the bastard knew what he wanted and wouldn’t accept
anything less. He’d taken two men and slotted them together, like playthings.
Their relationship? Only important as long as it provided context for the
bastard’s entertainment, and the chastity cages on their cocks were a sign that
the sex life that was so important to them was no longer their own.


Domenico put his finger across his lips, asking
for silence. The last thing he wanted was for the guards to realize he and Seth
were potentially dangerous.


Seth growled in frustration and let go of the
faucet, leaving fingerprints on its pristine surface. He approached Dom and as
he closed in, his bare feet squeaking against the bleached floor, Domenico
found himself flinching.


“How long will he keep us?” Seth whispered. “He
can’t sell us, we know his face and name. What if… what if we end up trapped
here for years? What the fuck?”


“Then we grit our teeth and wait for the right
moment to strike,” Domenico said in a low voice and stepped into the large
shower stall with no door. He normally enjoyed the post-sexual stickiness. He
liked to smell of Seth’s cum, of his sweat. He enjoyed the raw sensation
between his buttocks after he bottomed. But today, he needed it all off, as if
it wasn’t Seth who’d fucked him but someone else.


Seth went dead silent, but followed him into the
stall. This time, he didn’t attempt to catch Dom’s gaze, and when the water
rained down on them, he didn’t even flinch at the initial coolness of it.


Domenico’s nape tingled as if he were in the
proximity of a predator who might strike at him without warning. He shuddered
at the touch of cold droplets, struggling to make his chest feel less heavy,
but each lungful was like burnt molasses, until even his throat choked on its
bitterness and his eyes stung from the invisible smoke.


All those years ago he’d fought his way out of
submission, humiliation, and a life of servitude, only to be back at someone’s feet.
This wasn’t fair.


“Dom?” Seth whispered. “I’m sorry.”


Domenico’s lips twitched, but he didn’t turn to
Seth until he managed to get his facial muscles under control. “It’s not your
fault,” he said and stepped into the warm rainfall, exhaling when the moisture
sank into his hair, and the fat droplets hit the cramped muscles of his
shoulders. 


He loved Seth. Loved him to the point where he
could share with him what he couldn’t even imagine sharing with anyone else,
and now that bastard Anderson had twisted it up, chewed through it halfway, and
then spat it out. Dom’s head knew what had happened wasn’t their fault, but his
body wouldn’t listen, as if those two parts of him were no longer in sync.


Seth scowled and shook his head, a dark, muscular
shape beyond the water falling all around Domenico. “Yeah, but it’s still
fucked up, and now I’m thinking that maybe we’ve made the wrong choice. Maybe
we should have fought him tooth and nail. Maybe he’d have wanted something else
then. Or we should have created personas that would bore him. I don’t know.”


“We bore him, we die,” Domenico said. The water
created a barrier around him, warm, and pleasant—the one friend who might know
his true feelings. “And neither of us is an innocent baby. We can live through
this.”


Seth nodded and looked away. The invisible barrier
between them was like cellophane. Thin, see-thru, but definitely there. Seth’s
slouched shoulders told one story, but the vein bulging on his forehead, quite
another.


Domenico exhaled, pushing back his wet hair.
“People go through much worse things. We’re experienced. We’re adults. This
won’t break us,” he said, though the doubts he felt about grabbing Seth’s hand
in this moment clawed at the back of his mind and made him bleed.


Seth crossed the non-existent wall for him and
squeezed his fingers. “You’re right.”


Domenico stiffened for only half a second, but
Seth noticed, his eyes widening. Before he might have retreated, Domenico
entangled their fingers so hard his joints hurt. Their eyes met, and the hypersensitive
bubble of personal space around Domenico was breached. His lungs expanded, as
if Seth’s proximity managed to relax him inside and out. He took hold of his
lover’s other hand and pulled him so close barely any space was left between
them.


In the falling water, Seth hugged him so tightly
it hurt, but Dom let it happen because the embrace made him feel more like
himself. His mind had been on the verge of regressing to a time in his life
when Federico had taken so much control, Dom wasn’t even sure who he was.


“They can’t break us, but I don’t want them to
change us either,” Seth said, so close to Dom’s ear he was brushing his lips
against it.


Domenico sighed, but his arms tightened around
Seth too as they stood in their tiny world, surrounded by water. He was ashamed
of what Seth had seen back in the entertainment room. It had been a part of
Domenico he’d cut off raw and left the edges ragged, a glimpse of a past
Domenico had hoped to bury, but which kept hounding him.


“I have you with me now. That alone makes things
so much easier, even if it might not seem so.”


“I’m of no help. If anything, the fact that we
have each other hinders us. I might have taken risks if it was just me, but I
won’t do anything that might backfire on you.” 


Seth’s weight was safety, and Domenico exhaled in
pleasure when his man leaned against him, arms loosely around Dom’s neck. His
presence was a reminder of who Domenico had become. No longer a pawn under the
thumb of people like Federico or Dino, but a family man, and a leader in his
own right.


“I had no one to talk to when Federico took me
under his wing,” Domenico said, shuddering when the name hovered between them
like the stench of a dead rat. “And I still survived.”


Seth tensed, but he kissed the side of Domenico’s
head in the gentlest of ways. This imprisonment really could have been so much
worse. He could have been stuck in here with a stranger, but Seth was there to
hold his hand when his soul ached.


“Because you’re strong.”


Domenico swallowed, rubbing his face against Seth’s
warm chest. His long time with Federico seemed like a bad dream sometimes, but
it was always there, ready to creep back into his mind when he was at his most
vulnerable. “He was, in many ways, like Anderson. He gets off on the fact that
he controls people. So he would test me. He would treat me like shit and make
me feel like shit, as if being his boy made me worthless. So I tried so hard to
be the best in any other way.”


He’d never confessed this to anyone. Not even to
Seth. He’d never wanted to be a victim, but looking back at it all with the
knowledge of what a good relationship was, he couldn’t deny that Federico had
abused him. He’d been fifteen, and no matter how smart he thought he was at the
time, he’d been a stupid little shit hungry to rise in the ranks. And Federico
had played on that hunger, throwing him morsels whenever Domenico got too
unruly.


Seth stroked Domenico’s hair in a way so soothing
Domenico melted into him. “We will make him pay one day. He doesn’t deserve to
live.”


Domenico shut his eyes, and his teeth clenched
when he remembered that the bastard had married his mother just to spite him.
“I wish I could humiliate him the way he humiliated me. I’d fucking make him
pull down his pants and fuck him with a dildo on my fucking lunch break, and
then tell him to leave. I’d isolate him from everyone he loves. But I don’t
want him to think I still care. I want him to think he’s nothing to me. Less
than dust. I enjoy knowing it bothers him,” he said with a shake of his head.
“If he were a normal person, I’d have wished to make him cry, but he wouldn’t.
Not unless I physically tore him apart.”


Seth was the best listener, and the way he gently caressed
Dom’s arm proved that he understood all the pain Domenico tried to
communicate. 


“You must have felt so alone, I’m sorry, Dom. It
should have never happened to you.”


Domenico shut his eyes, breathing in the faint,
watered-down scent of Seth’s body, angry that thinking back to something that had
happened so many years ago still made him agitated to the point where he needed
to control the shaking of his jaw. “I know I always acted like it didn’t
matter, like it had just hardened me, but it’s been awful. Seth, he is a
complete psycho. Sometimes, I swear he’d make me do things only because he knew
I didn’t want to. He’d make me sleep on the floor in a hotel, as if I was a
dog, claiming I had to be ready for all circumstances. He fucked up my attitude
to sex for years, until I saw it only as a power trip and a way to get off. He
even stained our relationship, because when we met as adults, that was all I
could see in you. An opportunity to dominate. A nice body. I hate it. I hate
him. He took five years of my life. For five years I was always on call, like a
dog on a leash. And I fucking hate Anderson. But I know what I’m up against,
and I’ll manage, even if it’s hard.”


He let out a soft exhale and pulled away to meet
Seth’s gaze, still holding on to his hands. “I have this… persona that makes
things easier. Lets me get out of my own head and be there while not being
there, if that makes sense. That wasn’t me, okay?” he asked, painfully
embarrassed.


“We’ll both do what we have to do. I just… I wish
it was me, because I feel it’s harder for you.” Seth was an open book to him
when their eyes met. The guilt and worry painted all over his face made Dom
give him a little peck on the lips. 


“This isn’t easy for anyone. But we have each
other,” he said and sank into another kiss, enjoying the relief of closeness.
There weren’t many things that could break him, but if he were stuck here on
his own, uncertain about Seth’s fate, he might have lost his mind.


Seth chuckled. “And look, we’re back to you
pulling me up.”


His words put Domenico at ease, and he glided his hands
down Seth’s sturdy form, just enjoying the closeness. “Makes me feel more like
myself already.”


The cellophane was gone. Maybe it had never really
been there after all.


Seth gave Domenico a soft kiss that was just theirs,
not for show. “That is you. Strong, always there for me, wherever you lead, I
follow—yes,” he said as Dom opened his mouth to speak, “even here. I chose to
follow you, so don’t apologize.”


Domenico looked back at him in silence. Their
lives had been entwined from the start, from Dom’s most humble beginnings, but
when they’d crashed back into each other’s paths seven years ago, the two fates
everyone had tried to separate had grown together, until nobody could discern
one from the other. They were that close. For all intents and purposes, one,
but in two bodies. Forever.


“I won’t. I’ll come up with a way to get us out of
here,” Domenico said, rubbing his nose against Seth’s. The humiliation from
earlier was still fresh, but Seth’s presence made it fade into the background.
The cocoon of warm water made it easier to pretend they weren’t imprisoned, so
he chose to fool himself for now.


“We have to. Not just for ourselves, but for Mark
and Angelica. They would never know what happened to us, which is bad enough,
but you know Mark. He thinks he’s the shit. He would come here looking for us.
He knows we went to Singapore. He could end up entangled in this when all we
want for him is a life where he doesn’t have to sleep with one eye open.”


Domenico’s jaw set. Seth was absolutely right. He
knew Mark would have pushed until it got him in trouble. His drive was as
strong as Dom’s, but his instincts and contacts? Not so much. He couldn’t let
their boy get in trouble because of this. “It won’t come to that. We are family
men. It’ll be our priority.”


Seth slid his fingers along Dom’s jaw. For a while
he looked as if he wanted to say something, but then just kissed Domenico
again, and it triggered no anxiety this time. After the nauseating performance
for Anderson, Dom had half-expected wanting to avoid Seth’s touch in the
immediate aftermath, but he didn’t. Seth was and would always be his
consolation.


He only pulled away when he heard metallic noises
outside the shower. He switched off the rain of water and waited, staring at
the steel door with wariness filling his bones. In his mind, he could already
see cattle prods in their future, but when the lock clicked, someone unexpected
stepped in, making him cover his caged privates with both hands.


A young Asian woman with long, smooth hair tied
back into a low bun, walked into the bathroom, her gaze dropping the moment she
realized they were both naked. She was young, vulnerable, but Domenico wouldn’t
be above using her as their stepping
stone if need be. Unless they could work out something else, since the collar
on her neck proved she was Anderson’s prisoner too.


She pointed to a stool by the bathtub. “I brought
towels. Food will be served in the bedroom.”


Domenico wished her gone but knew that she might
be a perfect ally as well, so instead of waiting, he stepped toward the stool
and wrapped the towel around his hips. “Thank you. I’m Gian. And this is
Bastian,” he said, keeping away, to be as non-threatening as possible while
naked. He tossed Seth the other towel.


“My name’s Isla. I’m here for all your needs,” she
said in a dull tone and wouldn’t meet Dom’s eyes. She wore very little makeup
and was short, petite. With a face like hers—round, with a small nose and eyes,
her age might have been anything between sixteen and twenty-five.


Seth moved toward her, but she stepped back right
away. “It’s okay, we’re all in the same boat, huh?” he said and pointed to her
neck.


“I’m not sure,” she said after a moment’s
hesitation. Her body language spoke of fear and extreme discomfort, and
Domenico lapped that up like the sweetest nectar. Information, even trivial,
might be their ticket out of here.


“How long have you been here?” he whispered


Her full lips pressed together. “Three months.”
Hesitation made her stall, trapped between the need to approach and run out of the
bathroom, but her expression hardened, and she walked past Seth to switch on
the shower. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Please don’t make this harder
on yourselves. There’s no way out of here.”


Domenico’s jaw clenched, but the fact that she was
willing to speak to them at all was already an asset. “We have children we need
to take care of. We need to try,” he said, deciding to appeal to her feminine
instincts.


Isla bit her lip, looking away. “I think the
collars have a range. If you ever make your way into the gardens, running for
it is your best bet, but I make no promises.”


A knock on the door made her flinch and all but
run off, but Domenico had already gotten some of the answers he wanted.


He would not stay a slave to anyone’s whims.











Chapter 12 - Domenico


Days and nights became abstract concepts. Domenico
had tried to rely on his inner clock, certain he knew what time it was, but
being kept in a room with no windows had taken its toll. He didn’t know how
many days had passed since their imprisonment, but it might have been up to a
week. Last time Anderson had them let out of the cellar, Domenico had been
positive it was late at night, since he’d been so sleepy, but when he’d been
taken upstairs once, bright sunlight assaulted his senses.


And then there was that time when Anderson had
them put to sleep for God knew how long. They woke up dizzy, with aches in
their muscles and bandaged injections on their inner elbows. Domenico didn’t
want to know what happened to them when they were out.


He wished he’d never have to find out. It no
longer mattered.


What occupied Dom’s mind when he couldn’t sleep
was the safety of his family, and the less they knew about Domenico and Seth’s
fate, the better. He hoped Mark would act as usual and be too preoccupied with
his boyfriend to call them without prompting. He hoped Giulia would give them
space and not notice her employers’ curious absence either, but there was only
so long his and Seth’s disappearance could stay unnoticed. And once Mark found
out about the radio silence, he would come here, and he would prod, and he
would find his doom as well.


They needed out of here, and fast.


Domenico watched his toes curl against the
laminate floor in their bedroom-cell. It looked like a standard hotel room,
complete with a mini fridge for drinks and a TV that only played gay porn. All
things considered, Anderson kept them in relative comfort, which allowed mental
and physical regeneration after the humiliating interactions with their captor.


He wondered where their things were, but the fact
that neither of them had been asked to unlock their phones with their
fingerprints suggested everything might have been disposed of.


Maybe it was for the better.


Seth stared at a large potted plant hidden behind
a Plexiglas wall. From the other side of the see-thru plastic, fluorescent
light gave the interior an otherworldly glow.


“Do you think Dana would step in as a mother if we
never came back?” Seth asked from the bed in a soft voice that gave Dom chills
nevertheless, because the question sounded too much like a suggestion that Seth
had given up.


“We will go back. Otherwise, we might as
well kill ourselves already,” Domenico told him, staring at the blank TV
screen. 


Since they’d been locked in, dark thoughts were a
constant threat, waiting for Domenico to stop a brief moment of banter with
Seth to invade his peace, crawling under the comforter when he settled to sleep
and pinching his flesh, as if to remind him it was no longer his own.


He’d always considered himself strong, but the enslavement
hit him hard, and left no doubt that his skills, his emotions, his thoughts
didn’t matter as long as Anderson enjoyed seeing him getting fucked. It was as
if he wasn’t Domenico Acerbi anymore, because Domenico Acerbi wouldn’t have
accepted this.


To show the world who he was, he’d need to fight
tooth and nail, until he was bruised, bleeding and broken, but he couldn’t risk
his life and rebel, because that would mean Seth’s torture.


He was trapped with the vilest of threats—to the
life of a loved one. They both were.


Seth spoke after a long pause. “Just
hypothetically though. She’d be an awful mother. She’d ruin Angelica’s life.”


Domenico shut his eyes and slid off the bed to
pace in the one area that provided enough room for a mock-walk. It was ironic
that Seth, whom Domenico used to consider mentally weak, was taking their
situation so much better than him.


“If the worst happens, I hope Giulia does the
right thing and takes her to Mark. But I think you don’t have to worry. If I’m
gone, Dana won’t even have to pretend she’s interested in her kid.”


“How long until we should call it quits? A year?
Two? How would we even know how long passed? Or will it not matter, because
we’ll just get depressed and want to kill ourselves because of lack of vitamin
D?” Seth groaned and rubbed the back of his head.


“Is that a real question, or is that your way of
complaining without actually complaining?” Dom asked, speeding up along his
route around the small table, which Isla meticulously cleaned for them every
single day. He needed to stay active. That was the only thing keeping the dark
thoughts at bay.


“I guess that last bit was exaggerated, but
honestly? It’s not like we’re gonna grow old here.” Seth punched the wall
without much force.


Domenico laughed, shaking his head. “No. He
doesn’t want old,” he said and approached Seth, cupping his face in both
hands. 


A sense of despair curled on his shoulders when he
realized that if they failed to play their cards right, he would never see
Seth’s shallow wrinkles deepen, his hair go gray, that they’d never have to
help one another out of bed. So he held on, looking into the beautiful brown
eyes that were his home.


Seth sighed and stroked Domenico’s hair. “We might
have a few months, maybe years if we don’t bore him. Can you even believe this
is happening? It feels like a dream I can’t wake up from. Like I’m not entirely
in my body.”


Domenico exhaled, letting his shoulders slump as
he dropped alongside Seth and leaned against him. The cock cages trapping their
genitals prompted a ball of anger to form in his gut. Anderson hadn’t separated
them, but he did take over control of the sexual side of their marriage,
stripping them of the kind of intimacy that had kept their relationship from
cracking in the worst of times. 


But if Dom was to be honest, his libido had dropped
to near zero since they’d been locked up, as if the sole fact that his freedom
had been taken away castrated him without the need for a knife. Because where
were his balls if he couldn’t keep his husband safe?


Domenico flinched when the door swung open, and
Seth looked to the guard they knew as Trey. On the rare occasions they’d heard
him talk, he spoke with a Southern drawl, which at least placed him somewhere
on the map in Domenico’s head, but there was nothing particularly memorable
about him other than the fact that he had the exterior of an army man and a
scar on his chin.


Trey didn’t even bother to open his mouth and
gestured for them to follow him as if they were trained dogs. Domenico would
have snapped the fucker’s neck if given half the chance, but the risk was too
great when the remote controlling their shock collars was ready to use in
Trey’s hand.


When they’d been first locked up, Domenico feared
the security personnel might entertain themselves by taunting their boss’s
slaves but Trey, Luke, and the others have been, for lack of a better word,
professional about it. They hardly ever spoke to Domenico and Seth, and hadn’t
used the shock collars once. Not that Domenico had provoked them to.


In a different life, Domenico might have been in
their place. Maybe. But they’d seen him at his most vulnerable. They kept him
in bondage, and therefore they had to die. All those men ended up here because
of choices they’d made, so Dom would have no remorse once he got his hands on a
gun.


Trey stepped back from the door and waited for
Domenico and Seth to pass, the remote raised in a silent threat, as if he
wanted to remind Domenico how the shock back at Chao’s place had made Seth nearly
pass out.


Dom’s hands itched for the fucker’s throat, but
this wasn’t the right time to seek revenge, so he exhaled and followed Seth
into the entertainment room where Anderson already sat by a table with a
pristine summer day on the wall-sized screen behind him. He’d have looked serene
against the background of cherry blossom if he hadn’t been a motherfucking
rapist psycho killer who somehow also had an unhealthy obsession with germs.


Isla was there too, her gaze only briefly straying
Domenico’s way as she placed a meal in front of their master and stepped away
as if she were afraid of getting slapped for not polishing the cutlery well
enough. But after a brief examination of the utensils, Anderson seemed content
with the level of service.


“Master,” Trey said and bowed. It was a farce, since
they’d learned their owner’s surname on day one. The dry way in which Trey
spoke to Anderson suggested his real thoughts about having to address his boss
that way, but he was likely paid enough not to complain.


“You may go,” Anderson told Isla, who skittered
away, all but running upstairs while Trey followed her with a gaze that told
Domenico he’d rather join her than watch yet another round of gay
entertainment. Then again, this wasn’t the first time Domenico noticed Trey’s
interest in the young maid, and judging by the distance she always tried to put
between them, he doubted Trey left his interest to himself.


Poor girl.


The screech of the knife rubbing against the plate
made Domenico cringe, but he stood still and watched Anderson eat. In his
dreams, he’d killed the bastard so many times. Cut off all his fingers. Flayed
his dick. Squashed his balls with his feet, but Anderson was in good spirits,
and that fact was humiliating to Domenico by its very nature. 


“Gian, kneel. I like to see you on your knees,”
Anderson said with his mouth full, not even gracing Domenico with his gaze. A
stubborn voice at the back of Domenico’s mind told him he should protest and
fight, but he had zero leverage, and there was no point in causing himself pain
for no gain.


He sank down and sat on his heels, gaze passing
briefly over Anderson’s shoes. They looked expensive. Fine leatherwork.
Domenico would have appreciated them on his own feet, but all he wore was the
goddamn cock cage.


He wished to set those shoes on fire while they
were on Anderson’s feet.


Anderson shook his head. “It’s so hot in here
today. See? I take care of you even to the point of keeping you in the right
temperature.” He pushed away from the table and took off his shirt. For the
first time since they arrived, Domenico got to see more of Anderson’s skin, and
he stared, surprised by the long red scar running down the man’s chest.


Anderson threw the garment aside, and called Seth
over with a gesture, his dinner forgotten. Seth didn’t hesitate and moved until
his crotch faced their captor, who looked at it like a kid about to unwrap his
present. And then, with fingers covered in white latex, he unlocked Seth’s cock
cage. That meant only one thing—Anderson wanted Seth’s dick in action. What
would it be this time? Domenico dreaded it already and hated himself for it a
little because sex with Seth should have never been tainted by resentment.


Anderson grinned and patted Seth’s ass before
tossing the gloves to the floor. He wiped his hands, waited a couple of seconds
and put on a fresh pair before stabbing a mushroom with his fork. “I see you
both noticed the scar. It’s why people think I don’t have a heart. But it’s not
true, I’ve got one. Brand new, healthy and young.”


Domenico had no idea where this villain monologue
was going, but he’d listen to anything that could prove to be future leverage.
“Transplant, Master?”


Anderson nodded. “The brush with death made me see
that there’s no point in holding yourself back. That if you want something
badly enough, you should take it. We only have one life. I didn’t want to die
at thirty-five, so I decided to be selfish and contacted the right people. Now
I can finally live the life I deserve, and I decided to fill a gap in the
market. There’s really good money in quality organs.”


Domenico’s jaw clenched as he watched the
bastard’s every move, but it became extremely difficult when Anderson reached
out to brush his fingers over Seth’s cock.


“I used to work so hard, just to get scraps of
what others found disposable.” Anderson frowned, and his attention turned to
Seth’s body in earnest, making Domenico’s veins fill with jealousy so visceral
he trembled. “Can you imagine I didn’t even have sex until I was twenty-seven?
Twenty-seven! Just porn, always trying to toe the line, worried of what other
bodies might rub off on me. But once I crossed it, I understood I could have
what I wanted if I only had the balls to reach for it. I don’t need to worry
someone will ask about the gloves, because I’m my own master.”


Anderson grinned and didn’t even have much
interest in his food anymore, turning his chair to Seth instead. “I love that
you’re not cut, it’s so hot.” His hand gravitated forward, but before Domenico
could have exploded with jealousy, Seth stepped back, taking his cock out of Anderson’s
reach.


The sudden silence was a heavy weight in the air,
and Domenico shuddered when Anderson raised the remote in his hand, eyes cold
as a snake’s. “You don’t want to do that, Bastian. If I feel like touching your
cock, you can sure as hell be sure I’ll be touching it.” His features relaxed,
and he laughed, staring up at Seth as if he found the whole situation
entertaining. “Or should I shock your husband this time? You wouldn’t want
that, would you?”


Domenico’s mouth dried, and his insides twisted,
as if all his organs started rotting, releasing putrid acid that would
eventually burn through his skin and sink into the floor, away from the disgust
he felt watching Anderson touch Seth. But even in anger, he knew this was an
opportunity. 


“I thought you only liked to watch,” he said. He
would so much rather bottom, in front of Anderson, in any fucked up position
their captor came up with, than ever have to watch Seth touched by that maniac.


Seth was his. Only his. 


“I’ve seen Bastian in action a few times, now I
want a piece. Such a prime piece of ass.” Anderson grinned and squeezed Seth’s
round ass with both hands while lowering his head and blowing air at the tip of
Seth’s dick.


