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1

Brannigan

It wasn’t that the ringtone told him who was calling. It was more that only one person in the world would dare call him before he finished his coffee. Sighing, he pulled out his phone and looked at the call screen. ‘Unlisted.’ it read. It always did. It always traced back to a burner phone, too. His cyber stalker was thorough that way. Giving into the inevitable, he answered gruffly, “I haven’t had my morning coffee yet, so this better be good, K.”

“Dude, don’t blame your grouchiness on the lack of coffee. Blame it on the supermodel you agreed to go on a date with tonight.” As per usual, the male voice on the other end was a strange mix of patience, smugness, and a hint of amusement, as if he were balancing on the border of laughing outright. “Which, by the way, was one of the stupider things you’ve done this month. You are so not into her. Why did you ask her out?”

“Because she’s a beautiful woman?” Brannigan responded, already feeling his patience with this conversation evaporate. Six years he’d been getting these phone calls. Six years he’d received all sorts of little packages—usually thumb drives or encrypted emails he couldn’t trace back—each one containing information he needed. Either to give him a leg up in business or to help safeguard him from personal attack. He’d questioned it at first, of course, because who did that? Was this a scam? A trick of some sort? Bran wasn’t paying the hacker for his time and work, and he certainly didn’t know the man’s motivations. After six years, however, he’d seen the obvious: K the hacker wanted him safe and happy. Why, he didn’t know, but that much he was absolutely certain of.

“Bran my man—hey, that rhymed!—let me tell you something about yourself since you seem to be clueless. Or at least, in denial. Supermodels are not your type. Pretty, shallow people are not your type. If you go on a date with this woman, you will be bored to tears within ten minutes and calling your bodyguard to fake an emergency in order to get away within an hour.”

Brannigan rolled his eyes to the ceiling and prayed for patience. As he did so, his Head of Security, Gideon, came up and cocked his head, pointing to the phone in an elaborate ‘is that him’ gesture. Nodding sourly, Brannigan followed Gideon out of the front foyer and to his car. “Yeah? And what is my type, K?”

“Intelligent, funny people who are sincere.”

“Is that right? Then why don’t you come on a date with me?”

“Awww,” the hacker crooned, completely amused now, his voice rich with laughter, “that would be sweet if I didn’t know you’d use it to catch me. I’d totally go on a date with you, you know. I even put out on the first date—at least for you.”

“Can you blame me for trying?” Brannigan had learned to filter through the nonsensical things the other man said to keep the point of the conversation from being lost in some verbal black hole. “I’ve hired dozens of hackers over the years to catch you and have literally nothing to show for it.”

“That is because I am Batman.”

“You are not Batman. Sneaky, clever, and underhanded, is what you are.”

“Also, may I point out the fundamental flaw in your logic? The very best hackers—of which I am one—do not answer ads. We don’t need to. Everyone who responded to your ad was thereby subpar by professional standards.”

Brannigan let out a groan as he realized K was right. Damn him. Not that any of the men or women he’d hired were bad at their jobs, far from it, they just weren’t incredible. And it was incredible he needed, clearly, as he wasn’t any closer to catching K now than he had been six years ago.

He slipped into the back seat of his town car, sliding against the black leather, setting his briefcase on the other side. Gideon slid into the driver’s seat, and the car purred as it pulled away from the curb. Brannigan ignored the sight of Boston hustling around him, everyone else on their way to work, and focused on his phone call. “You think you’re that good, then? That you’ll never get caught?”

“Meh. I might, eventually. Everyone has someone that’s better than they are. I’m not an exception. But at the moment, I’m as safe as if I were on Mars. Tell me something, Bran, why are you still so hung up on catching me, anyway? After six years, haven’t I proven that I’m on your side? That I only have the best of intentions? I’m like a cyber friend you hang out with online, the cool one you can confess dark secrets to. I’m hurt you’re not warming up to me after all our time together, very hurt.”

Bullshit. K still sounded like he was trying not to laugh. “It’s very hard to trust someone when I don’t know their name, face, motivations, or anything else about them. I swear you threw the letter K at me just so I’d have something to refer to you by. It’s not even attached to your real name.”