Domenico could have sworn a vein popped in his
head. He was a throbbing ball of fury and agony rolled into one. Unwilling to
meet Seth’s eyes, he settled his gaze on Seth’s bare chest, which heaved over
and over.


“What about me? I’m horny,” he said softly,
struggling to fill his lungs. Maybe Anderson would take him instead of Seth
today. Dom would do whatever it took just to stop the touching. He’d let a
woman fuck him with a strap-on. What. Ever. It. Took.


Anderson bit his lip and turned toward Dom, as if
he were going through some dramatic conundrum. “Damn. You are hot too…” 


And yet he still had his hands on Seth’s ass—gloved,
as if he didn’t even want to commit to what he was doing—and it was driving Dom
insane. Thinking about the bigger picture, about Angelica, about Mark, about
the possibility of getting out if they stayed docile, was impossibly hard when
he saw Anderson squeeze, knead, and even slide his fucking fingers along Seth’s
crack.


Dom dared to look up at Seth’s face but it was
carved in stone. While Domenico was losing his shit, Seth took the unwanted
touch without a word. He shouldn’t have to. He shouldn’t be in this situation
and let a creepy stranger massage him as if he were a slab of meat about to go
on the barbeque. 


“So what do I do? Can you get this off me?”
Domenico asked, tapping the cock cage, desperate to draw Anderson’s attention
away from Seth. This was the first time the sicko had touched any of them so
intimately, and once that barrier had been crossed, things might change very
fast.


Faster than Domenico could handle.


He tried to reason with the dark voice at the back
of his mind. They had a family waiting for them, and one wrong move might take
away the chance of going back, but watching Seth touched right in front of him
when they’d promised one another forever was slowly tearing his resolve apart.


“Maybe next time,” Anderson said and slid his
fingers up and down Seth’s no-longer-hairy stomach, staining it with his touch
even through those damn gloves. “I want to sample Bastian’s skill today. I want
him riding me with the same kind of fire with which he sticks his dick in you.”


Seth glanced Domenico’s way, no longer made of
stone.


Domenico rose to his feet, chest sinking. “No.
He’s mine,” he said, stepping closer, but a sudden burning around his neck made
him pause. Anderson watched him, impassive, thumb barely touching one of the
buttons on the remote.


“Nobody asked for your opinion, Gian. Sit down, or
I’ll fry your brain.”


Seth reached out as if he wanted to stroke
Anderson’s arm, his Adam’s apple bobbing as reality spun out of control.
“Don’t. Please. We’ll do whatever you want, it’s just all very new, okay? I’ll
give you the ride of your life, don’t worry about it.”


Anderson rose and opened his zipper with one hand.
He was too close to Domenico’s husband, entering his personal space as if he owned
it, and when he pushed his pants lower, Domenico’s brain started sizzling
without the aid of the collar. The maggot of a man was shorter than either of
them, a twig next to Seth’s impressive form, yet Anderson stood there with his
chin high and his dick out as if he’d been appointed king of Singapore by Jesus
Christ himself.


He couldn’t fucking believe it. Was he really
expected to just sit there and watch his man fuck someone else? Emotions
swelled through him like a rising wave, its waters gravitating upwards, all the
way to his head.


Anderson waved his hand at Dom. “Gian, whatever
you want to say, suck it up. I’m not here for your sob story.”


It was as if a cable short-circuited in Dom’s
mind, leaving him bare of inhibitions. Within two steps he was by the table,
grabbed the knife and raised it, about to stuff it into Anderson’s eye when his
legs went limp under him. His head hit the table, and then the floor as he
fell, his vision going blurry as sharp pain stabbed needles into his neck and
robbed him of breath. He was shaking, his lips tasted of blood, and he couldn’t
breathe until the shocks stopped.


When he came to, his vision was still fuzzy, his
neck ached, and someone rolled his limp body over before forcing his hands
together with steel cuffs. Not too far away, Seth was pleading for Domenico’s
life. Naked, on his knees, he was kissing those fucking leather shoes.


Domenico only saw it in the corner of his eye,
because Trey started dragging him away.


“Keep that fucking dog locked until he learns manners.
I’m too fucking busy for this bullshit today!” Anderson yelled as if Domenico
had spat into his wine, not tried to kill him.


The floor rubbed against Domenico’s naked flesh,
but he was numb, his brain focused on Seth, who was farther and farther away
with each moment. Maybe his bleeding heart was the true origin of the flavor he
sensed on his tongue?


His first love had been taken from him years ago,
and now Seth was being ripped from his arms as well. He wanted to stay, to
fight, but his muscles were too weak to move, and his fingers only twitched as
Trey hauled him out of the entertainment room and into the corridor. Domenico
could barely even hear Seth’s voice anymore. 


His head spun, and he wasn’t sure where he was
being taken, but when Trey rolled him into a dark room and kicked his ribs for
good measure, Domenico let out a shriek of anguish when he realized he lay on a
carpet.


This wasn’t their cell.


Trey didn’t bother to uncuff him, and closed the
door, locking Domenico in complete darkness. His limbs were wood, and as pain
turned into a dull ache. That final image of Seth begging Anderson for mercy
became his sole focus. The pain of knowing that Seth would go with whatever
Anderson demanded cut him up inside and caused more misery than electric shocks
ever could, and yet it wouldn’t kill him.


His life had changed so much in the last few
years. From a lone wolf who didn’t hesitate to put his life on the line he’d
become a family man, and protecting those close to him was the one thing that mattered.
And now he’d failed them all. Cuffed and locked away, he couldn’t save Seth. He
wasn’t even allowed to die trying.


A sob left his mouth, and he curled up, shaking as
images of Anderson’s hands on Seth’s flesh passed through his mind, taunting
him while he cried. He didn’t deserve the relief of tears, but his body left
him no choice. 


Domenico was back in the deep dark well near the
Villani mansion. Eleven, shot, bleeding, under a sky so cloudy there weren’t
any stars to disperse his fear or offer hope. Everything he’d built, everything
he cared for was falling apart because he’d pushed for revenge, too confident
of his skills.


He’d always believed himself invincible. Even back
when he was still a kid and took a knife to Seth in blind rage. Awareness of
one’s own fallibility could save a man’s life, but he’d learned nothing and
acted like a rabid dog despite the stakes being so high. He’d told Seth that
they should lay low, let shit happen until the time to act was right, and what
did he do? He showed Anderson his claws instead of pretending to be a
frightened kitten.


He’d failed Seth. He’d failed their family. And
he’d failed himself.


Curled up on the carpet, he waited out the worst
of the pain and nausea. His head ached as if his skull had been split open, but
his imagination was still relentless and plagued him with thoughts of
Anderson’s cum on Seth’s face. Opening or closing his eyes didn’t help, because
darkness surrounded him at all times, yet images he detested were with him,
regardless.


He had no idea if a minute had passed or an hour,
but he did know with every fiber of his being that Seth was being sexually
abused right now and he could do nothing about it. He could sense it as if they
were twins. All his thoughts of ripping Anderson’s tendons out of his body were
useless to Seth.


Domenico’s pain went far beyond petty jealousy,
because what Seth had to endure was rape and had nothing to do with cheating.
Their bond, even in this godforsaken place, had been as strong as ever, but it
could erode over time if this isolation continued. Anderson might send Domenico
away as punishment, keep them apart until life felt meaningless and too painful
to bear. 


But Domenico would never kill himself if given the
opportunity, not until there was the slightest chance his Seth was still alive.
And so, their suffering would go on until Anderson got bored of them.


Thoughts were poison darts penetrating Domenico’s
head, and he screamed to dull the noise of Seth’s pained gasps echoing in his
head.


He screamed until his throat couldn’t take it
anymore.


He’d eventually fallen into a sleepless stupor
that brought no rest but left him focused on the aches in his body and the
staleness of the air rather than the mental anguish of being separated from his
husband.


His world remained dull and dark, until a sliver
of light stabbed his eyes through closed lids. Domenico looked up just in time
to see Isla scooting next to him in her black-and-white uniform. 


“I don’t have much time. Drink,” she whispered and
urged him to sit up so that he could have some water from a cup in her hand.


Domenico wanted to refuse at first, to torture his
body, punish himself for the failure to protect his man, for getting them both
in this situation in the first place, but he’d never be able to turn the tables
if he lost his strength. So he drank, fighting through the apathy that had
overcome his mind and body. “Seth? Is he okay?” he asked between one gulp and
another. It was only when the liquid soaked into his parched tongue and throat
that he realized how much time must have passed.


“Who?”


“Bastian. Bastian. Is he still in the building?”


Isla nodded, her brows lowering in worry. “He’s
back in your room now. Here, eat.”


It took enormous effort for Domenico to roll over
and get to his knees, but he locked eyes with her as soon as he was up, new
determination flaring deep in his gut. Anderson could only be fooled for so
long, and if Dom was to make his move, it needed to happen soon. “You have to
help us, Isla. Please. I beg you, and I never beg. We need to get out.
Or Bastian at least. Can you help Bastian?”


Isla’s entire face scrunched, as if this moment of
honesty reminded her of the girl she used to be before Anderson had put a
collar on her. “There is no way out of here. Not with the collars, not with the
guards. It’s too—”


But Domenico wouldn’t give up this time. He’d have
one more shot at getting himself and Seth out of here, and if he was to execute
the plan already taking root in his mind, nothing could be left to chance.


“Then just tell me everything you know
about this place. Every detail. I will find a way.”











Chapter 13 – Seth


Seth couldn’t sleep. He’d tried to rest as much as
he could, sinking into short naps throughout the time since Anderson had him
locked up again, but no matter how tired he was, the empty space on the bed
next to him kept pulling him back to a reality where Domenico was unaccounted
for. 


A few years back, when he and Dom had fallen out,
Domenico had refused to sleep in a different bed, claiming he couldn’t rest
unless he heard Seth breathing next to him. It had seemed like such a cheap
move back then, but alone in the windowless cell, forced to bear the absolute
silence of a space entombed in concrete, Seth understood what Dom had meant.


He was used to warm breath tickling his neck. To
the weight of the familiar body right next to him, to the hot sweat where their
skin touched under the covers. Without Dom, the bed was like an island in the
middle of a dark void.


The rape, as disgusting of an ordeal it had been,
was nothing in comparison to the fear he felt every time he looked at the
emptiness around him. When Anderson had threatened Seth with Dom’s safety, it
felt as if the bastard had put blinders on Seth’s head. Nothing else mattered
in that moment. So Seth performed for Anderson like a trained sex monkey, and
felt too numb too care about himself when Dom was somewhere out there, hurting.


No amount of torture could be as terrible as the
growing uncertainty in his heart. For all Seth knew, Anderson could have had Domenico
killed already and was now enforcing his will with an empty threat. The searing
pain in Seth’s stomach at the sole idea of Dom’s life extinguished in such
circumstances made him too nauseous to eat or drink. In his mind, he could see
the aftermath of Dom’s attack on Anderson over and over in excruciating detail—the
violent way he’d fallen at Anderson’s feet, his teeth red with blood, body
trembling as if he was having an epileptic attack—were images so vivid and
fresh as if they’d happened moments ago. Having to experience them repeatedly
didn’t hurt any less than being there to witness Dom’s punishment.


He couldn’t even blame Domenico for acting out
because he had no idea what he would have done, had the roles been reversed. If
Anderson touched Dom, Seth could have lost his shit too.


He clung to hope that Dom was fine, even if
hurting, because he might have as well hang himself on the sheet otherwise. Only
that kept his thoughts from drifting into places too dark to return from.


He looked at his hands and squeezed them into
fists, wondering if the sheer force of his punch might knock Anderson out
before he managed to press the damn button. With the metal collar sitting
around his neck, he felt powerless. It was a constant reminder of his position,
and the fact that each moment of rebellion might be his last turned his
stomach. He wasn’t ready to give up on the fight yet, but making any plans was excruciatingly
hard when he had no voice in where, when, and in whose company he’d be meeting
Anderson next.


Their captor wasn’t stupid enough to risk staying
alone with them, so there was always a guard to back him up. Even if by some
chance Seth managed to wring the fucker’s neck, he might still end up dead.


That vulnerable throat had been such a temptation
a few hours back, when Seth had lain on top of Anderson’s sweaty body,
balls-deep in him, with no cuffs to restrict the movement of his hands and only
a condom between them. Anderson got so flustered during the sex that he’d
forgotten his fear of germs and arched into Seth, begging for dick like a lusty
animal. Seth could have attempted to end him with a hard twist to his neck,
could have killed the filthy bastard before Trey managed to intervene, but the
threat to Domenico’s life had him stuck in impotence.


Seth hated Anderson from the bottom of his black
heart. More than Vincenzo, more than Dino, more than even Federico, because
while Federico—for all his crimes—was only a black cloud looming on the
horizon, Anderson was the fist-sized hail speeding toward his face. For now
though, until he knew what was up with Domenico, Seth needed to pace himself
and eat, no matter how little appetite he had.


 Domenico had taught Seth many things, but
there was one rule he stressed above all others—always be ready. Be strong. Be
vigilant. Keep yourself in shape, because danger will come in the moment
you least expect it.


Dom was gone now, his fate unknown, but while Seth
didn’t care for training as much, and sometimes skipped it when he knew Dom
wouldn’t find out, the importance of preparation was clear as day. So he’d eat
to maintain strength. He’d stretch and repeat useful moves to boost his muscle
memory, until he was prepared to act on his instincts the moment the tiniest
opening appeared. 


He was mid-way through a set of breathing
exercises meant to calm him when the door unlocked, revealing Trey’s somber
face. Like the other goons, he was a run-of-the-mill military guy, with little
personality Seth could spot during their short interactions, and the one emotion
Seth harbored toward him was the need to see his dead body piled on top of
Anderson’s.


“Let’s go,” Trey said without making eye-contact,
and he urged Seth up with a short gesture before leaning over to unlock the
cock cage. Seth shut his eyes, unable to stand the awkwardness of it. Still, he
voiced the one question on his mind.


“Please, just tell me Gian’s okay?”


Trey frowned at him, as if surprised the living,
breathing piece of meat could talk. “I’m not telling you shit.”


Seth shut up in resignation and remained calm when
Trey delivered the tiniest buzz with the collar, as if he got off on the power
he held over another human being. Fucker.


Seth didn’t even flinch and held Trey’s gaze as he
walked past him. The goon’s upper lip twitched, but he didn’t increase the
shocks and instead had Seth face the wall for cuffing. Blood ran faster in
Seth’s veins when he realized this might be his moment to carry out one of the
vague escape plans he’d toyed with since Anderson had him put back in the cell.
But he stayed still, too fearful of Dom’s fate to take the risk of endangering
them both further.


Seth’s heart beat faster as he followed the only
path he’d walked in the past—what, week? Two? He’d lost the count of time since
he’d last seen the sun. The laminate floor was cool under his feet, but the
sound of a music score without vocals made his skin crawl. That was a first.
Anderson had never put on music during their interactions, and the melody was
rhythmical, somewhat tribal, like one that might’ve been used during a movie
battle scene.


He had no idea what lay ahead, and while he’d
always claimed he loved surprises—this one scared him until he entered
Anderson’s playroom and saw a head of long black hair. 


Domenico.


Tears blurred Seth’s vision and rolled down his
face. The relief of seeing him alive was so immense he couldn’t rein in the
explosive emotions, so they flooded out like water through a broken dam.


“I’m talking to you. Jesus fucking Christ,” Trey
groaned and shoved Seth to his knees, right next to Domenico, who also had his
hands cuffed at the back.


“Huh?” Seth looked up, dazed when his knees hit
the tiles. He must have missed whatever bullshit Trey spewed, but despite
acknowledging the goon now, he was too focused on Domenico’s presence to care
what Trey had communicated.


Dom had bruises on his neck and ribs, but his gaze
was as alert as ever when he leaned gently against Seth with one shoulder. The
touch set off explosions of tenderness deep in Seth’s chest, and he couldn’t
wait to communicate his joy any longer. Without care for Trey’s presence, he
seized the opportunity offered by his man’s proximity and gave him a kiss that
was quick but spoke of his love.


Trey groaned. “Jesus Christ. I would have told you
to get a room, but sadly I’m stuck with you two, so stay in your lanes.”


Domenico pulled away, back meekly hunched.
“Please, don’t shock us again.” 


Seth’s breath caught, blood burning in his veins
as he hung his head, trying to remain calm in the face of Dom’s deception.
Because Domenico wasn’t defeated. He was planning something—a good actor set on
making the right impression. Correcting last time’s hasty mistake. 


Dom had always been able to keep himself in check
under pressure. That was one of the many reasons why Seth admired him even in
the times when their relationship had been on the verge of breaking
apart. 


Seth stayed still, but when Trey moved to stand
behind them, he dared to peek at Dom’s face, only to receive the smallest smile
in return.


What the hell was Dom planning?


He wouldn’t get to find out, because the door at
the top of the stairs opened, and Seth’s stomach plummeted in disgust when he
recognized the languid steps as their captor’s.


Anderson entered the playroom with a glass of
whisky on the rocks, dressed in a casual polo shirt and beige slacks that clung
to his muscular legs. Seth bet he’d taken up CrossFit after going through his
grand journey of transplants and crime. And likely meditated on one of those
acupressure mats too as long as they were thoroughly disinfected before and
after each use.


“I hope you learned from that lesson,” Anderson
said, stuffing one hand into his front pocket as he paraded in front of
Domenico and Seth, smug to the point of ridiculousness.


Domenico exhaled, emotions passing over his face
as if it were a kaleidoscope. They seemed so unguarded Seth knew them to be
fake. “I’m sorry, Master.”


“There you go. It’s not so hard, is it? I’m the
last person to say never take something that doesn’t belong to you, or that you
shouldn’t attack people, but you’re in no position to do either. I wonder what
you two did to Chao that he decided to pass you on to me,” he mused, tapping
the glass with his gloved fingers.


Domenico inhaled a large gulp of air. “I might
have drank too much and said some unkind things about his wife.”


Anderson tut-tutted. “Ah, so you’re the rebellious
one. I should have guessed it by the long hair.”


Domenico shook his head quickly. “Not anymore. I
am so sorry, Master.”


“Are you? Do you understand that both of you are
my property and that I can do whatever I want with you?”


Seth clenched his teeth, but Domenico was quick to
nod. “Yes, I was out of line. Please, don’t hurt us.”


Anderson’s smile made anger simmer under Seth’s
skin. He understood the game Domenico was playing, since he had no doubt what Dom’s
real thoughts were, but it still made him uncomfortable to see his ruthless
husband act so pliantly.


Anderson sighed and scooted down to pet Dom’s
hair. “You were naughty, and you missed out. You could have stayed and watched
at least, or maybe joined in if I felt like it. But no, you had to spoil our
fun. So pretty, but so unruly.”


Domenico sighed and turned his head, making a
sound akin to a purr. A cold hook sank under Seth’s ribs, rendering him
breathless when he saw his man lean into Anderson’s palm, long lashes resting
against his cheeks, mouth opening to briefly suck on the tip of Anderson’s
thumb.


He knew it was a game, but seeing it happen still
shook Seth to the point where he struggled to keep still, and Anderson’s mouth
quirked when he noticed.


“Are you the jealous type too?”


Seth bowed his head and stared at the tiles, but
his acting skills didn’t even approach the same league as Domenico’s, so his
shoulders stayed rigid, fingers balled into fists. “I’m sorry, Master.”


Anderson laughed. “I guess I do kind of enjoy you
having to bear it. It’s why I got two prime, testosterone-filled studs.”


A loud knocking came from above, and Anderson
rolled his eyes, pushing his thumb into Dom’s mouth. “Trey, go see what she
wants,” he said, too focused on the soft, warm lips promising him pleasure to
look at his goon.


Trey let out a soft yet impatient grunt but
approached the stairs and walked up as the knocking echoed up the steps again.


Cuffed, and with the shock collars around their
necks, Seth didn’t feel safe enough to take matters into his hands just because
the goon had left for a couple of moments, so he stayed still, boiling on the
inside.


“I never considered myself the romantic type, but
your eyes are like molten amber.” Anderson went on with his unbearable
monologue. “I should have gotten rid of you after yesterday’s incident, but
you’ll be good now for your husband’s sake, right?”


Seth would have preferred to fuck Anderson a
hundred times than to have to watch the motherfucker stroke Dom’s hair, but
Domenico nodded and leaned forward, taking Anderson’s whole thumb into his
mouth before sucking on it loudly enough to make Seth’s skin crawl.


The grunt that escaped Anderson’s lips might have
been even worse. Above, the door closed again, but Seth didn’t care about
something so insignificant when he saw their captor’s face flush with
excitement for his man.


Anderson laughed. “What, you want to make it up to
me?”


Domenico nodded, releasing Anderson’s thumb only
to lick along the damp finger in a silent promise. “I might have needed
yesterday’s wakeup call. I understand now. I don’t want to spend time locked
away, and I will gladly pay for the privilege of going back to our room.”


“I take it you didn’t like your new lodgings?”
Anderson laughed, but was already unzipping his slacks, eyes focused on Dom as
if he were hypnotized.


Maybe they had died and this was hell? Seth could
see how all that they’d done in life could have landed him here, abused and
tortured by having to witness the rape of the man he loved without the chance
to do anything about it for all eternity.


Domenico looked up, licking his lips as he met
Seth’s gaze. “Sorry.”


The moment of relationship drama seemed to
aggravate Anderson’s arousal, since he unbuckled his belt with more force and
pulled Dom in by the hair, rubbing his crotch against his handsome face.


If they were doing this kind of thing with each
other, playing with cuffs, faking force, Seth would have been all over it, but
to see it play out in reality, to see his proud, to the point of arrogance,
Domenico so debased had Seth on the verge of screaming. Anderson shouldn’t have
been allowed to polish Dom’s shoes, let alone be graced with Dom’s attention.


But Seth just sat there as his heart slowly died.


Instinct made him focus on Anderson’s vulnerable
parts, wait for an opening, but he stayed still—not because he was afraid of
being shocked again but because he knew Domenico and understood he’d never have
engaged in this kind of play unless there was a reason behind it. 


Anderson moaned and pushed his pants lower in an
abrupt movement that set his hard prick free. It swung in front of Dom’s face,
like a weapon about to be fired, and Seth felt the tiniest bit consoled when
Anderson frantically put on a condom. The dick went straight into Dom’s open
mouth as soon as Anderson dropped the empty packet.


Seth watched it happen, numb, choking on air, but
then Domenico’s jaws snapped shut, and fresh blood rolled down his chin before
dripping to his chest. 


For a moment, Seth could hear nothing, and just
stared at the piece of raw meat at the end of the short stub of Anderson’s
dick. Their captor stumbled, pale as a sheet, and glanced at the blood rolling
down his groin and thighs, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
Neither did Seth, but when Domenico spat out three inches of bloodied dick
still encased in remainders of the rubber, reality crashed into them at full
speed.


“What did you do?” Seth whimpered, but was already
getting up. There was no time to lose, because Trey could come back any second,
and Seth already anticipated a ring of pain around his throat.


Anderson must have been too out of it to even
press the button, but the moment his gaze met Seth’s, he screamed like a
banshee, snapping back to reality. The electric shock blinded Seth, but he
still managed to throw himself at Anderson and topple the fucker with his
weight. 


His vision went red as pain crawled under his
skull and dug into his brain, but he didn’t budge, gritting his teeth until his
jaw hurt. A flash of bare skin descended on Anderson’s head, causing a dull
crack, but he couldn’t comprehend what happened until the shocks subsided. He
opened his eyes in time to see Dom grab Anderson’s bloodied head with his
thighs and roll on the floor, twisting it until their captor’s neck snapped.


“We’re dead,” Seth rasped, still in so much pain
he found it difficult to speak. “We’re dead, and you killed us. When Trey comes
back, we’re done.”


Domenico looked up, eyes more golden than amber,
like those of a panther disturbed in the middle of its meal. Blood drizzled
down the column of his neck from the red blot around his mouth, and his hair,
usually so smooth, now seemed to have acquired a wild texture, as if it had
tangled from the coppery flavor on his tongue.


“No. We’re free. Come,” Dom said, rising to his
feet and gravitating toward the stairs in a series of impatient movements.


Seth followed him in a daze, watching Dom’s back,
his rigid shoulders and cuffed hands. “You’ve planned this,” he stated instead
of asking, and his heartbeat evened out when that realization sank in. “What do
we do?” Seth asked with new determination.