“It’s actually scarily impressive how deductive you are. Hit me, Sherlock. Show off your skills.”

Rolling his eyes, Brannigan decided to play along. Who knew, maybe he could squeeze a half clue out of K doing it. “You’re likely late twenties or early thirties. Male. Either bisexual or gay, likely gay. You’ve got a Mid-western accent, but it’s not pronounced. You moved a lot as a kid; your accent is bits and pieces from different regions, but I’d say your teenage years were spent in the Midwest.”

“Daaaamn. You really are good. You got most of that right.”

“You’re not going to tell me what I got wrong, are you?” Brannigan guessed dryly.

“Now what would the fun be in that?”

Brannigan resisted the urge to roll his eyes again. If he did it too often, it gave him a headache. He’d learned that the hard way from previous conversations with K. “You didn’t really call me to talk about my date tonight, did you?”

“Only half the reason. Although you should seriously cancel that. You’d thank me for it later.”

“K, I’m literally five minutes—”

“—away from the office, I know. It’s fine, I actually emailed you everything you need to know. I just wanted to give you a heads-up. Someone’s trying to mess with your permits.”

Brannigan groaned aloud. Permits were part and parcel of his business, and he was used to them. Used to the time it took to create plans a city council would approve of, the time it took for those plans to be approved, and all of the hassle of the paperwork involved. It was why any real estate project he started often took at least six months to get off the ground, as the scope of his projects were never simple.

Needless to say, he didn’t like it when something went afoul with his permits. It always meant delays, and too many delays had a domino effect. “Mess with them how?”

“I’m seeing bribes going into pockets right now. I think I can straighten this out on my end, but there might be a few delays. You just had to buy up Mob territory, didn’t you?”

Brannigan went taut in his seat. “You think it’s the Irish Mob doing this?”

“Meh. Maybe? Or someone has an agenda I don’t currently know about, and their own reasons. I’ve got some digging to do there.”

Brannigan couldn’t very well pretend to be surprised. His attempt to turn the Irish Mob’s territory back into a legitimate neighborhood had always been rocky from the get-go. They hadn’t minded him tearing down old buildings and clearing some of the sketchier properties. It wasn’t until he’d put in loan offices and more street lights that tensions had gotten ugly. Right now, Brannigan was braced for a fight.

Permits weren’t the fight he’d intended, but it was a Monday. He was due to start off the week rough. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I’ll tell you when I can figure it out.”

“I know you will. I don’t suppose you can tell me why? We’ve been together six years, baby, throw me a bone.”

“You’re terrible when you try to sweet-talk me. I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“Makes two of us. Come on, K, one thing.”

There was a beat of silence that stretched into two, an audible hesitation, then K slowly admitted, “It’s not because of you, actually. I owe your dad.”

“My father?” Brannigan could not have been more surprised if a planet had been dropped on him. Then again, he shouldn’t be. His father had spent his entire life helping people. Well, that is, after he went legit. Brannigan had met more than a few of the recipients, and even though his father was retired, people still came out of the woodwork to try and return some previous favor. “What did he do for you?”

“Saved my life. And I’m not telling you more than that, Sherlock. I probably said too much already. It’s just…” a gusty sigh, sounding more resigned than Brannigan had ever heard, “I have a bad feeling shit’s going to hit the fan soon. And when it does, I need you to trust me. I can’t have you questioning my motivations. At least, where you’re concerned, they’re pure as the driven snow.”

Brannigan almost believed him. Almost. “So, you’re saying that if I offered to tap your ass, you’d pass?”

“Hell no, are you crazy? You are one fiiiine specimen, Brannigan Genovese, and you know it. But I’m saying I’d have the best of intentions when you do me.”

“Uh-huh.” Brannigan rolled his eyes before he could catch himself. He did know that he was good looking, that people found him attractive. Topping just over six foot, with a rangy build, curly dark hair, and hazel eyes, he could admit he wasn’t bad to look at. His father’s Italian heritage only helped as it kept his skin a nice warm olive complexion. But he was self-aware enough to know that it wasn’t his looks that drew people to him. It was his money. “Oh look, I’m at work.”