“Trey has the keys. Let’s get to him next,”
Domenico whispered, a wicked grin twisting his face as he sped up, confident in
victory despite the cuffs on his wrists. Even naked, a victim of humiliation,
he wouldn’t let anyone squash his spirit, and the fire in his eyes was enough
to rekindle hope in Seth’s chest. 


Seth half expected they’d have to wait at the door
and attack Trey once he entered, but it opened when Domenico pushed it with his
shoulder. However Domenico had convinced Isla to risk her life, it now became
clear Dom’s earlier attack on Anderson had not been a spontaneous actions. He
had a plan.


Seth trusted Dom with all his heart. If Dom told
him to jump into a fire, and that the flames were actually cool to the touch,
Seth would have taken that risk, but the cuffs on Seth’s wrists had him on pins
and needles regardless. No plan was fool-proof, and without the freedom to use
their hands, they’d be defenseless if they stumbled upon one of the guards
upstairs.


Terror took root in his chest when they entered
the office, despite the normalcy of the scene. Sunlight streamed through the
large windows, creating bright blots on the floor and the heavy wooden desk,
but to Seth it was all deception. A painted curtain obscuring the blood, the
shock collars, and chains.


His lips trembled when he realized the door wasn’t
completely shut, leaving them vulnerable to detection, but Domenico went
straight in there and fell to his knees before rolling to his ass with a
determined expression. Seth didn’t understand the purpose behind it until he
heard a metallic rattle.


“Come here, I’ll uncuff you,” Dom whispered as he
scrambled back to his feet.


Trey wouldn’t have casually dropped the keys to
their handcuffs, which meant they must have been left here by Isla on purpose,
and the fact that Domenico knew where to find them made Seth’s confidence in
him grow by the second. 


All of a sudden, the blood drying on his face and
neck did not make him look like a savage. Domenico hadn’t just used brute force
to get rid of Anderson. He was a cold, calculated predator, and Trey would soon
bleed on the altar of Domenico’s determination.


It took several attempts until Dom managed to
stick the tiny key into the handcuffs while they faced away from one another,
but once the shackles fell to the floor, white hot energy burst into Seth’s
limbs and fueled his natural strength. The collar was still around his neck, a
reminder of their humiliation, but he once again felt like the master of his
own body. As if it hadn’t fully been his anymore but now his consciousness was
dripping back into his flesh.


He hadn’t been himself since they’d stepped into
Anderson’s cellar of horrors, but his will was back, no longer clouded by fear.
What Anderson had done wouldn’t kill Seth. He didn’t even care about all the
dick blood staining Dom’s skin, and as soon as his hands were free, he spun
around and kissed the blood-red lips, even though he knew there was no time for
love until they got to safety.


Domenico’s mouth opened for him, and the coppery
aftertaste on his tongue was a spice Seth learned to appreciate.


“I love you,” Domenico whispered as soon as their
lips parted, his eyes warm despite their sharpness. “Let’s get out of here.”


Seth hoped to find something to unlock their
collars on the bundle of keys, but it was in vain. No matter how much he longed
for the freedom from the horrid device, the keys were likely hidden away in
some safe, and they had no time to look for them now.


Dom held Seth’s hand as they slid out of the
office, and his confident touch made Seth’s heart pound with warmth. A part of
Seth was frightened about getting caught, shot, hurt, raped, but at least they
were moving, at least they had agency. Getting killed while trying to flee,
after scratching Anderson off the face of the earth was preferable to being
shot like an old dog one day because Anderson decided he needed new playthings.


Their bare feet moved soundlessly over the hard
tiles, but where Seth’s first instinct was to go for the nearest exit, Domenico
was intent on leading him down the corridor, stopping each time they passed an
open door. Nobody was home it seemed, but as they neared the kitchen, a
rhythmic thumping reached Seth’s ears, its even sound spoiled by a grunt that
sounded all too familiar.


Seth glanced Dom’s way with an unspoken question,
and Dom put his finger to his lips. Seth nodded and watched him inch into the
kitchen. It only took Seth two more steps to witness what was going on in
there. 


Trey had his back to them while Isla sat on the
table top, moaning as he pounded into her in fast jabs. Her gaze sharpened when
she saw Domenico step inside, silent like a panther on the prowl. The smallest
of smiles stretched her mouth when he pulled a large kitchen knife out of its
wooden stand. 


There was something primal about seeing Domenico
wield the weapon while completely naked with dried blood for war paint. He
moved with purpose, executing his plans rather than rushing into things like
someone less experienced might have.


Trey didn’t stand a chance. Domenico grabbed the
fucker’s hair, yanked back his head, and slashed across Trey’s throat in one
life-ending stroke.


Isla’s mouth opened wide, but she managed to
stifle her scream when blood showered her face and clean uniform in amounts a
normal person would consider gore movie fantasy. Trey didn’t get the chance to
fight for his life and descended into a pile of bleeding limbs on the floor,
his dick somehow still hard when Seth stood over him. 


Isla let out a choked sound, gasping for breath
after Seth pulled her off the counter and used a dish towel to wipe the fresh
blood off her skin. Its smell clung to her as if it had originated in wounds on
her own body, and when Dom scooted by the dead goon, searching his pockets,
Seth stepped in, shaking Isla by the shoulders when she didn’t respond to his
ministrations


“Listen to me. You need to stay calm now. I know
it’s hard, but you need to show us the way out of here.”


Isla shuddered, her teeth clicking rapidly as she
snapped out of shock and pulled up her panties. “H-he promised you’ll take me
with you,” she choked out, looking at Dom for guidance. Seth hoped this plan
had a continuation beyond killing, or they were fucked. “Most of the g-guards
are eating their lunch now.”


The unmistakable click of metal had Seth glancing
over his shoulder just in time to see Dom check the magazine of the gun he’d
taken off Trey. “You did well,” he said and nodded at her, rising to his feet.


Isla uttered a choked sob and put her arms around
Seth, but he and Dom both knew this wasn’t a moment for mourning lost
innocence.


“Where should we go, Isla? You know this place
better than we do. Think,” Dom said, stepping closer.


She awkwardly pulled her skirt down and cleared
her throat, keeping her gaze low, as if she didn’t want to meet their eyes.
“The collars have a range. I know this because Luke tried to shock me once, and
when I was… I don’t know, fifty yards away from him, it didn’t work. So we need
to get far enough from them and stay off the main road to the house. Follow
me.”


Despite her trembling hands, she walked with
purpose when she approached the glass walls leading into a sunshine-filled
garden.


Seth glanced to Dom. “Only one gun?”


“Just the one. Should be enough if no one spots
us.”


“They might come here for dessert. We need to be
quick,” Isla said and opened the glass door, letting in the scent of flowers
growing beyond it. Seth’s skin crawled when he realized how little cover they’d
have once they left the house, but time was their only friend now. Their one
advantage. That was why they wouldn’t look for clothes either.


“Let’s go,” Dom said, stepping into the sun for
the first time in days. The light reflected off his smooth hair, but while
there was beauty to his naked form, it was now utilitarian in nature—his
strong, agile limbs a way out of their horrible situation.


Isla led the way, breaking into a run as soon as
she realized the coast was clear. Like two bulls and a calf running away from
the slaughterhouse, they dashed through small bushes, past a pool where someone
had left an unfinished drink by a sunchair, and as far away as possible.


In the distance, a car started honking time and
time again, and Seth’s heart froze in his chest, half expecting pain, but Isla
seemed to have read his thoughts.


“We’re out of range for the shock collars,” she
said, but didn’t slow down despite her words coming out in gasps. If anything,
she sped up, practically flying across the lawn and toward the trees and bushes
planted for privacy along the perimeter of the property. 


The sun Seth had so loved seeing minutes earlier
was their enemy now, revealing their position on the vast grounds surrounding
Anderson’s house. The smooth grass was dotted with tiny white flags and
artificial slopes, but it was only when Seth almost tripped over a hole in the
ground, the fact that they were on a private golf course hammered home.


“Fucking hell,” he growled moments before dirt
exploded up, as if there was an atomically-powered mole approaching their feet.
They were being shot at.


Seth’s mind rolled out of control with images of
torture, of punishment for Anderson’s murder, or death itself clawing at
Domenico’s naked skin.


“Run, I’ll get him!” Dom yelled, briefly catching
Seth’s gaze before spinning around.


Seth hesitated for a second, but then urged Isla
forward. His presence wouldn’t help Dom’s aim. The bullets Dom sent toward
their pursuers didn’t come at a rapid pace but were fired deliberately. Not one
could be wasted.


When Domenico’s footsteps pounded over the ground
behind them as he caught up, relief washed over Seth. He trusted Dom’s skill,
but staying together was just as important. Leaving him behind would have been
like ripping out the tendons in his body.


A tall wall loomed in front of them, barely
visible behind the trees, and Isla pointed at it despite panting as if she
couldn’t breathe anymore. “Behind… it… we can… hide.”


“Hide? There’s no hiding. We need to be out of
here. Now,” Dom said and cursed when a bullet landed so close to Isla she
staggered toward Seth with a high-pitched shriek. “I’ve got three bullets
left.”


Determination took root in Seth’s brain. He
clutched Isla’s wrist and dragged her into the thick bushes, which smacked his
bare skin, but he didn’t care, focused only on finding a way past that goddamn
wall. Dom was right behind them, and as their eyes met in the shadows, he
showed Seth the handgun. “Climb that tree if you have to, but get to the other
side. If they come any closer, we’re all fried,” he said, the groove in the
middle of his forehead speaking of focus.


The roar of an approaching vehicle was their cue
to stick to actions rather than conversation, and Dom fired, only to duck when
bullets pierced their green hideout and hit the wall. Not a second could be
spared.


Isla was already climbing a tree, so Seth went for
the one next to it, jumping up to grab a thick branch. Freedom was within
grasp, but he wouldn’t be able to calm down until they were all on the other
side. 


The bark scratched his palms, but the sting was
fuel for his determination. He ignored the danger of bullets, because he
trusted Domenico to take care of that for them. His precise shots stalled the
enemy assault for now, but when Dom shot his third and final projectile, blood
rushed to Seth’s head, because that car was still going strong. 


Freedom tempted Seth as he reached the top of the
wall, the jungle beyond it a promise of safe passage, but when Isla screamed,
his gaze strayed to her in time to see her lose balance and roll lower down the
tree. Their eyes met for the briefest moment, but as her body swung down, she
couldn’t hold herself up and dropped to the ground like a fruit too ripe to
stay in the tree.


Domenico appeared in the corner of Seth’s eye, his
muscles working under naked skin as he climbed the tree Seth had used without
batting an eyelash at Isla’s fall. Cheeks flushed, he rose, then hunched to
make the branch sink under his weight, only to leap to the top of the wall like
Tarzan’s handsomer cousin.


Seth was stuck in limbo, torn between jumping to
the other side to leave the nightmare behind and helping the girl he’d made a
promise to. A girl who’d risked so much to get them out in the first place.


“Leave her, let’s go,” Domenico whispered, but his
voice reminded Seth of who he was. 


They couldn’t run, couldn’t leave her to the
suffering they were all desperate to escape. She’d been living this hell for
months, and he had no doubt that if they didn’t help her now, he’d sentence her
to a fate so cruel he wouldn’t be able to live with himself.


“Two seconds,” Seth said and slid down the
concrete fence then dropped to the grass, ignoring the ache in his shins or the
scrapes he got in the process.


Isla was a terrified animal, sobbing as she
attempted to climb again, so Seth lifted her with ease to a higher, sturdier
branch.


A shudder crawled up his back when the car motor
stilled. Domenico let out a choked scream, and Seth knew what was coming even
before electricity stabbed his neck, creating a ring of fire that climbed up
his skull, turning his world upside down. A body dropped next to him when he
fell, but all he could see was the bright blue sky rolling like a ball just
beyond the tops of the trees. 


“Stop. Luke said we need them alive,” someone
barked, but the stabbing pain continued, making his teeth clatter and turning
his limbs into aching wooden planks.


“There goes my fucking pay check…” the other guy
grumbled, but the world became a blur.











Chapter 14 - Seth


Seth floated in a freezing cold sea filled with
rocks. Its dark waves shoved him from side to side, smashing him against the
ragged shore time and time again. He had nothing to grab onto, the horizon was
the same foggy emptiness whichever way he looked, and he was completely alone.


The next wave swallowed him and he opened one eye
halfway, unable to move beyond rubbing the tips of his fingers against leather
padding. Despite the numbness of his body, the smell of chemicals much more
potent than the ones used for clean-up in Anderson’s house hit him like a brick
to the face. For a moment, he wonder whether the odor hadn’t been left behind
after the removal of Anderson’s body, but the small, white tiles under his feet
were nothing like the ones in the ‘entertainment’ room.


That was when he noticed something else. He was no
longer naked. The clothes didn’t fit him well, but they were there. It made as
little sense as the weird, green-white glow reflecting off the glossy floor.


His nape and shoulders burned, as if he’d been
hunched over for hours, but before he could have questioned his situation or
moved, his gaze swept over his wrist and the thick cuff attaching it to the
padded arm of a metal chair. Breath stuck in his throat when he glanced at his
other hand, only to find it trapped too. But when he swallowed, it became clear
that despite the soreness in his throat, the collar was gone.


Where the fuck was he?


And more importantly, was Domenico here too?


A quiet sob rang in his ears, but he didn’t
recognize it until Isla spoke.


“My parents will pay more than you could have ever
gotten for my heart. They’ll know it wasn’t you who took me but your boss. Just
call them for ransom, please,” she said between one gasp and another.


Seth froze when his awakening brain understood the
connection made between Isla’s heart and money. Holy shit, was this place the
other part of Anderson’s operation? The organ-dealing meat grinder? Trying to
remain as inconspicuous as possible, Seth glanced her way without changing
position. Still clad in her blood-soaked uniform, she sat in a similar chair,
hunched over as she cried, helpless against cuffs.


“Won’t you shut up?” a man said, stepping closer
with a powerful stomp meant to intimidate her. And he succeeded, because Isla
let out a choked sob. Seth recognized the voice as Luke’s, and the hair on his
nape rose when the goon walked past him and toward Isla.


“Please… I just want to go home,” she whimpered,
but her voice got muffled when Luke grabbed her face, digging his digits into
the flesh of her cheeks.


“Should have thought about that before you and the
meat murdered Trey. He had a whole thing for you, you know that, stupid cunt?
He was saving up to buy you from Anderson. Well, now you’ll just end up on the
chopping block like that poor fucker there, getting his kidney removed. He’s
lucky. He’ll be kept alive for his other spare parts. That won’t be the case
when they take your heart.”


Seth’s brain went aflame. He could barely breathe,
yet instinct told him to lie low, to make use of the fact that his awakening
hadn’t been noticed yet. Still, when Luke slapped Isla and walked off toward a
table topped with snacks in colorful wrappers, Seth looked up and was faced
with the source of the green-white light in the otherwise dim space. Two steps
away was a wall with a large window opening into an operating theatre.


A tanned body lay stretched on its side, its line
bent due to a green pillow resting under the waist. Partially covered with tape
that kept the slender yet muscular form in position, it was surrounded by the
ugly shade of green that was so prevalent in hospitals, and despite the cap
covering the man’s head, in the eerie glow of the large lamp above, Seth
recognized that body. He’d covered every inch of it with kisses, had massaged
the muscles, and knew all scars by heart. All of them with the exception of a
fresh cut that had only been closed by the doctor still moving about in the
operating theatre behind the glass.


Tears spilled down Seth’s cheeks, but he stayed
silent in stunned disbelief despite wanting to wail like a wounded animal. When
a male doctor patted the fresh scar with a cotton pad soaked with some kind of
brown liquid, Seth’s side stung as if it was his own body, not Domenico’s, that
had been so horribly violated, sliced into and robbed of an organ.


He had to fight every single muscle in his body to
stay still when all he wanted was to smash through the glass and crawl over the
shards to be there and soothe Dom’s pain.


All their efforts to escape had been for nothing,
and his husband’s body had been abused yet again while he’d sat right here the
entire time. How much time has passed since their capture anyway? He didn’t
even know if their children were still safe.


Blind fury made his jaw clench, but when he heard
Luke open a can of soda, his willpower won over despair, and he shut his eyes,
feigning sleep once again.


A door opened nearby, prompting yet more wailing
from Isla. “Doctor, please! Please, please! I want to go home. My parents will
pay you, I know they wou—”


Her cries were cut short by another slap, but
Seth’s attention was now completely focused on the person who entered. Wary of
betraying the fact that he was conscious, he kept his eyes shut and listened to
the steady click of high heels.


“Why are they all here?” a woman asked in a
smooth, accented voice.


“Change of plans, doc,” Luke said, slurping from
his can. “There’s been a major cockup, and we’re focusing on squeezing as much
as we can out of the cargo we have. The place we’d been holding them at so far
needs to be burnt down, and they have to stay somewhere before we can find
suitable customers for their parts.”


The doctor exhaled. “Well, we can’t keep them here
indefinitely. That wasn’t what we’d agreed on. Why is Anderson not here with
you? I tried to call him but—”


“He’s dealing with the fallout. I’m sure he’ll be
in touch as soon as he can. It’s best if you don’t know more than you need to,”
Luke said.


So he tried to get as much cash out of this as he
could before Anderson’s partners found out that he was dead. Seth sat still as
Luke tossed the can into the trash. 


The woman exhaled. “They can stay here until
tomorrow, but they need to be moved somewhere more secure.”


Luke murmured ‘fine’ and walked up to Seth. Heat
exploded in Seth’s limbs when the bastard uncuffed first one of his hands, then
the other.


Time slowed down. Every single hair on Seth’s body
bristled, as he looked up to see Luke turning his head to a vaguely-familiar
goon sitting in the corner with his boots on a coffee table.


“Come on, help me carry him. Ain’t got all night
for this,” Luke barked.


Seth didn’t even think when he grabbed the gun
holstered at Luke’s hip, took off the safety, and shot up, stabbing the muzzle
at the underside of the bastard’s jaw. The bullet went through Luke’s chin,
through the skull, and hit the ceiling, along with a spatter of blood and
brain.


Seth got to his feet, dizzy from the sudden change
in position, but he didn’t give the other goon a chance to draw a weapon of his
own. Seth might have missed the bastard’s forehead by a few inches, but that
didn’t matter, because the gash in the neck sent a red spray all over the white
wall and dragged the twitching man to his knees. 


The guy grabbed his throat in an attempt to stop
the violent hemorrhage, but blood seeped through his fingers, and he let out a
final gurgle, still surprised about his own death.


Seth would have gladly watched the light die in
his eyes if he didn’t have more pressing matters to attend to. Fueled by the
need to live, he spun to point the muzzle of his gun at the doctor, and it took
endless willpower to not shoot her as well.


“You scream or run, you die, understood?”


In her late forties, with short black hair and
thick-rimmed glasses, she appeared normal, but the white doctor’s coat and kind
eyes hid a monster preying on the weak. She wasn’t dressed for surgery, but was
a part of this grisly operation nevertheless.


Seth noticed movement in the operating theatre and
spoke as loudly as he could so the doctor he’d seen earlier, as well as any
other medical staff—if they could be called that—still working around Domenico
didn’t run. “Put it back in or you die!”


Isla sobbed in the background, but all he could
see was the shock in the doctor’s eyes when he pressed the barrel to her
forehead. “Put. It. Back. Into. Him.”


Her lips trembled, but despite the sway of her
shoulders, she didn’t try to back away. Wise. “We can’t.”


“Don’t lie. To. Me,” Seth drawled, pushing her
hard against the glass separating the room from the operating theatre. 


A man, who Seth had seen cleaning Domenico’s
wound, approached with his gloved hands high, still in green scrubs and a
facial mask. “It’s true,” he said in a frantic tone, “It’s on the way to the
recipient. In a helicopter. Please, don’t hurt my wife!”


Seth would have gladly ripped their bellies apart
and used their kidneys to scrub the floor, but neither he nor Dom were anywhere
near safety.


He nodded toward Isla with a sneer. “Uncuff her.
Your life is now dependent on one thing alone—the care you can give the man you
just sawed open.” He’d woken up cold as ice, but now sweat made his fingers
slippery around the gun. 


Tears pooled in the doctor’s eyes as she retrieved
the keys for Isla’s cuffs from Luke’s dead body. “We-we h-had no choice,” she
uttered. “You don’t understand what these people are capable—”


“I didn’t ask for your fucking life story!” Seth
yelled. “Isla, take the other guy’s gun.”


The girl shoved the doctor back as soon as she was
free, shooting to her feet and dashing for the weapon she likely didn’t know
how to use. But that didn’t matter now. “They just cut him open, Bastian. Oh,
my god!”


Her words stabbed into Seth’s chest, and he
glanced at the surgeon, his jaw set. “You want your wife alive? Fine. Secure
him. Cover him, so that we can take him out of here.”


The man’s eyes widened above the mask, and he
hesitated a bit too long, so Seth grabbed the female doctor’s shoulder and shook
her violently. “Don’t I fucking speak English?” 


When he put the gun against her head again, the
surgeon broke down in tears and raised his hands in pleading, but Seth couldn’t
care less about this motherfucker. 


“You just took my husband’s kidney. The only
reason why I haven’t killed any of you yet is because I need your help. Help me
transport him to safety, give him the kind of care you’d give your wife, and I
promise you, no one else will die.” No matter how much Seth wanted all of them
bleeding out at his feet, his desire for vengeance didn’t matter in the face of
Domenico’s safety. “Isla, watch my back in case there’s any more of them.”


Seth knew there must have been more staff present
for the surgery earlier, and that some might have fled, but he didn’t care. It
wasn’t like they could call the police when they participated in a black market
organ operation. Focused on the surgeon and his doctor wife, he remained
vigilant in case more of Anderson’s men arrived, but nothing disturbed the
lengthy process of moving Domenico, along with the necessary equipment, out of
the operating theatre and into a huge elevator. 


Both his hostages pleaded with him, sobbing and
shaking with fear, but they could cry all they wanted. Seth was no longer made
of cotton candy, and he would have murdered them both in cold blood if it meant
Domenico’s survival. He grabbed the female doctor and pushed her into the
elevator before following her with Isla and Domenico.


When the metal doors shut, and he sensed gravity
working against the moving floor, he could only hope no one called the cops
seeing a man his size, barefoot, in ill-fitting scrubs and a gun he obscured
with an apron he tossed over his hand.


At least unlike the time when Domenico had been
shot and had lost his memory, Seth didn’t need to carry Domenico through a
stinky sewer. Then again, it felt strange to realize just how much he’d
changed, and yet how he was still the same man, the Seth who would do anything
for Domenico Acerbi.


The gentle ding of the elevator arriving in
the ground floor of whatever building this was sounded surreal enough, but when
the doors opened, revealing a busy hospital hallway, Seth felt as if they’d
visited hell, and had now arrived back on Earth. They’d fought devils to get
back where they belonged, but the doctor pushed the hospital bed carrying a
sedated Domenico out of the elevator, her face as relaxed as it could be, given
the circumstances.


The presence of strangers was a guarantee of
safety, but each time Seth looked down and saw his man unconscious, pale,
vulnerable, and frailer than ever, something within Seth cracked. He wanted to
climb on top of Dom and protect him from any danger coming their way, but
stayed focused. This wasn’t yet the time to let go of vigilance. He could cry
his eyes out and succumb to emotion once Domenico was safe, out of the
deceptive normalcy of this place. 


Medical staff went about their business, children
ran around or were held by parents, and the posters, the cartoon animals
painted on the walls, and baskets of stuffed toys suggested this was a
pediatric clinic.


Inconspicuous. The perfect cover for the dealings
going on under the surface.


He stiffened when Isla stormed past him, but when
he was certain she’d run off to pursue her freedom, she stopped in front of a
young couple with a sleeping infant several paces ahead. Seth’s brain pulsed
with worry, but when the woman offered Isla her phone, the doctor’s shoulders
stiffened, and he squeezed her shoulder in warning. 


In the lounge full of shouting children, next to
Domenico’s unconscious form, Seth was increasingly on edge, worried for his
partner, but when Isla burst into tears as she spoke to someone on the phone,
the sense of urgency in Seth’s heart subsided.


They’d reached safety.











Chapter 15 - Domenico


Domenico’s head was spinning, as if he were
floating on a cloud of marshmallows, though his lips tasted of anything but.
There was an odd discomfort in his side, as if he’d slept in an awkward
position for too long, but other than that and the sourness on his tongue, he
felt well-rested. 