“You are not. You’re stuck at a red light.”

“You’re never going to tell me how you’re tracking me, are you? For that matter, how do you keep hacking my emails?”

“Why do you keep asking these questions that will only give you heartburn?” K teased. “It’s fine, man, I’m not going to let anyone else hack you. I’ve got your back.”

Brannigan almost told Gideon he needed an Irish coffee and to pull over at the nearest bar. “That actually wasn’t my worry, although thank you for throwing that one into the mix. I’m more worried about how you keep track of me. How many laws are you breaking, K?”

“Dunno. Not a lawyer.”

“That many, huh?” Shaking his head, Brannigan let it pass. It would only give him a headache if he pursued it. He knew that from past experience. “So if I ask my dad how many times he’s saved a man from the Midwest, now in his twenties, how many people would fit the bill?”

“A lot,” K admitted cheerfully. “You know your dad better than I do. You knew that would be the answer.”

Slumping a little in his seat, Brannigan said with a sigh of resignation, “Yeah. I did. Thanks for your hard work. What’s your account number, again?”

“Hardy har har. Nice try, Genovese.”

“I’d actually be perfectly willing to pay you for your work, you know. You’ve preempted all sorts of trouble for me. Surely you can set up some bank account with the Cayman Islands or the Swiss or whatever.”

“You’re cute,” K responded in a tone that said the opposite. “Your money is no good here. Now, light’s green. Off you go.”

The call abruptly ended.

“K again, eh?” Gideon said from the front seat. Expression resigned, he twisted in his seat to look at Brannigan. “What is it this time?”

“Someone being bribed and permit delays. He sent us an email about it.”

“Oh hell.” Gideon made a face. “It sounds stupid on the surface, you know that, right? That we’d trust whatever K says to us.”

Brannigan nodded sourly. He did understand that. More than one person had questioned him about it. But they’d learned the hard way not to ignore K. The man was never wrong.

Gideon met his eyes through the rear-view mirror. “Let me ask you something, Boss. Do you realize that these days, you’re flirting with him?”

Groaning, he rubbed his forehead. “Yes, I know. I somehow got sucked into his pace.”

With a noncommittal hum, Gideon let that one go. The car smoothly sped up as Gideon rounded the last corner and entered the underground parking area. “Boss, I can tell you one thing. He’s right about you not going on that date tonight.”

Wearily, Brannigan just stared at him. “Not you too. Let’s just focus on a possible issue with permits, alright?”


2

Kyou

Kyou tossed the burner into his desk drawer, with all of the other burner phones, and gave himself a second. Damn, but Brannigan was sharper than he’d realized, and he gave the man plenty of credit already. He’d taken the Genovese fortune—respectable in its own right—and doubled it with the hotel business. He now had four different five-star hotels, and was dabbling in other real estate, and he ran the businesses well.

When Kyou had first started hacking for Genovese Enterprises, his only real thought had been to return the favor to Mattias Genovese, Brannigan’s father. The man really had saved his life as a kid, and he owed it to him to look after his son. He’d naïvely assumed it would be easy, looking after a spoiled rich kid, but (un)fortunately Brannigan didn’t fall far from the tree. He was heavily involved in many causes to help people, and sometimes his projects made political enemies. This wasn’t the first time someone had tried to sneak in spies for a little corporate espionage.

With all of the hotel safes and the goodies people left in them, thieves routinely tried to sneak in past security. Between Brannigan’s own people and Kyou, none of those thieves normally got past the front door. It was the really sneaky ones, like the trio that just got hired on, that Kyou had to watch out for. Those guys knew how to play the long game for a bigger payout.

Sighing, he let his web crawlers do their thing and stood up, stretching his arms over his head until he heard his joints pop. He’d been in front of the computer for fourteen hours this time, and if he didn’t move soon, he might just fuse to the chair. An hour on the treadmill, a hot shower, and something not pizza would revive him enough that he could continue for a little longer. Maybe a nap. He didn’t really want to sleep until he got to the bottom of things, but a nap was called for soon.

He sauntered away from the corner where all of his computers and monitors were set up. Kyou had leased a rehabbed warehouse near the downtown sector of Boston two years ago, right after the team was formed. It was one of those open-floorplan affairs that looked impressive and modern. The exposed rafters, brick work, and polished cement floors kept things austere while the plush sofas and brightly colored pillows made it look homey. It still amused him to no end that Brannigan Genovese was technically his landlord, as he owned the whole block of apartments.

If Brannigan ever did figure that out, he’d likely burst a blood vessel on the spot.

Chuckling at the idea, Kyou headed for the treadmill. He had to get his blood pumping before he’d have the energy to do anything else. And maybe he’d find some way to sneak over and spy on the date tonight. A disaster like that one promised to be would be vastly entertaining, and he was just evil enough to enjoy watching a powerful man like Brannigan Genovese squirm.

[image: ]

Because Kyou was evil, he got reservations for the same restaurant and time Brannigan had for his date. He even managed to get a table only four over. It was the first time in about two weeks he’d left the apartment, and it was a little strange to be out here with people. Boston wasn’t a quiet city in any respect, and it was honestly a bit too crowded and people-y for Kyou’s tastes. But it was where Brannigan did the majority of his business, and Kyou had settled here by default.

Now, of course, everyone else was here as well. Aiden had landed a residency at a children’s hospital, so he was locked in for another two years and change. Ivan’s default was where his husband was. (And yes, having Ivan married—of all people—still threw Kyou for a mental loop.) Ari and Carter chose to stay nearby so that Remi could be around her family. Well, and so they could swing by and drag Kyou out of his lair. He’d gotten a reprieve the past two weeks because the two of them were out on a job.

Ivan was ostensibly watching Remi and dropping her off at Kyou’s place every other day so the hacking lessons could continue. It was honestly a little scary how quickly she was picking things up. Kyou had been honest with Brannigan earlier, when he’s said that there was always someone better—in his case, he was absolutely certain Remi would be the one to outstrip him in time. He was more or less training his rival.

Kyou couldn’t be more proud of her, either.

His phone rang, and he answered it with a cheerful, “You guys finally done?”

“The next time someone tells me they just need surveillance on a target, I will stab them in the eye with a spoon.” Ari sounded perfectly willing to do the deed now.

“That much fun, huh? Too bad you owed Tricksy a favor.”

“Like hell I did. Ivan owed her the favor. How I got stuck with this, I do not know.”

“You got stuck with it because we don’t trust Ivan on long stakeouts anymore, remember?”

“Please don’t bring that back up. I’m still traumatized by it. It’s why I agreed to go instead of him. Carter’s the only reason I stayed sane on this.”

“Well, he’s also the one who’s got more practice at it.” And Carter’s patience was something else. Kyou had never met someone more patient. Fortunately. It had taken that patience to get through the many walls both Ari and Remi possessed.

“You sound like you’re outside right now?” Ari asked hopefully.

For once, Kyou could answer honestly. “I am. I’m going out for dinner.”

Ari sounded pleased. “Yeah? That’s great. What’s for dinner tonight?”

“Japanese. I’m debating sushi or not.” Kyou didn’t want to stay on this topic because it could potentially lead in a direction he didn’t want to go. “Hey, while I have you on the phone, I managed to finally find Remi’s birth mother.”

The assassin’s tone went from upbeat to flat in a split second. “Oh, did you? And where is she?”

“Still in Memphis. She finally got married this time.”

There was an audible hiccup. “What do you mean, finally? I thought she was married to the last creep.”

“Nope,” Kyou declared, popping the p. “Seems she was in the habit of shacking up with guys, never tying the knot. It was why it was so easy for her to abandon the last loser. This time, she’s managed to somehow land a man who actually makes a living. They got married about two months ago.”

“But Remi called that asshole her step-father. I assumed they were married.”