Like he hadn’t been since—


He shot up, but cables and tape pulled him right
back into the pillows. A loud beeping filled his head, but as he glanced down
his body, frantic and confused, Seth put his hands on Dom’s shoulders, his eyes
wide with worry.


“Dom. You’re awake.”


Domenico took a deep breath, his gaze searching
for armed guards, but there was nothing sinister about the bright, clean room,
the huge television mounted on the wall, or a whole table filled with
expensive-looking flower arrangements, chocolate boxes, and balloons.


“What—”


“I’ll tell you everything, lay back.”


Or he really was dead, because Seth sure as hell
wasn’t a nurse, yet in this reality, he was wearing scrubs.


“We’re out,” Seth said and clutched at Dom’s hand.
“I… I did everything I could, and Isla helped—” But despite this being such
great news, Seth choked on a sob, hanging his head as if he were ashamed to
show Domenico his tears.


Dom squeezed Seth’s fingers as firmly as his
weakened muscles allowed. If this was real, if they somehow managed to kill the
guards and Dom had no recollection of it yet, it was still fine. They
would be fine.


“I see no handcuffs on me,” he said, still embarrassingly
weak. It would pass with time, but the fact that his tongue felt heavy and
thick in his mouth aggravated him nearly as much as the blind spot in his
memory. And now he was so useless he needed a little tube blowing air into his
nose. His tongue was dry as a piece of wood. Seth noticed his discomfort and
offered him a few sips of water from his glass.


The relief was instantaneous, and Domenico leaned
against the pillows, grateful that somehow their problems had disappeared while
he was asleep. But Seth watched him, lips pressed together so tightly they went
pale, eyes going glossy until tears spilled down his tanned cheeks. “Dom, they
took your kidney. They transported us to the facility where they do all that
organ-snatching shit. I managed to kill Luke and the other bastard, but it was
too late. They already had a recipient lined up for your kidney and…”


The mild ache that Dom had blamed on muscles or a
minor nerve squeeze became dull and encompassed a large area, first on the
surface of skin, then inside him, until he felt a hollow space deep within. “No…
What?” he asked helplessly, but he already knew the answer, despite being
somewhat high on what he presumed were strong painkillers. Seth wouldn’t have
lied to him about this, so it had to be true.


With a sinking feeling in his chest, he peeled
away the white sheet. The large dressing on his side proved what he already
knew but somehow didn’t want to accept. As if the captivity hadn’t wrecked him
enough.


Seth slouched next to Dom and wouldn’t look at
him, as if he were the one at fault, not Domenico’s savior. Because one thing
was clear—if it wasn’t for Seth’s determination, Domenico would not have
survived his ordeal. “Are we safe?”


Seth nodded. “Turns out Isla’s parents are rich as
fuck. The police haven’t been involved because whatever dealings they’ve had
with Chao weren’t legal, so we’re safe and pretty well-hidden. I can only
speculate, but Chao might have sold her to Anderson as some kind of sick
revenge. She is taking it all pretty hard and doesn’t want to see us now, but
she told me to thank you.”


Domenico’s lungs constricted, and he squeezed
Seth’s warm fingers so hard it must have hurt even though Seth wasn’t pulling
his hand away. “That fucker. That lying snake. Not only us, but a little girl
like that? He should have shot her father, if that’s who he had a problem
with!”


But his anger dissipated after watching Seth’s
tear-streaked face for a bit longer. He still couldn’t believe he was out of
that damn cellar. The sunshine outside, and the softness of the sheets were
like a dream he didn’t want to wake up from. “But you dealt with it. You saved
us.”


The fact that Dom didn’t remember a thing about
being sedated or taken was a slowly-developing terror at the back of his mind,
one that managed to bypass his strict need for control, and might have ended
differently if it weren’t for his husband’s bravery. He couldn’t let himself
think about it too much though.


“I didn’t. You lost your kidney. This is such a
fuck-up. I should have left Isla on that wall like you told me to, but I couldn’t,
I had to be the hero.” Seth took deep breaths and shook his head,
sinking his head down in a helpless gesture.


Domenico had said that, and maybe he should be
angry at Seth for having a moral compass that sometimes remained in opposition
to his own, but he didn’t feel any anger at all. They were safe at last, and
that was what counted. “All three of us are alive thanks to you. I don’t expect
you to always follow orders. Let’s talk about the important stuff. Did they
tell you what my prognosis is?” he asked, struggling to keep his voice level,
because the moment he voiced that question, shadows poured into his heart, at
odds with the sense of relief that prevented him from raging about the
violation of his body.


Seth looked up with the faintest hint of a smile.
“Good, it’s good, Dom. You’re very healthy, so you should heal well.”


Domenico’s exhale had a tremble to it, and he
scowled, increasingly annoyed that he hadn’t managed to lead everyone out fast
enough. “Yeah. And then I’ll track down the fucker who chose to buy my kidney
on the black market, tear it from him, and watch him die. What a disgusting
human being.”


Seth pushed closer on the chair. “As long as you
take it easy right now. Speaking of disgusting human beings… That was some
impressive biting with Anderson.”


Domenico’s face twisted. Thinking back to the
weight of Anderson’s dick in his mouth made him want to barf, even if it had
been in a condom. “Sorry about that. But I did it for a higher purpose,” he
said, meeting Seth’s gaze.


“Sorry about what? We both… did what we needed to
do.” Seth shrugged, but avoided Dom’s gaze, only reminding Dom that Anderson had
managed to get his filthy fingers on Seth. “I called Giulia. Angelica’s
okay, even though she misses us very much. She’s asleep now, but I’m thinking
we should call Mark. Tell him the trip’s… going to take longer than expected.”


But Domenico’s brain lingered on Seth’s forlorn
expression. He gently rubbed Seth’s hand with his thumb, fighting the fury
raging through his weakened body. The fact that he’d managed to kill Anderson
in the end was his one consolation. “When you stayed alone with him… what
happened?”


Seth shrugged. “Does it matter? What matters to me
is that it wasn’t you instead.”


“Really? Really? I’d rather it was me, but
he’s dickless and dead now anyway,” Domenico said, a bit more at ease. He felt
guilt over not being able to protect his man, but maybe it was time to accept
that he wasn’t a god. He couldn’t always end up on top, no matter how much he
believed that sometimes.


Seth snorted. “Dickless.”


Domenico let out a silly chuckle. His gaze settled
on Seth’s mouth, and he pulled on his hand. “Can you kiss me, or is that
forbidden until I recover?”


Seth smiled and leaned over. “You can get all the
kisses you want.”


Warmth bloomed in Dom’s heart, and he pulled Seth
in, demanding what he was due. Maybe Seth was right. Maybe it was better that
he didn’t know what had happened, hadn’t had to witness it. Both of them wanted
to forget every single thing that had happened since their capture. “This is
what counts. Only you and our family.”


The kiss Seth had for him was both strong and
gentle, hungry and tender. Seth slid his fingers to Dom’s jaw and massaged it
as they took their time not talking to each other yet saying so much.


“Are you ready to call Mark?” Seth asked. 


If the bed hadn’t been too narrow, Dom would have
asked Seth to join him under the sheet, but for now he had to be happy with
knowing they were both alive and safe no matter the horror they survived nor
the repercussions it all could still have.


“Yeah, let’s do it. How long were we gone?” he
asked, going through his mind to fish for all the things he needed to take care
of because of their sudden disappearance. But he would take care of it as soon
as he was back on his feet.


“Just over a week. Can you imagine? It felt like a
month. When you weren’t there with me, time extended even worse,” Seth said,
but was already calling Mark, and put the phone between them on the bed.


Domenico relaxed against the pillows and looked at
the phone. “Where did you get that from? It’s not the emergency one,” he said,
leaning closer to Seth. He tried not to think about the potential implications
of his new condition, but it was impossible to forget that someone opened his
body and treated it as a source for spare parts. Was it worth dwelling on it
though when he had no way of hitting back?


“Told you Isla’s rich. She and her family are
really grateful for what we did for her, so they got us whatever I asked for.”


Domenico raised his eyebrows at Seth’s scrubs.


Seth groaned. “I didn’t have time to go clothes
shopp—”


“Why are you calling so late? Everything okay?”
Mark asked, sounding groggy, and once the video came on, they saw his tousled
bed hair and puffy eyes. When Domenico waved at him, recognition seemed to kick
in, and Mark blinked the sleep out of his eyes. “What happened?”


Domenico sighed. “Nothing serious. I had a close
encounter with a car. I’ll have to stay under observation for a few days, but
I’m doing well.”


“Your dad was in an accident?” came Griff’s voice
from farther away, but Mark was already getting up.


“He says he’s okay, I’ll tell you later,” Mark
said, walking down the corridor. “Are you okay? What the hell? What
happened? Was the police involved? Is Seth fine?”


For the briefest of moments, in the face of Mark’s
concern, Domenico was tempted to reveal at least a partial version of the
truth, but there was no point worrying Mark and involving him in something so
sinister. “We’re both fine. The guy who drove into me was super rich, so he
paid for this nice hospital room,” Dom said. Seth acted on his cue and moved
the phone to present the large, elegant space. “I’ve never been gifted so many
flowers.”


Mark frowned. “Why are you in scrubs?”


Seth rolled his eyes. “It’s a long story, Mark. We
just… we just wanted to hear from you, it’s been an awful few days.”


Understatement of the fucking century.


“We didn’t want to worry you, but it’s all fine
now,” Domenico added with a smile. Mark’s face was starting to twist into a
scowl, so he spoke before their son could have roared like the lion he
sometimes resembled in anger. “How’s your sleeping beauty doing?”


One could always bring a smile to Mark’s face by
mentioning Griffith. “We had the best time in Paris. We did all the romantic
shit, we had a picnic at Versailles, got soaked by the Eiffel tower, Griff
bought himself a Louis Vuitton suitcase. I ate so many croissants.”


Seth listened with a smile, once more entangling
fingers with Domenico. The normalcy of listening to Mark brought such relief
Domenico relaxed into the sheets, at ease despite the dull throb in his side.


They, in turn told him about the Italian opera
recital they’d attended, but neither Dino, nor Anderson, nor Chao made an
appearance in the story. The truth was theirs, and Domenico wished he’d never
have to share it with anyone other than Seth.


He was oddly numb when they finished the call, and
his gaze gravitated to Seth. “So it’s done.”


“What is?” Seth kissed Dom’s hand, and his scruff
scratched Dom’s skin. Dom would bet his other kidney that Seth had only ever
left the side of his bed to use the restroom since they’d arrived here.


Domenico’s throat felt tight. Maybe it was his
physical state talking, but all he wanted was to leave. Recover, pack up, and
board a plane home. Even Chao, that disgusting, treacherous pig didn’t inspire
the need for vengeance at this point. It was because of Dom’s ego and vengeful
nature that Seth had ended up in Anderson’s dirty hands, and if he was ever to
forgive himself, he needed to start by thinking of his husband’s safety first.


“We can go back to Argentina as soon as the
doctors allow.”


Seth’s deep brown eyes met his. “What about my
father?”


Domenico scowled. “What about him? You didn’t want
to go after him in the first place. I pushed, and now I only have one kidney.
Maybe it’s time to let this go.”


Seth shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. You were
right.”


What had Dom been right about? Was he
understanding Seth correctly? Was Seth suggesting they should still go after
Dino, even after all this?


“Did you change your mind, or something? There’s
nothing I hate more than you not telling me what you really think and then
trying to act behind my back,” Domenico said with a groan, watching emotions
pass over Seth’s face.


Seth took a deep breath and faced Dom again. “I
know. Just like I know I should want to pack up and go hide under some rock,
but I can’t help it. I am so done with all this. I hate him so much it’s
unbearable. I wanted to let it go, I really did. I was scared, I didn’t know if
it was a good idea to pick at the old scabs, but now I want him dead. He left
us to rot in Chao’s hands. He thinks I’m dirt. He has no idea who I am now, and
considers me the same weakling I was all those years ago. He played with our
lives, shoved me into a snake pit just to watch me squirm. Just because he
hates me being gay so much. I want to show him what I’ve become. Stick a
knife in his gut and twist it.”


Seth squeezed his other hand on the sheet and
looked at Dom with overwhelming intensity. “But you’re worse than wounded…
We’ve both been through so much. Maybe it’s selfish of me to want this.”


Domenico sucked in air, agitated now that Seth’s
anger brought his blood to a slow simmer. “I am not worse than wounded.
I’ll be good as new within a few weeks, and if you want to take him on, so do
I. I want to tell him to his face that I am not his blood. That I’m Tassa’s,
and that he’s rejected his one blood son, who’s actually worth a dime!”


Seth leaned in for a kiss that seared Dom’s lips
with its intensity.


No matter how much of a mess his body was, he’d
never felt as aligned with Seth as he did now.











Chapter 16 - Seth


Domenico was the strongest, most resilient man Seth
knew. Just six weeks on from the torture, from having his kidney stolen, he was
back on his feet, training more than the doctor allowed, and a panther on the
prowl. Weakness and moderate pain couldn’t stop Domenico from going hunting.
From the moment they’d decided that Dino had to go, Domenico saw a clear goal,
and when that happened, Seth’s husband was the human equivalent of a bulldozer.


Domenico reopened contacts with a hacker in
Canada, got in touch with an Interpol detective who owed him a favor, and
accessed some old European accounts despite the slight possibility of Federico
tracking that down. Knowing Federico was Mr. Tropico number two meant he’d need
to go as well, so sooner or later the bastard would face the barrel of a gun.


It had only taken a week to track down Dino after
Dom had left the hospital, but once they knew who they were looking for and
where, the task of following his moves wasn’t that hard. To be on the
safe side, they didn’t spy on Dino personally, but Dana, who’d come to
Singapore as soon as Dom had asked her to, claimed he barely left his penthouse
apartment.


Dino approved his
own flesh and blood being sold like cattle--because he still had no idea
Domenico wasn't his son. Yet here they were, alive, even if scarred, and
with a grudge far surpassing the one from before.


Isla’s family made sure they could recover in
peace and style, and offered them a comfortable house with a pool and garden.
The girl called her dad a businessman, but Seth had met far too many career
criminals in white gloves to miss the subtle clues. The irregular working
schedule, the shape of a gun under the suit jacket, the way he seemed hyper
aware of his surroundings, or the fact that he and Dom immediately hit it off.


Seth didn’t need to know what exact line of
business Isla’s dad was in—he didn’t care—though it had clashed with Chao’s
interest. Apparently, there had been no prior conflict, so no reason to suspect
Chao for Isla’s disappearance.


What mattered was that the three of them were back
from the nightmare at Anderson’s in one piece and that Isla’s parents would
forever be in their debt. As Dom had put it, having someone owe you was the
most precious capital one could hold.


For now, Seth and Dom laid low in the luxurious
home in the suburbs, and Seth decompressed by returning to his favorite
activity, cooking, which Domenico also benefited from. Domenico was out with
Sanjit, Isla’s father, and Seth intended to welcome him home with a delicious
dessert. The spacious kitchen with glossy white cupboards and marble counters
was something out of a futuristic movie. Its clean yet rounded shapes and
minimalist design made Seth feel as if he were living in an episode of The
Jetsons. It wasn’t very homely but offered everything Seth needed to get on
with the job at hand. And Seth rather liked the afternoon sun shining in
through the huge windows.


“Will you ever make anything that’s gluten-free?”


Seth’s body hair bristled, and he struggled not to
jump when he sensed a presence all too close behind his back. Why couldn’t Dana
ever announce herself?


Seth didn’t feel particularly inclined to treat
her, but she did come over to Singapore at a moment’s notice, he supposed.
“Once Dino’s dead, I’ll make a gluten-free feast, just for you. How about
that?”


Dana stepped closer, watching the heap of buttery
crumbs as if their presence was a personal offense to her. “Figures. Like a
show poodle, I need to do a somersault before I get my treat,” she said,
leaning against the counter. Dressed in colorful shorts and a vest top that
exposed the curve of her breasts, she looked nonthreatening—the perfect girl to
introduce to one’s parents—but she hid venomous fangs so sharp one might die
from just being around her.


Seth rolled his eyes. "Nobody owes you
dessert."


“Oh really? I thought I might have earned it for
pushing your girl-child out of my vagina.”


Seth stilled with a scowl. He liked to forget
about that little detail. Like it never happened and Angelica had simply been
granted to them by the heavens.


“Don’t you have somewhere to be?”


Dana picked up the bowl of lemon custard Seth had
finished making. “Is this with sugar or agave, or—” She glanced at him,
ignoring the previous question.


Where was Domenico when his charge needed a
talking to? Because Seth was not dealing with that.


Seth took a deep breath. “Sugar and honey.”


Dana scowled and put down the bowl as if it was full
of poison and maggots. “I guess I better get going then.”


“Dana… I do appreciate what you’re doing here,
okay? I really don’t see the need for any bad blood between us.”


Dana glanced into his eyes with a smile as polite
as it was fake. “There is none.”


Seth shook his head and went back to mixing the
cheesecake batter, the next component of the dessert he had in mind. He didn’t
know why he even bothered with her. In her eyes he’d always be the unnecessary
sidecar to the sports bike that was Domenico.


The sound of her footsteps, which she didn’t
attempt to hide for once, was a relief, and when the door shut, he allowed
himself a cigarette in the garden before returning to cooking.


Seth saw Dana so rarely he kept forgetting what a
terrible person she was. Domenico met up with her for training and whatever
else they did together, but it was always somewhere in town, to keep her away
from Seth. And while Seth couldn’t deny she was useful at times, her presence
caused disruptions that made him wish she had some terrible accident, but no
one needed to know he thought that.


After all, when push came to shove, she could be
a lifesaver.


Seth checked on the lemon sorbet and put the
cheesecake batter in the fridge, but once the work was done, Domenico’s absence
became a growing hunger he couldn’t silence. They had to trust each other,
there was no other way, but recent events made staying apart difficult. Their
ordeal at Anderson’s hands had been a necessary reminder that they weren’t
invincible, that danger might still creep up on them.


At home, he’d have a wide array of activities to
choose from, many things to take his mind off the wait, but once he was done
with the food preparation, the sight of the sun changing color outside reminded
him that it had been hours since he’d last heard from Domenico.


But that was fine. A call was all he needed to
make sure his man was all right.


Seth sat on the leather sofa in the living room
that offered an undisturbed view of the modest pool outside and chose
Domenico’s number.


But there was no answer.


Suddenly, the fine quality of the home Isla’s
parents had provided for them seemed sharp enough to cut. So Seth called again.
And again. Then texted, in case Domenico wasn’t in a position to answer the
phone right now, but what could have warranted the necessity of staying silent
in the first place?


Seth’s chest exploded with a numbing heat, which
climbed up his neck and filled his skull with worry. Had Dom gone behind his
back and made an attempt on Dino’s life? No, he couldn’t have done that. They’d
agreed to plan their strike together, and if Dom wanted to go behind Seth’s
back despite their agreement, he would have had Dana with him all along. But
what if an opportunity to take out Dino arose, and Dom decided to try his luck
after all?


Seth once more gravitated to the kitchen where
large windows opened to the front of the house and driveway. He could see the
trees beyond the gate and was about to climb to the second floor in order to
see what was going on behind the fence when the gate stirred to life and opened
inward, revealing the black sports car, which had also been provided by Isla’s
parents.


Seth’s heart thumped, his lips dried, but when
Domenico parked in front of the porch, he was torn whether to run out and greet
him or act as if nothing happened.


Domenico emerged out of the vehicle in a new pale
olive suit that complemented his coloring, his long hair tied back into a
ponytail. He looked as if nothing had happened. As if he hadn’t had his kidney
removed just a couple of weeks ago and led the ordinary life of a wealthy man
on vacation.


The itch to touch him won, and Seth jogged
outside, greeting his man with a smile that came straight from the heart. “So
you had enough time to get a new suit but not to answer my calls?”


Maybe he should have been sterner about it,
considering the difficulty of their situation, but how could he stay mad when
Domenico was not only back but also hitting new heights of sexiness with his
casual elegance?


“I was in a little accident and had to change,”
Dom said, pushing his fingers into the hair at the back of Seth’s head and
pulling him in for a kiss. His mouth tasted of mint and was so tempting Seth
grabbed Domenico’s waist and lifted him off the ground, greedy for closeness
now that the stress of the past hour thawed in the sunshine of Dom’s presence.


“You’re unbelievable. What kind of accident?” Seth
said into the tasty lips.


Domenico tapped Seth under the knee with his toe,
creating a slight tension that made him let go.


“I’ll tell you everything, just need a shower
first,” Domenico said, landing with the grace of a cat. Whatever the accident
was, he didn’t seem displeased in the slightest.


“Fine. I guess I’ll wait some more for you to
grace me with your presence.” Seth sighed but followed Domenico into the bright
foyer decorated with a whole array of lush potted plants “Did someone spill
their coffee all over you?”


“There was definitely a spill,” Dom said, spinning
around as he fled Seth’s clutches, his gaze teasing, as if he wanted Seth to
follow. “I already told you I need to shower first.”


Seth grinned. “Ooh. That’s how it is.” He reached
for Dom’s ass as excitement crawled up his back. Dom’s recovery had forced them
to take it easy in the bedroom. They’d stuck to blowjobs and other pleasures
that required less effort since the surgery, but if Dom felt ready for more,
Seth wouldn’t keep him waiting. He didn’t want the time at Anderson’s to stain
their relationship more than it already had.


But Domenico shook his head and pushed him away,
the teasing expression gone from his face. “I’m serious. But I promise I’ll be
out of the shower by the time you make us coffee. Deal?”


Seth groaned, but stayed put like a good pup, and
they parted ways. If Domenico required coffee, then he’d get it, and then, once
the mood was right, maybe Seth would get something else. 


His blood buzzed with the promise of closeness, so
he focused on the task at hand. The distant sound of running water was a
reminder that he needed to finish preparing the beverage by the time Dom joined
him, so he grinded the roasted beans, and then switched on the heat under the
moka pot. The scent of deep, fruity coffee teased his senses as he waited, but
he managed to pour by the time bare feet tapped down the stairs.


Domenico was dressed in the same pale suit pants,
but ditched the jacket and wore only a white T-shirt that was already getting
wet from his hair dripping on it. The fit of the cotton was tight, but Seth
would have still preferred for nothing to obscure Dom’s chest, even if that meant
the fresh scar on Dom’s side would be on show.


“I can’t resist that scent,” Domenico said,
approaching Seth with a wide smile. Water still shimmered on his skin where it
was left uncovered, but as Domenico went in for a kiss, Seth spotted something
in his hand. Something Dom quickly hid behind his back.


Seth grinned, enjoying another kiss. “What is that?
No dessert until you show me.”


Domenico’s face twisted into a fake scowl, but he
presented a mid-sized jewelry box to Seth. It was square and decorated with a
green bow, the size usually used for necklaces.


“Fine. I got you a little something.”


Seth raised his eyebrows, but eagerly pulled on
the ribbon to unfasten the bow. “Is there an occasion?”


Domenico’s lips stretched, revealing the tips of
his upper teeth in a way so attractive Seth wanted to dive straight into the
kiss. But curiosity won out. He waited for his man to answer.


Dom pushed his fingers into his long, damp locks.
“Yes. I’m officially back.”


Seth frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked,
but knew got answer the moment he opened the box.


On a bed of black velvet lay an ear, and the scent
of blood hit Seth like perfume sprayed into his face.


“Who?” Seth whispered, unable to take his eyes off
the disjointed body part. Years ago, when he received a gift such as this, he’d
freaked out, now it only prompted curiosity. He really was a changed man.


Domenico grinned and stepped closer, until the
tips of his toes touched Seth’s. “Chao’s.”


Seth’s lips widened into a smile, his chest filled
with endless joy. “Dead?”


Domenico’s hands rested on his hips, and he bumped
the tip of his nose against Seth’s, watching him with those beautiful burning
eyes. “And buried. I’m afraid my old suit’s not coming back after all that.”


Seth put the box away and slipped his hands to
Dom’s stubbly jaw, his heart already speeding up. “That’s so hot. He deserves
to rot in hell.” He could now see what Domenico meant by being back. It
didn’t matter how much shit they’d gone through, or what kind of toll it had
taken on Dom’s body. His will was still as deadly as the day he’d met Seth.