“Yeah, I did too. It was why it took a bit longer for me to find her. She kept adopting their names, too, although she never got it changed legally. She’d just sign as their wife. Real piece of work, this woman.”

“I’m still debating putting a bullet in her.”

“If you could see what I’ve been reading, you wouldn’t even be tempted. She’s the kind of woman who’s a self-fulling prophecy. She’s perfectly miserable where she is, and it’s mostly her fault. Two months in, the husband’s already cheating on her, and she’s hitting the bottle hard. It’ll actually serve justice more if you let her be miserable. A bullet would be a kindness.”

“Two months? Wow, that was a short honeymoon.”

“Pretty sure he was cheating on her before they even got married. But so was she, so…yeah, not a lot of sympathy there.” Kyou had reached the restaurant. It was fortunately not that far a walk from his apartment. He’d enjoyed stretching his legs, but this left him in a bit of a quandary. He wanted to be seated before Brannigan and the airheaded supermodel arrived. But if he walked in now, Ari would hear him talk to the hostess, which would give the game away. Kyou was not a reservations kind of person.

“Yeah, I’m having a hard time dredging up sympathy myself. But then, I don’t understand the cheating mentality at all. It was hard enough for me to find someone to date. Finding multiple people?”

“I’m with you, man. But then, dating’s not easy for any of us. I still find it a complete miracle Ivan got married.”

“You’re telling me.” Ari hesitated.

Sensing this was important, Kyou stepped to the side of the door and stayed there for a moment, lingering on the sidewalk. “What?”

“Carter and I both picked up on something. Remi settled, like visibly settled, when Ivan and Aiden got married. It was like seeing them married gave her a sense of security that they would be alright. I thought it strange, because her mother jumped from one guy to the next, so why would seeing anyone married affect her like that? But if her mother was never married…it makes sense.”

“Yeah. She still sees marriage as a permanent thing. If they’re married, they can’t leave each other. That’s likely how she sees it.” Kyou had an idea of where this was going, but waited for Ari to say it.

“Carter and I’ve talked about getting married. Talked about it quite a few times. We were worried about how Remi would take it.”

“Is that the only thing stopping you?”

“Yeah, pretty much. We’re solid. No way in hell we’re breaking up, ever. But we both want that commitment, those vows. We just don’t know how Remi would take it. But if she likes the idea of marriage, then…”

“I think you need to sit her down, both of you, and talk about this. I think you’ll be surprised at how eager she’ll be to have you two married.”

Ari blew out a long breath. “Yeah. I might be overthinking this. I do that a lot with her. Alright, well, we’ll talk to her about it when we get home. We’re crashing at a hotel tonight, coming home in the morning. Anything else been happening while we’re gone?”

“Naw, nothing momentous. Just same ol’ same ol’.”

“So your guy is still doing things that gives you grey hairs, you’re still stalking him, and you’re still spending eighteen-hour days in your computer chair, is what you’re saying.”

“The man inspires my inner serial killer sometimes. He really does. Anyway, I’m fine. Just hungry. Go be horizontal for a while.”

“Music to my ears. Call if something comes up.”

“Sure, sure. Night.” Relieved he’d gotten Ari off the phone, Kyou pocketed it and went inside. The hostess took his name and showed him to his table, a small round one with a snowy white tablecloth. Kyou had even worn a suit for tonight, as this wasn’t the kind of restaurant you could wear jeans into. He felt a little posh sitting there, perusing the menu and having a sample glass of wine extended as a complimentary service.

Maybe he should treat himself to a nice dinner more often.

Ari and Carter married, huh? Honestly, Kyou had expected them to be married before Ivan and Aiden. Those two were joined at the hip. Neither of them would take jobs without the other anymore. But their worry over Remi made sense, in a way. She didn’t always react in a predictable fashion. But Kyou was pretty sure she’d be over the moon if they tied the knot.

Kyou placed his order—sushi had won—and sat back. Brannigan would enter any second. Kyou was perhaps a touch more excited about this than he should be. Normally he saw Brannigan at weird angles via a security cam. It was rare that he got to see him in real life like this, mostly because Kyou didn’t dare get that close most of the time. He still wasn’t sure what had prompted him to come out tonight. He’d just found the idea of sitting at home, watching this train wreck from afar, to be unappealing. After ten minutes of fidgeting, unable to settle, he’d made a reservation without questioning himself too deeply.

And there he was. Kyou felt a little flutter in his chest seeing his quarry. Ah, damn. Every time he did this, he remembered why he shouldn’t. It was far too tempting to do it again. And tonight, especially, would push the restraints of his control.

Brannigan Genovese looked downright hot tonight in the dark-grey, three-piece suit he wore like it was tailored to him. (It likely was.) Every strand of his dark hair was styled in a loose wave, suiting the strong, masculine lines of his face, and there was a smile etched onto his lips. A very strained smile.

Ouch. Date was going that bad already, huh? Kyou bit down on a cackle.

His date certainly looked the part of a supermodel. She was tall and thin, her immaculate blonde hair draped over her shoulder in a curling waterfall, every trace of makeup perfectly done to emphasize her high cheekbones and smoky blue eyes. She wore an off-the-shoulder dress that seemed to be giving her some trouble staying up. Or at least, she kept ‘stealthily’ rearranging her boobs in the top.

If she was trying to draw Brannigan’s attention there, it wasn’t working. The man was steadfastly looking anywhere else. Kyou could have told her Brannigan wasn’t a boobs man. He could and did appreciate an attractive person, but that wasn’t his primary focus. He was pan-sapiosexual, in fact, and it was why Kyou kept maintaining that asking out shallow people wouldn’t work for him. Brannigan seemed to feel social pressure to date, so he asked out anyone that people deemed attractive, but it backfired every time. He needed to find someone he found attractive, which was a very different kettle of fish.

The two sat, the model leaning forward to emphasize her boobs. Again. Brannigan focused on the menu so hard, it was like the man believed life’s source code could be found within its pages.

Unable to resist, Kyou took out the spare burner phone in his pocket and texted him: Need me to rescue you yet?

Brannigan took his phone out, read the message, and grimaced. He did not reply before slipping it back into his pocket.

The model started chattering about some inane thing, and Brannigan looked steadily at her, as if he were paying attention. But his eyes also glazed over. She could be talking about how Stonehenge was in fact a giant Nintendo screen, and it would have gone right past the man.

Kyou’s phone buzzed and he picked up the call, although he kept his voice down. He was, after all, only four tables over. “Hey, princess.”

“Hey. Where are you? I want to come over.”

“Yeah, I’m out right now.”

“You’re out?” Remi asked suspiciously. “Why?”

“I’m at dinner. Well, dinner and a show.”

There was an evil cackle. “You followed Brannigan out on his date, didn’t you?”

“I did not say that,” Kyou said, feigning innocence.

“Uncle Ivan! Uncle Kyou’s stalking Brannigan on his date again!”

Kyou spluttered. Again?! He’d never stalked a date in person before. Doing it virtually didn’t count. “Anyway, I can’t play right now. I’ll be home in an hour or so. You can meet up with me later, if you still want to come.”

Something suspiciously like a giggle came out of her mouth. “Okay. Tell me how the date went.”

“Why do I like you, again?”

“It’s ’cause I’m cute.”

“Yeah, Ivan’s definitely rubbing off on you. Be good. See you later.” Shaking his head, Kyou hung up and put the phone back in his pocket. He started in on the sushi—which was quite excellent—keeping a weather eye on the other table. Supermodel was still talking, hands flapping about her head. Brannigan wasn’t even pretending to pay attention to her.

The burner phone buzzed with a text. Have you ever been on a date and thought, dying alone doesn’t sound that bad?

Kyou almost spat out the wine in his mouth. It was hard not to laugh out loud. He texted back with one hand, I can still trigger the fire alarm for you.

You know, the penalty for it actually sounds worth it right now, Brannigan texted back.

He did look pretty desperate.