“One down. Two to go. I’ll pile them at your
feet,” Domenico said, and he didn’t have to say the names of both Mr. Tropicos
for Seth to understand. His fingers moved up Seth’s chest, all the way to his
neck, to rest there, offering the comfort of warmth.


Dom was a man of action and he’d not taken well to
lying in bed for days, so seeing him like this, so full of bloodlust and fire
was what Seth needed to know his husband was himself again.


He stroked Dom’s wet hair. Black and thick, it was
like the most expensive silk money could buy, and no one else got to pet it but
him. The memory of Anderson’s filthy fingers sliding into Dom’s locks made Seth
huff in frustration.


“I know I shouldn’t say it, because it pushes you
to do dangerous shit, but I love you like this. Confident and deadly.” The
moths in Seth’s stomach fluttered, and they would’ve gladly flown to Dom’s
flame any day, even if that meant their doom.


A soft grunt left Domenico’s lips when he leaned
in, rubbing his chest against Seth’s. The scent of mint shampoo made Seth’s
head spin, and he stumbled back, straight into the marble countertop. “And I
like you like this. I like it when your eyes shine with pride because of what I
did. And that is why I will cut off their heads and present them to you.”


It was just a form of speech, but Dom’s words
still gave Seth a shiver, and he wrapped his arms around Dom’s neck. He’d given
Domenico endless care and affection in the past few weeks, but something was
changing between them again. Something he couldn’t pinpoint, yet sensed in the
way Dom touched him. 


Domenico was a beast, he’d always been, but even
the top predator suffered from wounds. It felt as if Dom’s claws had been cut
in captivity, and only now, only today, he’d realized they’d grown back.


“It’s just a matter of time now, isn’t it?” Seth
whispered between one kiss and another. After so many years together, Dom still
made his heart beat faster. And while Seth used to look for perfection in
partners, with every new scar on Domenico’s body, with each tiny imperfection
he discovered as their bodies and as personalities matured, his husband only
appeared more attractive. He’d gotten smoother, sweeter, like the best red wine
money could buy.


Domenico hummed in agreement and slid his
fingertips under Seth’s T-shirt, to immediately start tugging on the body hair
there. “Yes. First Dino, then Federico. They’re already rotting, they just
don’t know it yet. It’s my duty to bury them, so the stench doesn’t offend my
husband.”


“How fucked up is it that I consider that
romantic?” Seth arched to the touch, so glad to no longer be smooth all over.
Shaving his body had never felt pleasant, but he also knew how much Domenico
loved him all natural and he was glad to indulge him.


Domenico’s mouth quirked, and he captured Seth’s
gaze before unbuckling his belt in a decisive move that left Seth melting
against the counter. “Pretty fucked up. But also accurate.”


A shiver went down Seth’s spine, and the density
of arousal between them seemed to thicken with the growing darkness in Dom’s
eyes. The kitchen was now orange with the light of the setting sun, but soon
the color would be gone, leaving them both to recognize each other by touch.


The scent of lemon curd, which still hung in the
air, reminded Seth of a time that now felt like another lifetime altogether.
His thoughts trailed back to that memorable fuck on the kitchen island in New
York as they waited for the cupcakes to cool. That afternoon, Domenico had given
Seth yet another first and rimmed him until Seth couldn’t help his longing for
cock. Just thinking of it had heat climbing Seth’s neck. He hadn’t dared tell
Dom about craving a fuck in case Dom wasn’t ready and strained himself to prove
a point, but he was now clearly eager to take that step.


“It was so savage when you bit off Anderson’s
dick,” Seth whispered running his fingers over Dom’s steady shoulders. “The
look on his face…” It had been full of terror and fury. Seth thought back to it
fondly.


Domenico’s muscles went somewhat stiff to the
touch, but he kissed Seth’s ear, pulling him into a tighter hug. “Did he fuck
you with that cock before I bit it off?”


Seth stiffened. They hadn’t talked about it again,
and Seth had considered that topic closed, but since Domenico asked, he
deserved to know the answers to questions that plagued him. The wound wasn’t as
fresh anymore either, and thinking of Anderson’s brutal death was the perfect
salve to soothe any leftover pain.


“No, he wanted me to top. Still only yours,” Seth
whispered, and his breath sped up when Dom slid his hands down Seth’s back and
straight into Seth’s jeans, under his briefs to squeeze his ass. 


Domenico hummed and shifted against Seth. Their
cheeks touched, then their mouths, and once Dom’s tongue penetrated Seth’s
lips, the sense of weightlessness it created had Seth’s knees weakening.


“Mine,” Dom whispered, rolling their hips together
until neither of them could deny the growing arousal.


“But even if he wanted to have me, not the other
way around, I’d still be yours. You know that, right?” Seth’s breath was
already speeding up, and the way Dom squeezed his buttocks time and time again
made his blood run faster. It only now occurred to him how gentle Dom had been
in the past few weeks, and it couldn’t have been just because of the recovery.
It was as if their intimacy had been hindered by unspoken questions, and
voicing the answers would finally clear the air.


Domenico had surely felt weak after their ordeal,
ashamed of the ineptitude he’d been forced into, but maybe getting to kill Chao
opened a new chapter for him.


Domenico had been moving his mouth along Seth’s
jaw, showering it with damp kisses, but he stopped to meet Seth’s gaze for a
moment of silence. “Yes. It would have changed nothing between us. I just
wanted to know,” he said and unzipped Seth’s pants. His thirst was showing, and
the hungry energy he radiated was fire to Seth’s own lust.


“Can I…?” Seth asked, pulling on the front of
Dom’s T-shirt, but the question made Domenico smirk.


“Since when are you so shy?” He pulled off his top
in a way that showed off his chest and stomach, but Seth’s gaze still drifted
to the dark red scar. Another one added to the map of Dom’s past suffering, its
sinister origins like a warning of what happened when they acted recklessly.


“I don’t know how, but you make me feel like this
sometimes. No matter how many times you fucked me shameless, I still get that
fluttering feeling when you take charge.”


His gaze followed the lines of muscles on
Domenico’s chest, which expanded when Dom took a deep breath and grabbed the
hem of Seth’s T-shirt, pulling it off him in a single tug. “Now you’ve got me
intrigued, because I fucking love it when you blush.” He pulled Seth T-shirt
off him in one quick move.


Seth grinned and pushed at Dom’s shoulder. “‘Cause
you’re a dirty fucker, and I don’t think I’ll ever get over just how much it
turns me on.”


“How dirty?” Domenico asked, suddenly grabbing
Seth’s hair and pulling back his head to expose his throat. Seth’s dick pulsed
in anticipation even before the warmth of Domenico’s breath made his skin break
out in goosebumps.


He gasped when Dom’s other hand trailed up his
stomach, all the way to the solar plexus. “Very. You’re this force to be
reckoned with, and I’m helpless against you.” To emphasize his words, Seth
rocked his hard dick against Dom’s hip.


The touch of Domenico’s teeth on his Adam’s apple
had Seth gasping for air. A highway of warmth descended from his neck all the
way to his balls, and it felt as if Domenico were squeezing his dick already.


“So you’ll do anything I say?” he whispered and
pushed his knee between Seth’s thighs. Its touch was as hot as bare-skin
contact.


“You know it,” Seth rasped, and when their eyes
met, he couldn’t look away. That amber gaze seared through his flesh and bone,
reaching his heart. They’d been married for so long, yet at times like this he
still felt like they were getting to know each other all over again. Seth was
no longer a lamb shivering in front of a wolf, but a worthy opponent, a fellow
predator ready to play rough.


Dom grinned and tugged Seth’s pants down,
descending to his knees to meet Seth’s bobbing dick when it emerged. Domenico’s
expression of sheer contentment had Seth’s heart beating faster, and he cupped
Domenico’s face, offering him a quick yet intense kiss but Dom rejected it with
a playful slap.


“You’re messing with my focus!”


“Why? You need to focus so that you don’t get too
greedy and bite down on it? Domenico ‘Jaws’ Acerbi.” Seth snorted, but still
shivered when Domenico trailed his teeth along the shaft of his cock.


“Don’t provoke me, or I’ll do it. Hasn’t Mommy
taught you not to tease a lion?” Domenico whispered, holding Seth’s dick close
to his lips, so close the touch of warm air had Seth getting to his toes in an
attempt to push in, but Domenico wouldn’t give up the control once he had it.


Dom cherished Seth’s cock far too much to ever
bite it, but the vision of blood drizzling down his chin was still hard to
fight off. The fact that Dom was a man who hadn’t hesitated to rip someone’s
cock off with his teeth to save them, only made Seth harder for him.


“Sorry. I’ll be good,” he said, despite having
absolutely no intention to do so. He was rotten through and through, just like
Dom. Whether he was born this way or if circumstances made him so was up for
discussion, but it didn’t change the fact that he was no longer the boy puking
his guts out because he didn’t want to look at a dead body.


“Liar,” Domenico said, but when he cradled Seth’s
balls in his other hand, Seth’s mind was purged of silly ideas. The mood
instantly sobered when Dom’s lashes lowered over his cheeks, and he licked up
Seth’s dick, leaving behind a damp trail that cooled with each passing
heartbeat. “But you’re my liar,” he said, looking up from above the cockhead.


Seth nodded, hypnotized by the orange light making
one of Dom’s eyes brighter. He’d been thinking about darkness swallowing them
before, but he’d much rather turn on the artificial light soon so that he could
see every detail of Dom sucking his cock into that perfect mouth.


His thoughts devolved into a tangled mess when
Domenico hollowed his cheeks, diving lower without ever closing his eyes. There
was an electric charge rushing through their bodies, and the violent sparks it
created between made Seth fry in the glow of his husband’s attention. Dom’s
warm hand pushed between his legs and went up and down, teasing the sensitive
skin as he sucked.


Seth pressed his ass to the warm marble, spreading
his legs a little more, happy to give Dom, the man who was ready to kill for
him, all the access he wanted. He’d belonged to Dom for years, but the dreadful
circumstances of the past few weeks had been a reminder of how much they both
had to lose.


He slid his fingers into Dom’s damp hair, eager do
give his husband everything he could want. Anderson might have tortured their
bodies and minds, but they were too strong to let that change them or the love
they had for one another. They’d survived it in one piece, against all odds.


Dom groaned with pleasure as he sucked on Seth’s
cock, but his interest was already gravitating somewhere else, and Seth bit
back a grin when his man’s capable hands crawled up the backs of his thighs,
and one of his warm digits rubbed its way to his hole, creating a sense of
urgency that had him searching for something that could be used as lube. 


Seth’s breath was frantic when he arched over the counter
to reach a bottle of olive oil and passed it to Dom, looking down at the
perfect image of his cock going in and out of that lusty mouth. His rock-hard
dick throbbed in the slick, inviting heat, but he was soft as putty in Dom’s
hands. Whatever Dom wanted, he’d get.


“I missed you,” Seth whispered. Too many weeks
have passed without Domenico’s cock inside him. He hadn’t even realized how
much he’d craved it, but the need now hit him with new urgency.


Dom tightened his lips on Seth’s dick but pulled back,
creating a sensation of pleasure that bordered on pain, but Seth wouldn’t stop
him, grunting when his cock popped out of that hot mouth.


“I’ll make it all up to you. Turn around,” Dom
said, his bright eyes glinting when he put down the bottle, still hypnotized by
the sway of Seth’s dick right in front of him.


Seth couldn’t have followed the order faster. He
put his hands on the counter, shameless about his nakedness or the vulnerable
position. He was all Domenico wanted, he was adored, desired, and once Domenico
fucked him to oblivion, thoughts of enemies who’d died and would die at Dom’s
capable hands would keep him going until there was no cum left in his balls.


He couldn’t keep in the whine that escaped his
lips when warm air danced against his crack, followed by the smooth, gentle
glide of Dom’s fingertips. They moved up and down, from the small of his back
to halfway down his thighs, and the flesh between heated with each stroke until
Seth’s back felt cold in comparison, and the need for intense touch prompted
him to reach back and part his buttocks.


Domenico groaned. “You’ve got no idea how much I
love you spreading yourself open for me like this.”


Seth steadied himself by resting his front on the
counter, because the shivers going down his knees every time Dom’s fingers
dipped against his hole threatened to send him to the floor. “I want you,” he
whispered, pressing his scorching forehead to the marble. “I want you on top of
me. Inside me.”


Domenico slapped his buttock so hard Seth was
close to letting go of it, but when Dom dived in and licked around the hole,
leaving it damp and hypersensitive, holding his ass apart became Seth’s sole goal
in a world that didn’t matter beyond where their hands could reach. He moaned,
rolling his face against the stone surface as his imagination produced visions
of his man’s handsome features buried between Seth’s globes. He saw his own
fingers, knuckles white from the strain of holding on, and the reddened flesh
of Domenico’s cheeks as he ate Seth’s ass, hungry for the earthy flavor of his
body.


Dom was so hot, so strong, so decisive that being
with him felt like a reward, one most people didn’t deserve. But Seth had him. Only
Seth could have him now.


Pain seared through Seth’s chest when the memory
of Anderson touching Dom pierced his pleasure-hazed mind, but that agile,
wonderful tongue was there to soothe him and tease Seth with its slick touch
until he couldn’t remember anything prior to this moment.


“So good,” he whined, his toes curling as Dom
rubbed his hands up Seth’s thighs, starting fires that could do neither of them
any harm.


They took their time with pleasure, and despite
the undercurrent of impatience buzzing in Seth’s blood, he chose to indulge
Domenico and waited, accepting whatever his husband wanted to unleash. He was
on the verge of begging for dick when Domenico’s olive-slickened fingers rubbed
across his relaxed hole again.


“So ripe. I’m going to have you every day from now
on. You’re the hottest man I’ve ever met,” Domenico whispered, rolling his two
digits against the anus, as if he wanted to drill them in.


Seth pushed back, done with being patient. “Dom,
how much longer am I supposed to wai—?” he groaned, already fantasizing about
his husband’s thick cock pushing in, but Domenico stopped him from talking with
a hard slap that sent waves of heat throughout his backside.


“As long as I decide. I thought you wanted me in
control?” he asked and pressed so close his rock-hard length pushed between
Seth’s buttocks.


Seth took a deep inhale. The conundrum of getting
what you wanted yet also not getting it. “Yesss,” he hissed in response to
another slap. There had never been another man he’d wanted to submit to. In
Domenico’s care, he was safe and weightless. Their love, the pleasure they
offered one another went beyond time, and in this bubble of happiness, he only
had one purpose—to make his man horny and take his seed.


So he tensed his back to show off the muscles
Domenico so loved.


Warm hands clutched at his pecs as Dom thrust
their hips together, but before Seth could have asked for more again, two
fingers pushed straight into his hole the moment Domenico stepped back, giving
himself access to Seth’s ass.


The sudden penetration burned, but it was a
pleasant sensation, and Seth grabbed the edge of the counter, muffling a scream
in the marble.


“You’re always so tight for me. I could do this
all the time if I had more cum to give you,” Domenico whispered, unexpectedly
biting Seth’s shoulder blade.


Seth moaned, arching to rub against Dom’s chest.
For once they had time to enjoy each other, and Dom loved to tease him, loved
to see him squirm. Seth had no qualms about giving him everything he wanted, so
he squeezed his ass on the fingers, explicit in his offering.


“Untouched for weeks,” Seth said and glanced over
his shoulder to drink in the expression of desire blooming on Domenico’s
handsome face.


Domenico’s breath trembled, its warmth teasing
goosebumps out of the flesh on Seth’s neck, but he wasn’t done yet, and just as
Seth adjusted to the presence inside him, a new finger pushed in, dilating him
farther. “And there’s nobody here to disturb us. Just you and me, like in the
old days.”


Seth panted, stabbing himself on the fingers. He
used to be ashamed of how eager he was about being fucked, but now the perspective
of offering his body to Domenico brought him joy. They were long past prejudice
or shyness. “Even… smells of lemon.” Seth could almost see them on top of that
kitchen island in New York, sweaty and desperate for breath after the intense
fuck. He’d only been learning about bottoming back then, and at the time it had
been one of his most intense sexual experiences. It still was a memory he held
on to—a moment of peace, devoid of worry and soaked in the joy of blooming
love.


Domenico rubbed his face up and down Seth’s spine
and followed the touch with yet more kisses, but he too seemed to have grown
impatient and moved his fingers in Seth’s hole with less gentleness. “I
remember. You fed me. And I fucked you. A fair exchange,” he said and removed
his digits before Seth could have answered. The broad head of his cock pressed
to Seth’s opening so rapidly his inhale turned into a broken moan.


Seth reached to the hand still kneading his pec
and entwined his finger with Dom’s. Damp hair tickled his back and when they
rocked together, finding the familiar rhythm after such a long break, his
thoughts evaporated, leaving only need and the sense of belonging.


“Fuck me good, and I’ll treat you to dessert.” He
chuckled, but then moaned when Domenico thrust all the way in, and his balls
slapped against Seth’s.


“This good enough for your greedy ass?”


“Yes!”


Domenico let out a pleased laugh and rolled his
hips against Seth’s, fully buried inside him. He pushed his free hand up Seth’s
back to rest on his nape and kissed his shoulder again, slowly pulling back,
until Seth feared he might retract altogether. But no, Domenico wouldn’t do
that to him. He slammed back in, making Seth shudder from the fire it sparked
deep inside him.


He was Dom’s, and just the sheer fact of being
taken gave him a sense of satisfaction, but the way Domenico used his dick sent
them both flying each time they had sex.


“Only mine. My greedy, greedy slut of a husband.”


Seth’s cheeks burned at the notion, but he
couldn’t deny what was true. They switched, and he loved fucking Dom, always
greedy to get off by whatever means he could, but he’d gotten addicted to the
sensation of Dom’s dick pumping his hole, and the heat of his man’s cum inside.


This moment--with Seth bent over and offering
himself while Dom sawed into him over and over--was perfection. So he moaned,
and twisted, and rolled his hips as Domenico fucked him, kneading and stroking
every bit of Seth’s flesh he could reach.


“Less talking, more fucking,” Seth said to agitate
Dom, because he sure as hell loved the dirty talk. He might be Dom’s beloved
pliant husband, but that didn’t make him any less interested in a rough ride at
Dom’s mercy.


They understood one another without the need to
say those things explicitly. Seth grinned when Domenico leaned more of his
weight on him and kicked his legs open wider before starting a ferocious rhythm
that set Seth’s ass on fire. But it wasn’t the kind of heat one might want to
stay away from. No, this was the burn he lived for, and which he could only get
from his husband.


Domenico’s arms slid around him, half-holding him
still, half-hugging Seth as they rode the frantic rhythm, with the hard prick
stabbing inside him over and over until his dick pulsed with need, and Seth had
to squeeze it for relief.


Their bodies rocked together, damp with sweat, and
they didn’t even talk anymore, instead filling the kitchen with their moans.
Seth jerked off in a frantic motion rivaled by the speed in which Dom pumped
his cock into him. Nothing beat this kind of connection, and Seth couldn’t wait
to feel Dom come. His body was so sturdy, so heavy as it lay on top of Seth’s,
pressing him into the counter, and the hair that had grown back on Dom’s chest
tickled Seth’s back, teasing him time and time again.


He let out a strange, animalistic noise when
Domenico forced his head to the side for a rough kiss, but when his man’s sharp
teeth bit on Seth’s tongue and liquid heat spread deep inside him, blood dashed
through his arteries, pulsing in his skull and cock. He needed to get off.
Now. 


Domenico repeatedly pushed his cock against Seth’s
prostate, no longer holding back the beast within him, the same beast that had
claimed Seth from their first fuck. The monster that didn’t care about right or
wrong. The monster that took whatever he pleased. Right now, that monster was
claiming Seth’s orgasm with the ferocity of a bloodthirsty wolf.


“I can’t…” Seth moaned incoherently, closing his
eyes and riding the wave started by the rapid motion of Domenico’s hips. 


Domenico twisted Seth’s arms back to the point of
pain and entered him a few final times, prolonging the rush to Seth’s
head. 


Seth didn’t even attempt to keep himself upright
once Dom’s cock slipped out and left him boneless. He collapsed, flinching when
the cold tiles touched his scorching skin, but Domenico lay down behind him and
pulled him against his chest like the sweetest of boyfriends.


“I missed that,” Domenico said after a few
heartbeats, his face buried in Seth’s hair.


Seth could barely catch his breath, his ass and
head on fire, but he loved it. Absolutely fucking loved it.


He turned to kiss Dom despite having no energy to
even open his eyes. “Me too.”


 


*


 


“Now this is what I call a treat,” Domenico
said, burying his long spoon in the dessert Seth created for him from the
ingredients he’d prepared earlier. In the intimate glow of the tiny lamps above
the counter, the utensil pierced the thick yet fluffy meringue cream and
gathered a bit of each layer that made up the dessert—the crumbs, the custard,
the lemon sorbet, and the cheesecake—before stuffing it into Dom’s mouth. “I
definitely need to step up my game with the fucking if it inspires you to do
this.”


Seth grinned, glancing at the box containing
Chao’s ear. It was a trophy they’d have to get rid of, but still a nice
gesture. Its presence made Chao’s death somehow more tangible, even though Seth
hadn’t been there to witness it.


They sat on the sofa naked, without having to
worry about anyone walking in on them. Domenico stretched his legs out along
the seat, his back against Seth’s lap.


“Your fucking game is right where it should be.
Better tell me how you got him.”


Dom grinned and packed his mouth full of the food,
bright eyes twinkling as he leaned back to see Seth. “It was easy enough. Isla’s
dad knew where the cameras are, so we blocked his way as he drove home from
some business he was attending. I took Chao, the others took care of the car,
and it was over within a couple of minutes. My guess is that the rest of him is
liquidizing in a barrel somewhere. Mrs. Chao’s lucky. She’ll have all that
money without the need to spend any more time with that douchebag. You could
say I did her a favor.”


Dom was so sexy when relaxed like this. Naked,
confident, his hair in a bit of a tangle, Seth could eat him up from his toes
to the tip of the perfect nose.


“Good, I was worried about those poor orphaned
pugs.”


Domenico grinned and rolled to his side, bumping
his forehead against Seth’s chest. His hair was practically dry now and hung in
thick, unruly streaks. “I’m not that cruel. If Dino has a dog, we’ll find it a
good home.”


Seth’s thoughts became that bit darker when he
heard his father’s name, so he sweetened them up with cheesecake and meringue.
“You said you’d kill Federico too. Do you mean that? We both know he should die,
but realistically… is that what we’re going to do?”


Domenico’s smile faded, and he pushed a large
spoonful of dessert past his lips, chewing in the warm light from above. “He
should die. No point in leaving him alive if we’re to kill Dino. Honestly, if
there’s one person I want dead, it’s him,” he said in the end, watching the
wall with a stern expression.


“We’ve talked a lot about seeing your mother, a
house in Sicily by the sea with a large lemon orchard, but those are fantasies.”
Seth rubbed his hand up Domenico’s thigh, watching the flesh dip under his
touch. “What will we really do? If we get rid of Dino and open up a safe
passage to Italy, what about all the old demons waiting there? You sure you
want to step back into that snake pit?”


Domenico’s jaw tensed, but he met Seth’s gaze and
nodded. “I need to save her from him. And after that… we will see. But I can
tell you that I do want that orchard, and that house, and the sea,” he said in
the softest of whispers, but his eyes burned as if they were on fire.


“Years ago, Santo said that he wants Tropico dead,
even if it’s his father. What if he’s changed his mind? Many things happened
since then, and you know how good Federico is at sinking his claws into people.
He’s not only Santo’s father but also his consigliere.”


Domenico sighed. “Santo will do what’s best for
his family, and Tropico keeps working in the shadows, all too close to the
Villani business. I hope he still sees Tropico as a threat, regardless of who
he is. But what about you? Have you changed your mind about this?” he asked,
putting away the unfinished dessert to focus on Seth.


“No,” was the simple answer. “I want them both to
pay for what they did to us. I just don’t know yet what our place will be when
we go back. But I guess we’ll need to find out. It’s all becoming real now in
ways I never imagined.”


Domenico’s fingers slotted between his own, warm
and comforting in their touch. “I will not sacrifice you to get to him. Don’t
worry.”


“Should we tell Mark yet?” Seth squeezed Dom’s
hand, but seeing the sorbet melt, he delved the spoon into the dessert and fed
Dom.


Domenico snorted, licking his lips where the spoon
had left a dollop of cream. “No. 


He’d only be another person to worry about. I
promised him he’d get to live like a normal person, and I don’t want to break
that promise if I can help it.”


“Such a good daddy.” Seth snorted. “Let’s just
hope Angelica even remembers our faces by the time we go back. Her new hobby is
slime, apparently.”


Domenico snorted. “I went through that phase too.
When we go back, I’ll teach her everything I know. We only need to deal with
Dino first,” he said and rubbed his knuckles against Seth’s cheek.


Seth wasn’t sure if he wanted to broach such a
topic, but they were far too close with Dom to stay silent about it. “I keep
thinking that your father believed in you, even if you didn’t know the truth
until it was too late. I envy you, even though he tried to kill me. Knowing
what I know now, I kinda wish I’d never gotten my answers.” 


Domenico’s warm hand squeezed around Seth’s, the
support to keep him above murky waters. “Your mother believed in you. Isn’t
that enough?”


Seth swallowed and wouldn’t look into Dom’s eyes.
“She thought I could be taught to make cake, not that I could achieve anything
within the Family.”


Domenico shrugged. “Then you went way above and
beyond what she expected. Why would you want approval from the kind of man your
father turned out to be? I loved mine, but I still killed him when it was
necessary. Now it’s time to kill yours.”


The matter-of-fact tone made Seth cringe, but Dom
was right. The man who’d only shown his care with gifts and money had never
been what Seth would have wanted in a father. Dino had turned out to be worse
than Seth could suspect. “Thanks. For always being there for me.”


Domenico smirked, accepting Seth’s sugary-sweet
kiss. “You’re welcome. But I have something else. Dana called me right before I
arrived,” he said, watching Seth with the intense eyes that both excited and
calmed Seth.


“What?” Seth asked, ignoring the anger over Dana
purposefully side-lining him again. If she wanted her gluten-free dessert, she
better change her act.


“She might have found a way to get us close to
Dino.”











Chapter 17 - Domenico


The coffee was terrible. But that was what Domenico
got for straying from the righteous path of patronising small, independent
shops that cared about their product. The big chains were only good in
desperate times, when a craving for caffeine muddled his brain so much features
like flavor or quality no longer mattered as much. So he sipped the coffee that
had clearly been brewed for too long, creating a burnt aftertaste, and cursed
baristas who chose their job as a way to earn money on the side, not because of
their passion for coffee.


“This is disgusting,” he told Seth, watching
shoppers pass by across the main foyer of the huge mall. The sun streamed
through the wave-shaped glass ceiling high above, but neither good weather nor
the multitude of beautiful people could improve his mood.


Seth shrugged. “I told you to get the matcha
bubble tea.” He was wearing a white T-shirt paired with jeans and sneakers, and
managed to appear both casual and irresistible. Dana had told them to dress
down for this meeting, and the clothes Dom wore might have been one of the
reasons for his general upset at the world. T-shirts were good for lounging at
home and nothing else. He did like one on Seth’s muscular form, but most people
wore the pathetic baggy kind that without fail created a shapeless, unkempt look
that said don’t-fuck-me-I’m-a-slob. 


What was the point of hiding a few rolls of fat
behind something that ultimately made you look bigger? Not that there was
anything bad about a few extra pounds, as evidenced by how delicious Seth had been
in his more plus-sized form during his recovery in Louisiana. 


“Bubble tea. Who even came up with the
stupid idea of eating tea instead of drinking it? Those tapioca balls are like
slugs,” Domenico said and downed his bad coffee before tossing the cup into the
trash can.


Seth snorted. The hypocrite hadn’t even gotten one
himself and instead sipped the most uninspired mocha Domenico had ever seen.
“Don’t blame me for its existence. Why are you staring at me?”


Domenico stifled the impulse to brush his fingers
across Seth’s full, tempting lips. They’d been around Dom’s cock only a couple
of hours ago, and when they touched the rim of Seth’s paper cup, the memory of
it flowed right back, teasing Dom’s mind. “Am I not allowed to look at my
husband now? I was just thinking back to how much of a bear you were when we
stayed in the swamps.”


Seth frowned. “Why? Since when do you fantasize
about bears?”


Domenico shrugged, taking in the way the pale
fabric clung to Seth’s body. The one he wore didn’t look nearly as pleasing. He
hadn’t packed any T-shirts and today resorted to borrowing one of Seth’s, which
was so large on Dom he felt like an underdeveloped boy in his dad’s clothes.
“You were a very delicious bear. Super warm and soft.”


Seth rolled his eyes and averted his gaze with the
sweetest blush. “You’re so dumb. My body hair’s grown back thicker, so you’re
gonna have your bear.”


Domenico was so, so tempted to hug him, but they
were here on business, not for pleasure, and he didn’t want to potentially
spoil the meeting with the person Dana recruited to bring them into Dino’s
proximity.


“Dumb? For thinking you’re always hot?”


“No one’s always hot.”


“I beg to disagree. You even look hot when you’re
hungover,” Dom said, stepping closer, against his better judgment. Seth’s brown
eyes had him hooked, and he couldn’t resist their call.


The little smile he got made up for the
tastelessness of the coffee. “Oh really? How come? ‘Cause it makes me so easy?”
Seth winked.


This was torture. “I swear to God, I’m gonna pin
you down so hard once we’re out of here.”


Seth’s grin warmed Domenico’s heart more than the
brightest Sicilian sunshine could. “You won’t see me complaining.”


The carefree banter was cut in an instant when
Dom’s phone rang. He was expecting Dana, but was surprised to see Mark’s name
on the screen.


“I swear he has some kind of sixth sense,”
Domenico said, showing the screen to Seth before picking up the call.


“How’s post-vacation reality treating you?” he
asked, referring to the end of Mark’s vacation in France.


“It’s all fine. But what’s up with you two? I just
got a call from Santo. Is everything okay? He only called me once before, to
ask about a camera, but I’m guessing that back then he just wanted to check if
the phone number was real.”


Seth leaned closer to eavesdrop.


A cool sensation trailed down Domenico’s face, and
he heard blood furiously beating against his ear drums. “He asked about a
camera? Really? Nothing else?” he asked, approaching a bench by a fountain on
the edge of the foyer.


“That was last time. This time, he said your
phones weren’t working, so I told him that might be because you were on
vacation in Singapore, and now I’m thinking that I shouldn’t have. I think he
was fishing for information about your whereabouts, and I fucking told him!
Gah…”


“Goddamn it,” Domenico said, closing his eyes.
Anger simmered under his skin, but at least he’d gotten his answer about the
merit of not sharing their current activities with Mark. The boy had spent too
much time among regular citizens, and his instincts weren’t as sharp as they
used to. He counted to three and spoke, “I’ll contact him. Don’t worry.”


Mark exhaled. “Dom, if something’s up, I need to
know. Everything about this whole trip of yours is starting to stink. Did you
really get hit by a car?”


“Why would you ask? Of course I got hit by a car,”
Dom said, leaning against the back of the bench and letting his foot touch
Seth’s in a discreet caress none of the passers-by would notice.


“But you must promise that you’ll tell me if
anything’s wrong. You need to think about Angelica.” The brat was twenty-three,
but sometimes acted like an old man. Then again, when Dom had been his age,
he’d also thought he knew everything. The two of them were far too similar in some
respects.


“Worry about your own kid. I’m sure that if the
car had killed both of us, you would have taken care of her,” Domenico said in
a mocking tone to ward off further questions. He had to finish this
conversation and contact Santo as soon as possible. The last thing they needed
was a third party interfering with their plans.


“I would,” Mark said as if he’d been actually
asked. “It wouldn’t be an issue. Griffith’s grown more comfortable with kids. I
wish you could see him dance live one day. He’s got this big performance coming
up—”


Dear God. 


Domenico rolled his eyes at Seth. He enjoyed
ballet, and Griffith did seem quite good at it in home videos Mark had sent
them, but this wasn’t something he wanted to discuss right now. “Maybe he
should perform in South America sometime? I’d have an embarrassingly big
bouquet of flowers presented to him on stage. I’ve got to go, but please don’t
tell Santo where we live or the numbers of our bank accounts are next time you
talk to him, okay?”


Mark groaned and disconnected without a goodbye.


Domenico glanced at Seth and took the mocha from
him. It didn’t taste like coffee, but was sweet at least. “So touchy, right?”


Seth groaned. “He lives in La-la land. Hopefully,
this will teach him a lesson. What’s Santo doing sniffing around us like that
anyway? I don’t like it.”


Domenico glared at his cell phone and found the
right number. “Well, we’ll have to find out, honey. Anything you want to tell
your dear cousin?”


Seth squinted. “Ask him how his kids are doing.
Subtle threats can do wonders.”


Domenico’s mouth stretched into a smile. He’d
found such a perfect partner in the man he used to loathe with a passion. “I
love you.”


“Who is this?” asked Santo, but Seth still blew
Dom a kiss in the air.


“Domenico. Sorry, I just changed my number and
hadn’t told you yet. Mark said you were looking for me?” he asked, sliding his
free hand to Seth’s back.


“I thought we agreed on staying in touch,” Santo
said harshly.


The fuck was that attitude about? Did he think he
was Dom’s boss just because he now ran the Villani business?


“I don’t like your tone,” Dom said. “Why are you
so agitated? I hope your children are safe.”


Seth smirked, and Dom reveled in the pause on the
other side of the line.


“They are. Thank you. I wanted to check in, because
my father, who’d never had an interest in visiting Asia, is talking about a
trip to Singapore. And then I find out you’re there. What is this about? I
won’t believe it’s a coincidence.”


For the briefest moment, Domenico considered
sharing the truth, but Santo wasn’t his keeper, and Seth’s worries about him possibly
trying to remove Tropico on his own were not beyond the realm of possibilities.
“We’re on vacation. I had a minor accident, so maybe something got to him
through hospital records.”


“Fuck!” Santo’s raised voice surprised Dom. The
man was usually far more restrained, and hearing him so rattled made Domenico
more alert. “Just get out of there, okay? Leave no trace.”


Domenico’s heart thumped, slowing down along with
the cogs in Dom’s head. “Is there something I should know?” he asked as the
noise around him appeared to dull, creating a black hole that could suck in
both him and Seth.


“I don’t want him finding out about you, or our
arrangement for that matter.”


Dom frowned. “But he will. Once we come back.”


“If that happens, I’ll talk to him first. Now is
not a good time. And you don’t have any new leads, do you?” Santo sounded so
confident about Domenico’s failure to track down Tropico Dom found it hard to
unclench his jaws to speak.


“No leads,” he had to say. “But one day…”


“One day,” Santo confirmed.


Seth tapped Dom’s foot and pointed to Dana, who
approached them with a petite Asian lady walking beside her.


Domenico squeezed the phone so hard it creaked in
protest. “I have to go now. Talk to you soon,” he said and ended the call the
moment Santo finished a farewell of his own.


He rose as the two women approached, both dressed
in what they surely considered elegant day outfits, which in Dana’s case meant
a little black dress whereas her companion’s form was clad in candy pink,
complete with huge high heels, giant gold earrings and a tiny Gucci handbag.
Her symmetrical face was straight out of a plastic surgery ad.


“Christ,” Domenico said, and his thoughts returned
to the way Seth’s blue T-shirt hung off his leaner form. Why would Dana tell
him to be ‘super cas’ when neither she nor the pink lady adhered to the same
dress code?


The woman pouted and raised her unusually pointy
chin before they even got introduced. “Oh no, no, Dan-dan, this won’t do,” she
said, her accent a mix of Mandarin and British.


It took Dom five seconds to figure out who
‘Dan-dan’ was, but Dana spoke before he could have mocked her in some veiled
way.


“You said you love a project, Maya, and I got two
for you to choose from.” Dana pointed to Seth and Dom with a manicured finger.


“I don’t know…” Maya rolled her eyes, looking Dom
up and down. “But are they really Italian at least?”


Dom had no idea why this woman was so set on
meeting Italians, but he’d go with it either way. “Yes, Miss, straight from Napoli,”
Domenico said, making his accent as exaggerated as possible.


His words got Maya’s attention and she clapped her
hands. “Oh! Just like pizza.” She smiled as Domenico boiled on the inside. He
didn’t risk glaring at Dana, but he wasn’t sure whether this woman really was
their best bet to reach Dino’s proximity, or if this was her revenge for being
kept at a distance most of the time.


Maya shook her head and pointed at Seth. “This
one’s too big for me. We’d be out of proportion. I’ll take that one,” she said,
taking a step toward Domenico, “What’s your name? Wow, you could be a model if
it wasn’t for that scar on your face. But don’t worry, it gives you character.
And your skin is so smooth you won’t really need any makeup.”


Which was for the better, because there was no way
in hell Domenico would let anyone ever apply foundation, or even powder to his
skin. He seriously felt sorry for all the straight men who had to deal with
that smelly shit rubbing off on them just because most women didn’t have skin
as nice as his.


“Can you tell us what this is about?” he asked
Dana, averting his eyes from the huge pearls embedded in Maya’s earrings. 


Dana pressed her hand to her lips in
mock-surprise. “Oh, shoot! Didn’t I tell you? Maya needs a date for an event
later tonight.”


Domenico frowned. “That’s a surprise. A lady as
lovely as yourself needs to borrow someone’s friend?” he asked fishing for
information by tickling her ego.


A soft blush bloomed on Maya’s cheeks. “It’s a
Venetian-themed party. That’s where you come in. And my ex will be there, so I
can’t arrive on my own, or he’ll think I still miss him.”


Domenico blinked, staring at her in silence. That
was it? He was to be jealousy fodder and an Italian accessory all in one?


“Is this a big party?”


Dana smiled at Domenico widely and stood between
him and Seth. “So many people will be at the party. It’s on a yacht.
I’ve even heard some elusive celebrities will attend. The kind who don’t
usually even mingle with the general population. The kind who just zoom in
limos and private jets from place to place.” She gave a longing sigh.


Domenico got the message loud and clear. Maya was
their entry ticket to a yacht party, which Dino would also attend. Not an
opportunity to be missed now that Federico and Santo were sniffing around them
like two wild dogs. They would have to strike tonight, take their trophy, and
leave.


“So what’s the dress code? I could pick you up
from your home in the evening,” Domenico said, offering Maya a polite yet—he
hoped—tempting smile.


Maya shook her head with a little scowl that
didn’t make her forehead wrinkle at all. “Oh no, this is a very serious matter,
we can’t take any chances. I’ll take you shopping now.”


Dana stepped in. “Yes, don’t worry about it, Gian,
Maya understands your situation. That’s why she even said she’ll call the right
person and get the one who’s not chosen a gig in the kitchen. The pay is
amazing.”


Oh. So that was why she’d told them to dress down.
They were to play poor Euro-trash who needed help picking suits. If Maya wasn’t
such a fantastic opportunity, Domenico would have given the spoiled princess a
piece of his mind by now.


“Dan-dan, you always think of everything,” he said
with a venom Maya didn’t notice, too excited to dress up her life-sized Ken doll


“You will look so good once I’m done with you. And
you can keep the outfit, of course. Us beautiful people, have to stick
together,” she said with a wink, grabbing Domenico’s arm and leading him across
the busy foyer. Dom looked over his shoulder, trying to catch Seth’s gaze, but
instead of sympathy he found his man grinning at him like a madman. Of course.
He’d enjoy watching Domenico suffer this indignity.


“Maya, that’s so kind of you. I’ve got some
kitchen experience, but I’ve never worked on a yacht. You must have some
amazing connections,” Seth said, following suit.


Dana nodded. “Maya’s got two million followers on
Insta.”


Dom had no idea what ‘insta’ was, but two million
seemed like a large number. “Very impressive. I dabbled in Myspace a few years
ago but never got quite so popular,” he said, trying to initiate a connection
with their ticket into Dino’s proximity.


Her face froze for half a second, only to brighten
in a surprisingly honest smile. “You’re too funny, Gian! We’ll have such a good
time.”











Chapter 18 - Domenico


“Take a few more,” Maya urged Domenico as she
struck another convoluted pose next to a giant cake shaped like a gondola and
topped with a miniature version of St. Mark’s Basilica recreated in sugar. She
kept positioning her feet and hips in convoluted ways throughout the impromptu
photoshoot to create the optical illusion of even greater slimness. Were
Domenico in the market for women, he’d have told her to cut it out since she
was already bony beyond the few places that featured surgically-obtained
curves, but he wanted to talk to her as little as possible. It was a blessing
the yacht didn’t offer enough space for dancing, because having to constantly
touch her might have been too much to bear.


Since the waiters were all dressed up as
gondoliers, it had only been a question of time until Maya drew one away from
his work to use as an accessory in the never-ending hunt for the perfect shot.
The poor guy’s satin costume looked as pathetic as the Venetian-themed
decoration, which, like Maya herself, was too fake and too much. The party
organizers must have bought every single can of gold paint on the market to
create the sense of tacky finery surrounding the guests. But for Domenico, the
large room filled with fake golden trees, fake golden flowers, and fake golden
sculptures was his personal hell.


And since movable decor wasn’t enough to satisfy
the host’s taste for the bourgeois idea of elegance, coving had been attached
to the comically-low ceiling in the yacht’s main cabin, and cannoli filled with
a cheese that wasn’t ricotta had been laid out in the light of electric
candelabra. And to add insult to injury, Domenico had to put on a fake Italian
accent in this pathetic scenery accompanied by whimsical pseudo-Italian music
played by several musicians wielding organettos and other instruments. 


“How many more?” he asked, no longer hesitant
about getting to his knees and supporting the front of his body on his elbows
to capture the kind of photo Maya wanted. So far, being her personal paparazzo
seemed like the sole purpose for his presence, and the only thing keeping him
from walking out on her was the fact that the fake Venetian mask he wore hid
his identity from other guests. “I’m not a photographer.”


“Oh, my God, Gian! Just do your best, it’s not so
hard. Show me.”


Domenico rose to his feet, already dreading the
meaning behind the scowl on Maya’s face.


“You gave me a double chin!” she whispered with so
much venom he’d be running off to get an apology bouquet if he were in any way
attached to her and her terrible personality. 


“I’m not responsible for your weight,” he said,
stepping on the train of her dress, which clung to her full bust and cinched
waist before trailing lower in heavy waves of brocade. Domenico was relieved
she had enough sense to buy him a suit instead of putting him in some kind of
silly Italian-themed costume, though the fact that his nationality was yet
another accessory offended him beyond words. If Dino didn’t reveal himself
soon, Dom might lose it and stab the tiny poison syringe meant for Tropico into
Maya’s breast.


The party was only getting started, by anyone’s
standards, but the fact that Domenico hadn’t yet spotted anyone who’d even
remind him of Dino kept him on pins and needles. The fact that the endless
stream of guests wore masks, extravagant outfits, and engulfed the main room in
a cacophony of different perfume made his task even harder. Dino would have
been easier to spot if it weren’t for the fact that the crowd was so diverse,
but at least it also meant Domenico didn’t stand out like a sore thumb either.


Unlike him, Seth worked in the kitchen, so he had
no mask to hide his identity. If he, by some awful set of circumstances, ended
up spotted by his father or any of his men, terrible shit could happen.


The needle attached to the syringe was so thin its
bite might be confused with that of an insect, and while Domenico held a
grudge, he also knew Dino wouldn’t be alone, and what he really wanted was for
the bastard to die. Whether he realized what hit him didn’t matter as much
anymore. So he waited and watched the crowd whenever Maya gave him a moment of
peace to chat with one of her endless friends.


He must have spaced out for a moment, because when
he realized she was glaring at him from behind her dainty purple mask, he was
confused at first.


“It’s not my fault you’re blind and can’t take a
good photo. Remember who invited you here before you make any more snide
comments,” Maya said in a biting tone before spinning around and sliding her
hand around Dom’s arm as if they were happily in love. He had to force himself
not to flinch at the touch. “Zoe! Chloe! I was hoping to see you here!” she
chirped.


Two women approached in identical dresses made of
shiny satin that worked on stage, at the opera, but not in close-up. Their gray
wigs and eighteenth-century style makeup with powdered faces and large blots of
rouge on the cheeks, showed more commitment to the theme of the party than
Maya’s elegant ensemble.


He stood still, glad he’d been relieved of his
social media duties for the time being, but before he could have drifted off to
grab a glass of wine from a table in the corner, Maya’s hand tightened around
his elbow like an unwanted anchor.


“You haven’t met Gian, have you? He’s from Naples!”


Domenico offered a smile to the two identical
women. “Buonasera,” he said, knowing at this point he was only here for
his Italian-ness.


The twins squeaked in delight, but their joy
reminded him why he didn’t like spending time with nouveau-riche idiots whose idea
of labor consisted of visiting stores and beauty parlors.


“Can you sing a serenade, Gian?” Asked Zoe/Chloe.


The other Zoe/Chloe’s eyes went wide. “Please,
please, please!”


Dom chuckled despite feeling like howling instead.
“Serenades only after midnight, that’s tradition.”


Maya’s hand dove to his back, surprising him with
a pinch.


What. The. Fuck. Was. That.


Domenico had no patience for fussy women in
general, and was adverse to someone treating him as a personal accessory on his
best days. Now, he longed to take Maya to the restroom, under the guise of sex,
and drown her in the toilet bowl.


“I’m afraid that, contrary to popular belief, not
all Italians have a good singing voice. I’m one of those unfortunate souls.”


Zoe/Chloe on the left bit her lip, stepping that bit
closer and using a nylon fan to cool off. “Maybe say something in Italian
then?”


There we go.


“What do you want me to say?” Domenico said,
skirting the edges of his patience for this bullshit. Was the chance to off
Dino even worth all the suffering Maya was putting him through?


Zoe/Chloe hesitated, unable to come up with a
sentence they both agreed on wanting, so in the end Maya forced Domenico to
teach them some basic introductions. Domenico couldn’t even risk teaching them
swearwords, as a few of the staff were Italian and might react.


“Gian, could you take a photo of all three of us?”
Zoe/Chloe asked, already handing Dom her Svarovski crystal-studded phone.


Domenico’s head was a furnace at this point, but
Maya blinked and snatched the device out of his hands in a way that would be
considered rude under any circumstances. “Dan-dan! Can you take a picture of
us, please? Gian doesn’t have much artistic sensibility.”


Domenico stepped back, more offended than he
logically should be, and the half-smile Dana offered him as she left the
middle-aged man she’d been chatting to had him boiling. He needed five minutes
to calm down, or he’d end up biting the bitch’s head off.


Maya smiled at him as if they were perfect
friends. “Be a darling and bring us some wine, Gian.”


That was Domenico’s cue. His getaway.


He gave her the most generic of nods and slid
toward the wall, maneuvering through the dense crowd of men and women in masks
of various quality, opulence, and artistic merit. It had been two hours since
they’d arrived, and he hadn’t caught a glimpse of a single person who looked
even remotely like Dino. Granted, maybe he had a private room on board, or had unwittingly
hindered Domenico’s plans by deciding he didn’t feel like attending tonight’s
party, but it agitated Domenico to no end that where he’d hoped for a lot of
time to explore the yacht and search for his mark, he was stuck with the rich
bitch, who thought she was doing him a favor by buying him a substandard suit.


He needed a drink. And a smoke. He technically
should avoid nicotine and alcohol now that he’d lost one of his kidneys, but
one night wouldn’t kill him.


He walked to the lower deck, past the sign that
read Staff Only in hope of crashing the kitchen and getting Seth out for
a quick chat, but Seth must have had the same plan, because Dom found him
leaning against the railing, a speck of white in his uniform on the background
of the starry sky and dark water.


Seth looked his way as soon as he noticed
footsteps, and his initial wariness turned into a smile around a cigarette held
between his teeth the moment Dom took off his mask.


Domenico’s heart was instantly at ease when he saw
the familiar features relax.


“Hey. How’s the work? Hope you’re not spitting in
the food,” he said, sliding his palm across Seth’s broad back as he joined him,
smelling the breath of the sea.


The lights of the city created a magical picture
beyond the dark expanse of the water, and illuminated the sky too, obscuring
the stars with their bright glow.


Seth snorted, exhaling smoke. “Nah, I like food
too much. What about you? Wearing a mask protects you, but I bet it makes
spotting Dino near-impossible.”


Domenico rested his elbows on the edge of the
railing and hung his head, wordlessly asking Seth for a cigarette. “It’s a
fucking nightmare. She only wanted me here because I’m more Italian than this
party. Can’t believe I have to play along with this nonsense. She had me
introduce myself in Italian, and I had to take hundreds of pictures, but she
sees flaws in each one. What kind of job is influencer anyway?”


“They sell ad space on their online profiles and
get paid to show up at parties because it hypes up—”


“I know what it is, I’ve looked it up. I’m
just saying it’s not a real job.”


Seth smirked and passed Domenico a cigarette. “Ah,
I know. They should get real jobs, like a doctor, lawyer, or an
assassin. Those are serious jobs, right?”


Domenico let out a groan and lit the end of the
cigarette, glad there was hardly any wind tonight. Relief flooded his senses
once he took the first drag, and he leaned closer to Seth, needing his warmth
to keep a clear head. The water smelled of salt, and its soothing whisper was a
pleasant reminder that there was life beyond the bustling city that took up the
entire horizon.


“You think you’re so smart, huh?”


“I am. If we weren’t stuck in incognito mode
forever, I’d make us a couple Instagram, and just rake in the cash for
appearances. I’d post sexy photos, gym routines, and recipes. It’s the triangle
of success on the Internet. Oh, and inspirational quotes.” Seth bumped Dom’s
shoulder with his own, surprisingly cheerful taking into account what they were
there for.


Domenico scowled. “I don’t live so women can ogle
me and my man.”


“What about the guys?” Seth teased, and Domenico
hummed, playing with the cigarettes as he glanced into Seth’s loving eyes. “I
suppose I could easily get rid of stalkers anyway.”


Seth laughed out loud. They glanced toward the
tall buildings, soaking up the peaceful atmosphere while the loud music at the
party was barely the ghost of a presence, and in that moment it almost felt
like this wasn’t a murder escapade but a date. “You’d have so many.”


“Their number shrinking every time one decided to
approach me,” Domenico said without taking the cigarette from between his lips.
He winked at Seth, more at ease already. After the strain of having to adhere
to a stranger’s wishes for the greater good, Seth’s company was the relief he
desperately needed. And if all went well, they would be on their way home tomorrow,
with new perspectives.


Or dead.


But he didn’t like to ponder that possibility,
even if it loomed just below the surface, like hands ready to invite them into
the cold ocean. Because that was where they’d probably end up, eaten by fish,
if they died tonight. 


Domenico took a drag of warm smoke and glanced
into the dark water below. His mind was equally black below the surface, hiding
torture, pain, and disappointment. Despite the suffering at Anderson’s hands,
despite the loss of his kidney, both still fresh wounds, Domenico wanted to
believe that he was unchanged, but the truth was, those recent experiences have
rattled his confidence. He’d been shown how human he was, that his body bled
like anyone else’s.


Seth put his arm over Dom’s shoulders without a
word, as if wanting to show his support.


Had he read Domenico’s thoughts?


Leaning into the embrace felt as natural as
breathing. No matter how breakable the whole experience had made Domenico feel,
Seth still believed in him, and that was what ultimately mattered. His husband
knew him better than anyone, so if he thought Domenico could put an end to
their problems forever, then he could. All he needed was a drop of humility so
he didn’t neglect danger when it crept up on him.


“If he’s here, I will find him. That’s a promise.”


Seth threw the butt of his cigarette into the sea
and turned to kiss Dom. Away from prying eyes, in the shadow of the upper deck,
they could allow themselves this tiny moment of intimacy, and Dom delved into
it with his whole being. He had to believe this stunt would work out, but if
this was their last kiss, he’d make it count.


“Can’t believe this shit! What if Maya saw you?”
Dana asked, out of nowhere, and the proximity of her voice sent a shudder down
Domenico’s spine. The bitch was getting better at her job every year, and he
didn’t like being crept up on.


“Tell Maya I’m indisposed,” he said, turning to
face her.


Dana scowled. “I’m not telling her shit. You have
to go back. I heard a few more boats have arrived with guests. There’s no time
for… kissing,” she finished with so much disgust Domenico would have laughed if
he weren’t so annoyed.


“It’s not my problem your heart is as cold as that
hole between your legs,” he snarked but eventually leaned back with a final
squeeze to Seth’s hand. Dana was right. If new guests arrived, Domenico needed
to be there.


They’d kill Dino, and then run. Soon enough, they
would be free. Free to return home and to travel wherever they pleased. The
necessity of facing Federico once that happened wasn’t even on his mind yet.


He threw his cigarette away and gave Seth one more
peck on the lips just to make a point that he did whatever he wanted.


“I’ll be on the lookout at the front of the
yacht,” Dana said and marched off in her sparkly dress while Domenico made his
way back up the stairs, toward the whisper of voices and music. He was tempted
to go back, spend a few more minutes in the peace of Seth’s company, but as
much as he hated it, he knew Dana was right. They were here on business, and
the sooner he was done with it the better.


The short walk out of the staff area to the
bustling deck, where some of the guests sought fresh air and a more private
setting for conversation, was enough for him to compose himself and put on the
mask Maya demanded of him. 


By the time he entered the large main room, where
the food was laid out, he was mentally prepared to deal with the girl’s
bothersome personality. He spotted her right away, still talking to Zoe and
Chloe, and that was when he realized that he wasn’t, in fact, mentally prepared
and took a detour to the wine counter. Maybe a drink or two would soothe her
temper if she’d noticed his lengthy absence.


But as he approached with three glasses
overflowing with wine, her combative stance, with arms crossed on her chest,
alarmed him even before he spotted a handsome man, who seemed vaguely
familiar. 


Then it hit Dom. Dana had shown him a photo of the
guy. The infamous ex. For the briefest moment, Domenico was on the verge of
running off to search for Dino, but couldn’t ditch Maya mid-party, because she
knew the boat owner and could get both him and Seth kicked off if she got
annoyed enough. With a deep breath to fuel his dying brain cells, Domenico
handed Maya, Zoe, and Chloe their glasses.


“Here you go, my sweet,” he said, as if he hadn’t
noticed the tension setting the air aflame. He only spared the man a glance
when Maya stared at him with lips pressed so tightly together they looked like
they might break. 


The man was in his forties, with the beginnings of
gray at his temples, but the flush on his face didn’t do him any favors. 


“Maya, who is this?” the ex demanded.


She accepted the wine and grabbed Domenico’s arm,
pressing her breasts to his elbow in a way so demanding he longed to get away
from the softness of her flesh and dive into the masked crowd. “Who do you think
it is? His name’s Gian.”


Great. So now he wasn’t just a mascot but also a
fake boyfriend to make the ex jealous. He’d known this was coming, yet somehow
hoped he’d be able to avoid the embarrassment of being her knight in shining
armor.


“And who exactly is this Gian?”


“He’s my boyfriend. Obviously.”


Domenico kept telling himself that he’d survived
far greater indignities, yet there was something unbearable in being a dancing
monkey for such petty people. 


The ex scowled. “Oh, and he’s so ugly you have to
hide him under a mask?” 


“It’s a mask party,” Domenico stated, staring at
the stranger with growing annoyance. Why was he the one to deal with
this shit? “It’s you who’s not following the dress code,” he said, trying to
keep his voice low, because drawing attention to himself was the last thing on
a predator’s to-do list when on the hunt for very special prey.


“I’ve had enough of this. You’re coming with me
right now, and we’ll have a talk about this nonsense,” the ex growled, but when
he reached for Maya’s arm, he grabbed it so abruptly, the glass in her hand
tipped, making her spill the wine over her décolletage and all the way down the front of her
dress.


For two seconds, she stared down in disbelief, but
then let out an unbearable wail, as if she were being flayed alive while having
her teeth pulled. “This is an Alexander McQueen!”


Domenico scowled, piercing the ex with his gaze.
Unbelievable. He was guilty of damaging expensive suits sometimes, but it had
never been for petty reasons. “You just damaged a work of textile art!
Apologize, right now!”


The ex shook his head and with the audacity of a
man confident beyond his capabilities, shoved Dom back. “She did this herself!
I won’t be apologizing for anything. Not to you, punk, and not to her!”


Domenico followed his first instinct and splashed
his own wine in the fucker’s face. The bastard gave a pathetic growl and swung
his arm Dom’s way. Leaning back was child’s play, but Domenico forgot his mask
had a protruding bottom, and when the fingers struck papier-mâché, the whole
thing flew into the air, leaving his features uncovered. Cool air tickled his
sweaty skin when he dived forward and slammed the side of his hand under the
ex’s ribs in a way that seemed harmless but would have left anyone in a world
of pain.


Only when the guy fell to his knees, holding on to
his stomach, did Domenico realize he must have overdone it. Wiping her tears,
Maya looked at him in awe, as if he were her Lord and Savior, but Dom’s
attention trailed over her shoulder, at a crowd frozen in shock at the outburst
of violence. But among people standing in place like overdressed mannequins was
a man who stumbled back. 


They stared straight at each other.


The masked stranger was on the stocky side, not
too tall but well-built for someone with gray hair. But the way his brown gaze
pierced Domenico’s chest was nothing short of furious. As if he’d been the one
to suffer a personal slight, not Maya’s ex.


Domenico didn’t need to see Dino Villani’s face to
know it was him.


Sucking in air, he sank lower, prepared to dash
after his prey, but before he could have moved, a tall figure in a cheap black
mask appeared at Dino’s side, and they both bolted.


Of course they did.


Domenico wasn’t even listening to Maya or her ex’s
threats anymore. He was a snake, sliding past shocked onlookers and laughing
partygoers in masks. He would not fuck up his chance to put down Dino
Villani. 


All those times Dino had humiliated him, used him
as a tool, or hurt him despite Dom’s loyalty, came back, flooding his mind with
hate and building up into venom within him. Domenico would not let him get away
and hide in some hole where Dino would never be found.


The syringe in Dom’s pocket had Dino’s name on it.


Nobody sold Domenico Acerbi. Nobody humiliated
Domenico Acerbi and lived.


With the loud music still playing, the guests and
staff who’d stood farther away from Domenico’s confrontation with Maya’s ex,
hadn’t realized something worth noting happened at all. Their bodies, clad in
fine clothes, were a hindrance to Domenico, but he maneuvered between groups of
people, trying to ignore their grins, shot from behind masks, as they passed at
the edges of his vision.


Dino’s back was his sole focus, and he let the
brown blot of color guide him through the crowd, as if he were an arrow
skirting through the forest to strike the heart of a bear.


The bodyguard was right behind Dino, but Dom
squeezed the small syringe, ready to act the moment he got an opening. All he
needed was to stab the needle into Dino’s neck, because even if he had to
dispose of the bodyguard next, his target would die anyway.


His head pulsed with heat, the need for revenge
replacing the blood in his veins, but as Dino and his man rushed down the
stairs, it struck Dom that they were headed for the kitchen. 


Damp air entered his lungs as he sped past a woman
Dino’s man had pushed out of the way just seconds earlier, but at this point
other people were puppets. Domenico no longer recognized their features as he
flew through the air, his feet tapping the floor when gravity pulled him down.
Once again, he ignored the sign banning guests from the lower deck and jumped
down the steps, shortening his distance from the two men running ahead by a
couple of yards.


His speed wasn’t enough to catch up with them, and
Dino dived through the first door in his way. Domenico was right behind him and
only managed to avoid the wood slamming into his forehead as the door swung
back by holding out his elbow.


The kitchen lived and breathed chaos when he burst
in. The cramped space was a labyrinth full of sharp objects, hot griddles, and
oil, and despite the ventilation buzzing as if a helicopter was about to land
on top of their heads, the thick air made Dom’s eyes water. The cooks and other
staff jumped out of Dino’s way, not even attempting to confront the two men,
who pierced through their working space like bullets and wouldn’t hesitate to
rip into anything standing in their way. 


Domenico was breathless, his head light from the
chase, but his gaze was instantly drawn to the familiar form clad in white.


Seth’s eyes widened when he froze for a second too
long. He reached to his counter, about to grab some kind of tool when the
swinging doors behind his back burst open, and a tall bald man shot inside, his
gaze focused on Seth’s arm.


Domenico called out Seth’s name, frantic to reach
him before the goon could, but when Seth fell forward following a blow to the
head, frost overcame Dom’s veins and entered his heart.


“No,” he choked out, his hand tight around the
tiny syringe as he stared across the room, unable to cope with the fact that
they’d been thwarted. Again.


Dino and his other goon ran for three more steps,
but when the newcomer pulled Seth’s arm back, holding a gun to the back of his
head, the game was over. Kitchen staff scattered like cockroaches hit by a beam
from a flashlight, and those unable to reach the door, crouched behind counters
and under tables in panic.


“Drop your gun, Acerbi,” Dino said in Italian,
with confidence, as if he hadn’t been fleeing at the sight of Domenico minutes
ago.


Domenico’s nostrils flared, his eyes still
searching for a way out of the situation, but he was outnumbered, and with
Seth’s life so obviously endangered, he couldn’t allow himself to take
risks. 


He used his middle finger to push the small
syringe under the cuff of his shirt before pulling out his gun. The man who’d
followed Dino during the chase was struggling for breath but stepped closer to
Dom nevertheless, reaching for the firearm. It physically hurt Domenico to hand
over his new Beretta, but there was no way around it. He turned it in his hand,
and offered it to the goon grip-first.


“Good dog. You’re only still alive because I don’t
want bodies and questions,” Dino said from behind the mask, the harshness in
his brown eyes waking old demons that still fed on Dom’s soul in secret. All
those years of submission without hope for becoming anything more than an
assassin for the Family rushed up his throat like bile. Yet for the sake of
Seth’s safety he’d do nothing, and he knew it. “Cuff him,” Dino said in the
end, cementing their fate.


Domenico despised having to present his hands to
the goon with all his heart, but he still did it, glancing toward Seth in
silence. They had a chance of survival for as long as they were alive, but he
knew that chance was as slim as Maya’s wrists.


Seth’s gaze was damp when he stared back at him
from beyond a wok full of oil and mouthed, “I’m sorry”.











Chapter 19 - Seth


The water was as dark as dirt, so maybe it didn’t
matter if his body ended up buried in its depths instead.


Seth had clung to hope for longer than he should
have, but the reality of their situation was that he and Dom were on their own.
Dana had likely missed the whole chase, otherwise engaged on the other side of
the yacht, and the guests wouldn’t think much of it, since they hadn’t seen any
guns. For a few moments, Seth had hoped that the kitchen staff would alert the
police, or someone, but they all turned their eyes away, faces set in expressions
that evoked certain banquets at the Villani family estate.


Death was only a stone’s throw away.


The large motorboat took them farther from the
huge yacht, its lights, loud music, and carefree rich people. Farther from even
the illusion of safety provided by the company of strangers. Farther from human
eyes, where beasts like Dino Villani could freely sink their teeth into bloody
flesh.


Seth couldn’t stop thinking about all the
opportunities he’d missed in that kitchen and the ways in which he could have
unleashed mayhem on Dino and his men, but those chances were out of reach the
moment Father’s goon had put a gun to his skull. Even on death’s doorstep, Seth
would have never endangered Domenico with rash behavior.


A breeze full of salty water sprayed Seth’s face
as the boat sped along the coastline, but the tiny droplets couldn’t provide
relief when flames of hell already licked the soles of his feet, the gates to
the underworld ready to open for them. 


Still, Seth wasn’t ready to give up and discreetly
assessed the situation despite the burn in his skull. Dino had three men with
him. One steered the motorboat, one stood next to where Domenico had been
strapped to the railing with heavy duty zip ties, and then there was the one
still holding a gun to Seth’s head. Its steel muzzle couldn’t have felt hotter,
as if the explosion that was to kill him was already simmering at the tip of
the weapon.


“I see I’ll have to pay Chao a visit,” Dino said
when the motor went quiet and they stopped on peaceful waters. It was bright
enough to avoid using artificial lights--yet another disadvantage on Dom and
Seth’s side. At this hour, nobody would pay any attention to a lone boat
drifting far away from the city. A singular spot on the black hole of the sea.


“There’s no one left to visit,” Domenico said.
He’d gone pale, yet his bright eyes still harbored the fighting spirit Seth
desperately wanted to cling to.


Dino smirked, watching them as the huge full moon
hung over his shoulder like a spotlight. “Who would have thought that after all
these years you’d still be doing my dirty work?”


Domenico’s mouth twitched. He didn’t look away, as
if he still had cards up his sleeve. “I always tie up loose ends, no matter how
many years have passed.”


He didn’t need to raise his voice when the whisper
of the city and the waves was so distant, but every word was a fuck you
thrown in Dino’s face. The goons all remained quiet, watchful of Domenico’s
every move. Seth focused on him too, despite his senses constantly reminding
him of the pressure of metal at the back of his head. The situation seemed
hopeless, but he wanted to believe in Dom, needed to believe that they
still had a chance and wouldn’t end up sinking to the bottom of the sea.


Dino chuckled. “That’s Villani blood right there.
I very much agree, Acerbi. That’s why I can’t let either of you off the hook.
No matter what I thought years ago about your potential, you’ve chosen your
path.”


Seth’s blood boiled when his father ignored him
yet again. In Dino’s eyes, he wasn’t even worthy of parting words, but Seth
forced down his ego and looked around, frantically searching for a crack in
Dino’s plan. There was a bundle of rope a few feet away, a bucket full of
rotting fish he could smell all the way on the other side of the vessel, but
the only possible key out of this was as trapped as Seth was.


Domenico snorted and shook his head, as if Death
was a close enough friend that he didn’t fear having to face him. Seth’s gaze
drifted to the thick zip ties, and his breath shallowed yet again. Domenico had
shown him three ways to get out of those, but the position of his hands, the
way the plastic dug into his skin, and the fact that he couldn’t freely move
them made all three methods impossible. But even if, by some chance, Domenico
managed to break free, there were two men on either side of him, ready to stop
any assault targeting their boss.


But despite the hopelessness of their situation,
one thing kept the tiny glimmer of hope burning in the deepest, darkest place
in Seth’s chest. The scent of the sea barely masked the sharp odor of fear.
Both men shone with sweat, their fingers stiff on their firearms, lips thin, as
if they were flanking a ticking time bomb, not a man. In their minds Dom had
been the one to kill all three of their predecessors just weeks ago. None of
them knew the boat was full of predators, and their other prisoner was one as
well.


“I could say the same about you. How many years
has it been since you got your own hands dirty? All this talk about Seth being
a wuss, and you still have your men deal with him.”


Dino scowled, and his gaze darted to Seth for the
first time since they’d boarded. Sweat beaded on Seth’s back when he picked up
on Domenico’s intention. Dino had no idea how much Seth had changed in the past
seven years. To him, Seth was still the soft, gay son who used to hide behind
his mother’s skirts, and ran away from violence. As unassuming as a blade
hidden inside a parasol and stabbed into someone’s calf in the street yet just
as deadly. The one weapon Domenico could still use.


Dino took the bait, and when he turned toward
Seth, it was like facing the ghost of a past Seth had ran from his entire life.
“I could still break his neck with my bare hands. Vincenzo was dumb as a rock,
but at least he wasn’t a pussy.”


Seth’s heart skipped a beat, sending hot waves of
anger all over his body. “Try me. Or are you scared even of your ‘faggot son’
so much that you need a bodyguard to shoot me in the back of the head so you
can feel safe again? Gotten soft with old age?”


Dino let out a laugh, but it sounded as stiff as
his smile was. The breeze brushed back his short silvery hair when he offered
Seth a grin full of artificial teeth. “You want to die by my hand, son?
Fine. I’ll send you back to your mother. You’ve always been a mommy’s boy.
You’re lucky I had a soft spot for her, because I would have yanked you back to
Italy much sooner. When you see her again, remember she’s the only reason you
lived as long as you did.”


Dino’s words cut like razors, but Seth couldn’t
let himself bleed out. Not when Domenico’s life was at stake. They’d been
through too much to let this final obstacle keep them from safety.


So Seth stifled the feelings of inadequacy, the
humiliation of his father’s hate, and dared stand on the wobbly deck, wary of the
goon still pointing the gun at his skull.


“Step back, Matteo, I’ve got this.” Dino said,
shaking his head as he pulled out a small switchblade, which glinted like a
toothy grin. “I’ll gut you with this, maggot.”


Domenico opened his mouth, intent on taunting Dino
again, but his gaze briefly met Seth’s, and that moment of wordless connection
shut him up. He swallowed, the sleek smile dropping off his lips. Unarmed and
trapped, he was in no position to fight, reduced to a prisoner. Seth was his
only hope, and they both knew it.


Seth’s gaze settled on the blade with increased
focus. Without a weapon, his chance lay in forcing the switchblade out of
Dino’s hand to even out the odds. He could almost taste Dino’s arterial blood
on his cheeks already, longing to end this lifelong game of cat and mouse. Dino
Villani, Mr. Tropico, didn’t even feel like his father anymore. The man in
front of Seth was a target, an obstacle, a sack of meat and bones to be turned
into a corpse so he and Domenico could return home.


Satisfaction filled Seth’s veins when Dino urged
the goon to step back even farther.


Seth lifted his bound hands, glaring at Dino,
oddly composed once the steel muzzle no longer touched his skin, promising
bullet kisses. “You’re gonna fight me with a knife while my hands are bound?”


The bald goon, who stood at Domenico’s side,
cleared his throat. “Boss. Maybe let’s just take out the trash and go home?”


Dino’s face twisted, and he looked over his
shoulder, teeth bared, as if it was a personal slight. “Shut your mouth, Tonio!
This is a family matter. I’ll show this pussy what he’s worth.” His gaze
settled back on Seth. “All these years I tried to make a man out of you, and
for what? For you to go and serve another man’s dick. I’m ashamed of you, but I
won’t be any more once you’re fish food. It’ll be as if you never existed.”


His lips were so tight as he spoke, spit landed on
Seth’s face, but this was a waiting game at this point, and Seth’s focus
narrowed to the blade that finally came within his reach when Dino approached
to cut the ties on Seth’s wrists. Cockroaches and their babies danced down
Seth’s back when his gaze met Dino’s. 


Time came to a standstill, and neither of them
moved.


Seth’s mouth tingled, already longing for blood,
his shoulders lowered, his knees relaxed as he prepared to act. But the endless
wells of darkness Dino had for eyes narrowed, his hand squeezing the knife as
if he suddenly understood one of the predators he’d caught had been hiding his
claws all along.


Seth’s ears drummed a battle cry, but as he
inhaled, leaning forward without even an ounce of fear in his heart, Dino
stepped back. 


“No, you’re right, Tonio. There’s no point—”
Dino’s eyes darted over Seth’s shoulder, to the goon who’d kept the gun to
Seth’s head, but before the man could have followed his boss’s unspoken order,
Domenico’s body jerked on the other end of the motorboat, and one of the men
watching over him toppled over the gunwale with a loud splash.


That was Seth’s signal.


Seth’s brain shouted that his man was still in
danger next to Tonio, but if he was to help him against dogs, he needed to take
down the pack leader first. If Dino didn’t give him the chance to fight,
Seth would take it himself. 


He charged at Dino, grabbing his right hand as
hard as the zip tie allowed, and twisted it so that the blade pointed at Dino’s
chest. Their gazes locked, and in the split seconds between that moment and the
knife sinking into vulnerable flesh when Seth pushed, his mind flashed with
images of a past long gone.


By the time the sharp switchblade sank into Dino’s
body for the third time, memories of any good times together had faded,
replaced by all the reasons why this bastard had to die.


Seth only realized he screamed out his fury when
he recognized the wild howl echoing off the water as his own voice.


Dino’s grasp on the knife loosened enough for Seth
to snatch it from him, and with his hands still cuffed, he advanced at his
father, puncturing the stomach countless times until Dino fell back with a
helpless cry. Sadistic joy flooded Seth’s veins, and he brought his hands high
up before slamming them down in one of the moves Dom had taught him. The
plastic tie broke, leaving his hands free.


But there was no time to gloat when Matteo
advanced at him from behind, likely fearful of using the firearm because Dino
was all too close. Their world spun when the boat rocked all too abruptly, and
they collapsed to the deck. Between the painful landing and a punch that pushed
his jaw shut so hard it felt as if his teeth were about to crack, Seth saw
Tonio and Domenico locked in a struggle. Dom’s long legs wrapped around Tonio’s
waist as the motorboat rocked, splashing water high into the air.


A scream tore through the air, but Seth couldn’t
see Domenico. He took sharp, shallow breaths as Matteo’s greater weight pinned
him down. The bastard dug his hands into Seth’s wrist so hard keeping a grip on
the knife became bigger challenge with each passing second, but as Matteo went
lower and spat into Seth’s face, Seth slammed his forehead against Matteo’s so
hard they both must have felt the impact.


Seth’s vision became blurry, but Matteo was big
enough to stab without the need for aiming. He screamed his fury as he plunged
the knife into flesh, but Matteo shifted in the last moment, which drove the
knife into the man’s shoulder instead of his throat. Before Seth could have
pulled his weapon out, Matteo rolled away, taking it out of Seth’s reach.


Seth abandoned the knife and clutched Matteo’s
hair. He kicked the man’s stomach, set on incapacitating him for long enough to
make time for his next move. The deck was so unstable Seth didn’t even try to
get up, but when he kneeled, still holding Matteo’s by the hair, his gaze
landed on the bucket full of dull water and fish.


Matteo struggled against the hold, but Seth
punched the back of his head again and again, until the goon’s resolve
weakened. Barely clinging to consciousness, he couldn’t resist when Seth
dragged him to the bucket and plunged his head between the smelly fish. Dazed
by the assault, Matteo only resumed his struggle once his face went underwater.


Seth’s brain spun, drunk on blood and violence,
but as he rested his weight on the shaking body, hid gaze rolled past Matteo’s
hands frantically tapping everything in reach. Dino lay still, clutching at his
blood-stained shirt, but Seth’s attention drifted to Domenico. 


Spent and still tied to the railing, Domenico held
the tiny syringe between his teeth but offered Seth a tired smile from behind a
curtain of tousled hair. Tonio lay spread next to him, dead despite the zip
ties, the guns, and all the other advantages Dino and his men had over Domenico
and Seth. Dom had still triumphed, deadly even in bondage.


Heat filled Seth’s head with the itch to join his
man, but when water splashed straight at him, and a hand grabbed the edge of
the boat, he let go of Matteo and picked up the fallen gun. As soon as the bald
head emerged, gasping for air, Seth sent two bullets between the last
bodyguard’s eyes. 


In a surreal moment, he wondered if there were
sharks in these waters, but with the murderous rage in his veins, he felt he
was the most dangerous predator out here.


Matteo was perfectly still by the time Seth
returned to him, but Seth slit his throat, to be on the safe side. Blood
spilled both onto the deck and into the bucket, mixing with the dead fish as if
Matteo was just another catch of the day.


The knife felt like an extension of Seth’s hand
when he glanced at his father next. The fact that Dino was still alive brought
a spring to his step, and for the first time in his life, it was Dino who feared
him, not the other way around.


He tried to drag himself into a seating position,
but with blood drizzling down his chin and soaking into his clothes at a rapid
speed, it was in vain. Yet, like a rat struggling to swim away from a ship
drowning in the ocean, he met Seth’s gaze, choking as he spoke. “Seth… you’re
still my son. This was a test—and you passed with flying colors. You’re my
blood after all…”


Seth scooted next to him, toying with the
switchblade. Now that life was leaking out of Dino at a rapid pace, his age was
impossible to miss in the shallow wrinkles, and the tremble of his hands. But
Seth felt no pity for this man who’d caused both him and Dom so much misery.
“Do you know Domenico and I are married?”


Dino’s eyes widened, but his father didn’t dare
say another word.


Seth went on, because nothing Dino could have said
to that meant a thing anymore. “You can never understand what this man has done
to me, for me, and with me. You can’t because you have the heart of a
crocodile, so you can’t love anyone.” He pressed the tip of the knife to an
open wound on Dino’s belly, making him yelp. When their eyes met, Dino must
have understood he wouldn’t survive this night. “You made a huge mistake
underestimating me. And you know what else? Domenico’s Tassa’s son, not yours.”


Dino spun his head to look at Dom, his chest
heaving. “What? Your whore of a mothe—” But Seth wouldn’t let this bastard
badmouth Domenico’s mother. He tore through Dino’s throat with the blade,
overcome with a sense of peace he’d never expected to feel.


The dark eyes of the man he used to both love and
fear glossed over, and within seconds, Dino was gone.


The sudden silence prodded at Seth, and as the
scents of blood and the sea mixed, he stared at the red stains on his sticky
hands, shocked that it was over.


Dino was dead.


Domenico laughed, pushing himself into a sitting
position, which made Tonio slide off him, all the way to the dirty deck. “You
did it!”


Even though the reality of it was still sinking
in, even though he’d just murdered three people, he approached Dom with
certainty draining out of him. “…What now?” he rasped, cutting through the
plastic cuffs on Domenico’s wrists.


Dom pulled him into a tight hug as soon as he was
free, his face slotting into the crook of Seth’s neck. His breath remained
erratic, but the longer Seth held him, the more certain he was that despite the
precarious nature of their situation, they would leave Singapore  unscathed. He
sucked in Domenico’s scent and remained silent, melting into the tight embrace
while his blood cooled.


“Dana is useless,” Domenico said after a while,
still holding on as if he worried Seth might disperse like fog. “I bet she was
with some friend in the restroom, comparing their lipsticks, and missed the
whole thing.”


Seth snorted, unable to comprehend how even in a
moment like this Dom could be a misogynistic shit. Yet Seth loved him. His
lover. His husband. His one true purpose. He squeezed Dom, fighting the
onslaught of tightness in his throat.


“We managed anyway. He’s dead.” 


“Yeah. Now we’re both daddy killers,” Domenico
said, relaxing against Seth as he looked past him, at Dino’s body. His hair
tickled Seth’s cheek, bringing with it a sense of peace and familiarity that
soothed Seth enough to sit down next to Dom and watch the gory scene.


The smell of blood mixed with the stench of fish,
so Seth turned his head to take a deep inhale of Dom’s shampoo. “At least we’re
not brother fuckers.”


Domenico chuckled and nuzzled Seth’s cheek as if
he’d just been proposed to, not participated in murder. But sentiment for dead
enemies had never been in Domenico’s nature.


“You were so hot when you finally told him what
you think. It was as if you’d squashed him with your thumb.”


Seth smirked at the tickle to his ego and kissed
Dom on the lips, letting exhaustion take over. He entwined their fingers. No
matter how blood-soaked his clothes were, he couldn’t have felt more righteous.
Revenge tasted sweeter than any cassata ever could. “I’ve learned from the
best.”


“Fine. We can both be each other’s heroes,”
Domenico said, resting his head on Seth’s shoulder. He kicked the syringe
farther away and reached into Tonio’s back pocket, where he’d stashed some of
Seth and Dom’s belongings earlier.


“No point in wasting time?” Seth asked, and Dom
shook his head when he switched his phone back on.


Domenico had already chosen Santo’s number on his
cell phone. He caught Seth’s gaze as he put it on loudspeaker, and they both
sat still, listening to the beeping on the other end of the line while the boat
gently rocked on the waves. When Santo picked up the call, Seth couldn’t help
the shudder passing through his body. 


This call would change everything. But they were
ready.


“This better be good, Domenico.”


Dom’s mouth twisted into a smile, and he bumped
his forehead against Seth’s. “I found him, and we’re ready to visit you,
cousin.”


The lack of answer urged Seth to speak. “Do you
want proof?”


The endless silence stretched, but Santo finally
spoke. “No, I trust you, and look forward to seeing you again.”


They would talk in more detail through an
encrypted connection, but for now this conversation would have to do. Seth’s
gaze gravitated to his father’s corpse. There was no faking this death. 


Once they were done with the brief phone call,
Seth’s muscles relaxed further, and he stared at the stars as Domenico
contacted Isla’s dad and used a few code words to ask for help with the mess
they’d made.


Seth lay his bloodstained cheek on Dom’s shoulder,
their hands clasped and warm, even if sticky.


“Told you it was a good idea to help Isla,” he
said, playfully rubbing in his choice.


Domenico snorted and kicked Tonio’s dead body to
make more room for them. “Sorry, honey, but you’ll always be the one who went
on national TV with a pig when we were fugitives.”











Chapter 20 - Domenico


Domenico exhaled as parts of the massaging chair
moved beneath artificial leather, rolling against his neck in two pleasant
circles. Seth sat across the aisle, his features slack, as if he hadn’t killed
his own father just the night before. Domenico watched the strong chest rise
and fall, Seth’s feet stretch in pleasure, but his own brain remained restless,
no matter how pleasant the massage was.


Dino was dead at last. Their seven-year long pursuit
of Tropico had finally ended, only to find out there was two of those roaches
instead of one. He should’ve felt more content about having exterminated one,
and maybe he would have been if this venture hadn’t come at such a cost. But
time would pass, and he would move on, away from the humiliation they’d
suffered at Anderson’s hands. As long as no one found out about any of it.


Dana was upset about missing all the action, but
she was the one at fault, so he’d left her to oversee the body clean-up while
he and Seth returned home. The huge, soft bed had been a temptation, but
Domenico couldn’t stand the idea of delaying their return home any longer. He’d
bought first class tickets online, they packed their things, and reached the
airport hotel by the time the sun rose.


Sleep took him the moment he put his head on the
pillow, and when he woke in the afternoon, the generic decor made him feel he
was already someplace else, not in the city where he’d been brutalized not that
long ago. He and Seth wasted time in the shopping complex at the airport,
watching the huge indoor waterfall in the center and walking through the gardens
until they got sick of it and moved on to eat dinner.


The pre-flight massage was a fitting farewell to
Singapore.


Dom’s fingers tightened on the armrests as the
rolls trailed along his spine, brushing against the fresh scar on his body. It
hurt even though he knew it shouldn’t anymore, and he arched forward, escaping
the moving parts as the ache spread over the lower part of his body. Had Dino’s
death been worth the kidney? The torture? The humiliation of sexual abuse?


He needed to believe it had been, because there
was no going back now. Once he was fully healed, he would get to see his
mother. Go home. He and Seth would eventually forget all the bad shit. After
all, this time he wouldn’t have to suffer in solitude. 


When he opened his eyes, Seth was by his side,
eating ice cream as if he were treating himself for last night’s job well done.
Dom had been so impressed with Seth’s lack of hesitation. When push came to
shove, Seth acted with the viciousness of a cold-blooded killer, and it made
Domenico see just how well aligned they were. Seth didn’t seek danger, but
would act if it found him or his family. It meant Dom could sleep that bit more
soundly.


“Are you not done yet?” Seth asked.


Domenico exhaled and grabbed his hand, sliding off
the chair, which must have switched off after Dom had fallen asleep. “I’m done.
Did you leave me here to get the ice cream? None for me?” he teased as they
exited the relaxation area surrounded by matte Plexiglas. Beyond it, the usual
hustle and bustle of a large airport assaulted his senses like a plow running
straight through him.


“It’s yours, actually, but it was melting, so I
started eating.” Seth grinned but passed Dom the waffle cone. “It’s not that
good. Can you remember Serafina’s gelato back at home? None I ever tasted had
been as good.”


Domenico grunted. “A week on from going back home,
I’ll be thirty percent pistachio gelato,” he said, licking the creamy dessert
that tasted of sugar with yet more sugar. And the ‘pistachio’ flavor? It tasted
more like almond essence. Someone should sue the producers, but he didn’t care
enough right now.


Seth’s lips pressed together. “You know you should—”


Anger simmered in Domenico so abruptly he couldn’t
keep his emotions in check. “Yeah, yeah, I only have one kidney now, blah, blah.
I will take it easy. Won’t you let me dream?”


Seth sighed but patted Dom’s shoulder. They
shouldn’t kiss in public to avoid unnecessary attention, so this had to do.
“Sorry, I just… want you to be healthy. Angelica’s not even five yet—oh, look.
A flight from Rome.” Seth pointed to one of the large screens displaying
arrivals.


Domenico sighed. “We’ll get there. But I won’t
lie, home sounds tempting, but our home is what I really need
after all this. Maybe we could invite Mark and Griffith over for a couple of
weeks, spend some time together before we step into the eye of the storm?”


“Yes and yes. I need to unwind before having to
dive into that pit of snakes. We’ll make plans, give ourselves time to assess
the situation. Maybe send spies?” Seth wiggled his eyebrows as if it were a
joke, but it wasn’t such a bad idea. Maybe Dana could actually make herself
useful this time? 


“Your thinking is so similar to mine it scares me
sometimes,” Domenico said and nudged Seth with his elbow as they walked. He was
almost done with the sweet treat and already longed to visit his favorite ice
cream parlor in Buenos Aires. The sadness of having to leave his homeland long
ago was still there, but he and Seth had made a new place theirs, and after the
long stay in Singapore, he missed the familiar routine of their daily life.
Missed his daughter.


“Have you thought of what you’ll tell your
mother?” Seth asked, leading Dom along past several shops, and Domenico could
already sense they were headed for another cafe. They had a long flight ahead,
and he’d gladly get more caffeine into his system prior to boarding. He’d
rather have a canned latte than drink the brown piss they served on airplanes.
That stuff always had a weird aftertaste that refused to leave his tongue for
hours. 


Domenico’s shoulders dropped, and for the briefest
moment he focused on a little girl watching him from her dad’s arms. She was
Angelica’s age. There were many things Domenico would like to tell his mother.
That Federico wasn’t the man she should have married, that he’d missed her, but
most of all, he wanted her to meet his family and mend the hole their parting
ripped in his heart.


“I just want to see her for now. It’s too
difficult to put everything I think into words.”


“I worry we left behind many people with grudges,
and that it will come back to bite u—” Seth’s eyes went wide, and he tugged on
Dom’s arm so abruptly his travel bag fell from his shoulder. But Seth wouldn’t
let go until they stood behind a palm tree. “Federico. Federico’s here,” he
uttered in a breathless whisper.


Every movement was hard labor, and while Seth
managed to get Dom behind a divider overgrown with vines, Dom’s gaze still
managed to find the familiar silhouette in the crowd of strangers. Blood pumped
through his body at a shocking pace, but it all seemed to gather in his legs,
making them heavy and difficult to move. 


There he was, the specter from Domenico’s past.
Now completely gray, Federico was still an imposing presence as he walked ahead
in a bespoke suit, chin raised, eyes cool like when they had watched Domenico
undress for him. He’d gotten older, that much was obvious, but he still
appeared strong. No, powerful.


So powerful in fact that he likely wouldn’t see
danger coming. And neither would the handsome young boy carrying two pieces of
luggage. Domenico didn’t need to imagine what their relationship was, and the
sense of injustice it caused made him step forward, hand tightening around the
ice cream cone so hard he crushed it, filling his fist with cool goo.


Seth squeezed his fingers around his arm. “Don’t.
Unless you have a plan. We’ve got to keep our cool.”


Domenico choked when he tried to swallow the rock
in his throat. He’d seen Federico so many times after their relationship had
ended, but this wasn’t the same. He was over the bastard. He was in his
thirties, far from the angry young man who’d do anything to rise in the ranks,
but the need to even out scores was so visceral he had a hard time making
himself listen to reason. 


It was almost as if his captivity at Anderson’s
hands had opened the old wounds Federico had left on his soul, leaving them to
bleed. Pain Domenico had forgotten about once again reached the surface of his
mind, and it would remain there until he tasted Federico’s blood. 


“I-I just—”


“I know. We cannot afford a scene. You’ve waited
so long, you will get your hands on him in better circumstances. Not here,
Dom.”


Seth’s words made sense on paper, but Domenico’s
heart beat so fast he could hardly stay still. The young man wore a suit as
immaculate as Federico’s, but his face, with smooth olive skin and big dark
eyes, didn’t look a day over sixteen.


“What about the boy?” Domenico asked, but the
drive to move forward, follow Federico and break his neck at all cost—in the
very public scenery of the airport—was on the decline, and he leaned against
Seth, needing the support. He was a mess.


“We can’t help him. We don’t know who he is or
what he’s like. He could be an ally, but could be an opportunist who likes the
money. We’re going home to regroup, and Federico will find nothing in
Singapore,” Seth said, as sturdy and decisive as he’d been last night when he’d
stabbed Dino Villani time and time again.


And he was right. If seeing Federico after all
these years affected Domenico this much, then he wasn’t ready to confront him
yet.


Domenico shut his eyes and exhaled. He needed to
prioritize his family. Vengeance could wait. “I just want to board the damn
plane, so that I’m physically unable to follow that bastard.” Desperate to drag
himself away from Federico, he approached a trash can and used a tissue to get
the ice cream and waffle cone off his hand, still too agitated to think
straight. 


Not having an opportunity for revenge was one
thing, but to have it and let go filled him with irrational anger--at Seth, at
Federico, but most of all at himself.


“Let’s go to our gate,” Seth said, but even as he
tried to usher Domenico the right way, he kept glancing over his shoulder, as
if he feared Federico might follow them to Buenos Aires.


Neither of them spoke as they walked along the
shops, and Domenico tried to tell himself that Federico traveled all the way
here for nothing. He wouldn’t even get to meet either Chao or Mr. Tropico no.1.
It was hard to say what kind of relationship the Villani brothers had with each
other, but if Federico hadn’t come to Singapore soon after their capture, then
Dino couldn’t have told him about their presence. Because he would, still
obsessed enough with Dom to marry his mother.


But now Federico was here. For him, and the
fact that instead of confronting the malignant ghost of the past who looked
dangerously real, Domenico chose to run was a blade trapped deep in his chest.
Seth walked at his side, his face serious, eyes focused on potential threats.
He straddled both worlds with courage, and wouldn’t falter at Dom’s side.


When Domenico’s phone buzzed, he initially
dismissed it as yet another marketing call, or a trifle to deal with later. But
when, halfway to their gate, his phone trembled against his body for the third
time, he pulled it out and glanced at the screen.


Vipers twitched in his gut when he saw Mark’s
name, and this time he picked up without hesitation. He turned away when Seth
frowned and pulled out his own cell phone. “Yes?”


“Jesus Christ, Dom. What’s going on? I’ve got
three bags of trash in my car. Griff is here! What do I do?”


Domenico’s heart plummeted, and he leaned against
the wall, listening to Mark’s frantic breathing. The news was so shocking he
asked Mark to repeat and spun around to face Seth, who went pale, as if he
already knew what the call was about. 


Three bodies. Three men had attacked their son all
the way in England. And Griffith, who had no idea what kind of family they
were, had seen it all.


Fuck.


“Fuck,” he said, staring at Seth, who swallowed,
listening to someone on the other end of his own call. 


Only Federico could have ordered a contract on
Mark, and Domenico had let him go. It was time to regroup and put their
contingency plan in motion. Maybe the danger wasn’t as severe as it now seemed,
but there was no room in their lives for failure to acknowledge upcoming
danger.


Seth grabbed Dom’s shoulder in a vice-like grip,
his eyes wide. “Angelica’s been taken,” he said, never pulling the phone away
from his ear. His eyes were welling up, but the raw determination in his gaze
grabbed Domenico’s heart and squeezed it. 


No.


Domenico’s jaw clenched so hard he found it
difficult to speak, but once his phone creaked from the firm squeeze, he spoke
in their code for ‘run and hide’. “Listen to me Mark, stay put. Do you
understand me?”


“How bad is it?” Mark’s voice turned from frantic
to determined.


“Very bad, so do as I say. Stay put.”


Mark must have understood him loud and clear,
because he hung up. Dom had no idea how compromised they were, but Dom trusted
Mark to handle his side of things. Until they could contact each other again,
Mark had the means and capability if he only stuck to their emergency
protocols.


A fat tear trailed down Seth’s cheek as he
listened to Giulia’s cries. He blinked away another when Domenico squeezed his
arm.


“We’ll get her back,” Domenico whispered and
gently took the phone out of Seth’s hand.


They needed all the information they could
get. 


 


The story will be continued in Guns n’ Boys:
Black Lies (book 10)


(Psst…! Post-credits scene further on)
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Wrong Way Home


K.A. Merikan


 


—- One wrong turn. One right man. —-


 


Colin. Rule-follower. Future doctor.
Witness to murder. Captive.


Taron. Survivalist. Mute. Murderer.
Captor.


 


Like every other weekend, Colin is on his way
home from university, but he’s taunted by the notion that he never takes risks
in life and always follows the beaten path. On impulse, he decides to take a
different route. Just this one time. What he doesn’t realize is that it’s the
last time he has a choice.


 


He ends up taking a detour into the darkest pit
of horror, abducted by a silent, imposing man with a blood-stained axe. But
what seems like his worst nightmare might just prove to be a path to the kind
of freedom Colin never knew existed. 


 


Taron has lived alone for years. His land, his
rules. He’d given up on company long ago. After all, attachment is a liability.
He deals with his problems on his own, but the night he needs to dispose of an
enemy, he ends up with a witness to his crime.


 


The last thing Taron needs is a nuisance of a
captive. Colin doesn’t deserve death for setting foot on Taron’s land, but
keeping him isn’t optimal either. It’s only when he finds out the city boy is
gay that an altogether different option arises. One that isn’t right, yet tempts
him every time Colin’s pretty eyes glare at him from the cage.


 


*


 


“When Taron looped the heavy metal collar around the
slender neck and closed the padlock, his body throbbed with the excitement of
knowing he owned this boy.


Was it wrong? Yes, yes it was.


Was it so, so good? Definitely.”


 


*
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Post-Credits Scene (Irena)


Irena looked up from her magazine when Federico
appeared in the doorway, dressed in an immaculate suit, his body straight and
strong like that of a man much younger. In moments like these, he reminded her
of Domenico so much it created a physical ache deep in her chest.


Andrea, her husband’s young secretary, passed
behind him, dragging Federico’s favorite travel case. It was commendable how he
mentored boys who had no other support in life. He’d done so much for Domenico
too when he was Andrea’s age.


“Are you leaving me again?” she asked, folding the
magazine in her lap as he approached her through their elegant living room.


“A trip I wasn’t expecting,” he said.


She smiled at him, tapping his arm. “Always so
busy! Where are you going this time?” she asked as he gave her a peck on the
cheek. 


“Singapore. I’m planning to be gone for only a
couple of days, but I will let you know if something changes. It’s always more
difficult to negotiate with foreign partners,” Federico said, stepping away
when she squeezed his hand. She didn’t envy the way he had to constantly change
plans.


“Just make sure you let me know when you’re coming
back,” she said, but the truth was, she rather enjoyed how much freedom
Federico gave her.


When they’d married, she’d worried a man like him
might be overbearing, but he’d been nothing but a gentleman, and never once
failed to return to her with a present. Sometimes, it was expensive jewelry,
perfume, and sometimes a trinket or a sweet she wouldn’t get to taste at home.
He was thoughtful that way. She always ended up missing his presence when he
was away for long, even if their marriage wasn’t based on passion.


He’d proved that the Villanis took care of their
own.


“I will,” he said and gave her a final kiss before
following Andrea outside.


Irena lowered herself back into the armchair and
listened to the engine coming to life only to fade away as the driver took
Federico and Andrea to the airport.


She tried to continue reading the article she’d
started earlier, but the emptiness of the huge villa rang in her ears until she
couldn’t stand it anymore.


She put on her flats and walked to the garage
where she had five cars to choose from. Irena had her suspicions about all the
gifts being apologies for affairs she didn’t know about or prostitutes visited
on all those foreign trips, but Irena liked the status quo and would never
dream of upsetting it when Federico provided for her so generously. She wasn’t
possessive of him, not like his former spouse, and wouldn’t repeat that woman’s
mistakes.


The drive to her old house in town was pure
pleasure infused with the salt of seaside air. Federico had no issue with
letting her keep the place, and sometimes when he was away, she’d stay there,
tend to the garden, go out for coffee with friends, and do her own shopping.
But the truth was that Irena had a sentimental soul, and the house would always
be where her little boy had grown up and where she’d faced so many hardships
before Federico Villani swept her away, as if he couldn’t stand to see her so
lonely following Domenico’s untimely death. Sometimes, she believed they had
both been in mourning at that point.


She’d come here for consolation, but it seemed
that the small house was even quieter than the villa had been. Dark, somewhat
grim, with no fresh produce in sight.


She used to always have some kind of cake in the
fridge, or fresh pastries just in case Domenico came back unexpectedly. He used
to do that—surprise her.


But there was no point in keeping dessert waiting
anymore, because her Mimmo would never visit again.


She couldn’t bear looking at the empty kitchen and
drifted to Domenico’s old room. So many years had passed, but she couldn’t
bring herself to change a thing, so it remained a shrine, or a tomb, of a man
who’d had so much ahead of him, but had never gotten to accomplish the
greatness he’d been meant for.


She lay on his bed, on sheets that hadn’t been
changed since his final visit, and glanced at the collection of books above
Domenico’s desk. He’d been all grown up when he’d left her forever, but he
hadn’t redecorated anymore once he’d turned sixteen and stopped spending all
that much time here.


And if it wasn’t for Seth Villani, her Mimmo would
still be here with her.
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