Kyou debated between taking pity on him and letting him suffer. Kyou had, after all, warned him that this was a bad idea. Eventually, pity won out. He texted back, Give me 5 min. I’m going to call you screaming. Take that as your excuse and run for it.

Kyou calmly called for his bill, put a few twenties into it, then left his table. He retreated outside before clearing his throat. Brannigan answered on the first ring. Kyou did his best impression of general screaming without going into a falsetto.

He could hear Brannigan’s deeper baritone hastily telling his date, “I’m so sorry about this, something has obviously happened, I need to go. Here, use this to pay for dinner and a Lyft home, okay? Sorry, sorry.”

Kyou stopped the screaming as it was clear he was away from the table. He started walking away from the door since Brannigan would be through it any second. “See? Didn’t I tell you that it was a bad idea?”

“Oh god, was it ever. I didn’t think she’d be that shallow.” Brannigan’s voice became clearer as he exited the front door, a scurrying quality to his stride. “I mean, she’s an advocate for two different nonprofit organizations.”

“Yeah, man, that just means she’s got really good PR people. Next time, have more than a ten-minute conversation with a person before you ask them out, okay?”

There was a pause.

A little concerned, Kyou asked, “Bran? You still with me?”

“I can hear you.”

Shit. Kyou had started walking away from the door when it was clear Brannigan was away from the table. He’d assumed with all of the pedestrian traffic around him, Brannigan wouldn’t be able to hear him. Shit, shit, shit this really had been a bad idea. Why had he convinced himself it wasn’t? Kyou knew better, he really did. His control slipped that bit more every time he came in close, and clearly this time he’d crossed the line and lingered when he shouldn’t have.

“You were here tonight, weren’t you?” Brannigan demanded incredulously. “You were sitting at the same restaurant, somewhere nearby. Dammit, K. If you’re willing to come that close, then why can’t I meet you in person?”

Kyou carefully didn’t turn his head, didn’t give any indication he was more than an innocent person just walking along the sidewalk, talking on the phone. He was afraid that Brannigan was heading his direction, though. It took effort to not quicken his pace. He used all of Ivan’s tricks when it came to blending in with a crowd. “That’s not exactly safe, Brannigan.”

“The hell with that,” Brannigan shot back. “I’m the son of a former mafia boss, you think I live in a golden cage? That I’m somehow going to be trouble for you just because of your line of work?”

“Look, it’s…” Kyou wavered. Dammit, he shouldn’t have gone out tonight. He should have let Brannigan suffer from his poor life decisions. He just had no willpower where the man was concerned. And it had been so long since he’d seen Brannigan in person, he’d just wanted a bit of time to look at him. Innocent enough, but look at the consequences. “It’s not just you I’m protecting. I’ve got others I look out for too.”

A startled beat. “You’re not alone?”

“No. Why, did you think I was?” Good, he was going a different direction now.

“Yeah. You struck me as a lone wolf.”

“I started out that way. Not anymore.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Honestly, K. I was worried about what would happen if anyone ever caught up to you. But can’t I be one of those people you trust? Do you really think that if I meet you and your inner circle, it’ll be a disaster?”

“I don’t know,” Kyou admitted heavily. “And that’s the problem.”


3

Brannigan

Brannigan went home in a perfectly foul mood.

The date had been a disaster, but he honestly didn’t care about it. He’d never let his friend set him up on a date ever again, but that was neither here nor there. No, what pissed him off was that K had been close. The same restaurant, no less.

And Brannigan hadn’t had the faintest clue.

He whipped off suitcoat and tie, throwing them violently onto his bedroom chair. He was normally neater with his possessions, but tonight throwing things felt good. He jerked his vest off hard enough that a button pinged somewhere, then threw that for good measure. He stood in the center of his room, fists clenched at his sides, panting under the force of his anger.

K had abruptly hung up on him earlier. The last words he’d spoken lingered in Brannigan’s ears: That’s the problem. Those words curled in his gut like poison. Brannigan admittedly did silly things sometimes just to make K call him. Tonight’s date was a good example. He’d known he wasn’t attracted to her—but he’d asked her out with the hopes that K would call him. That they could talk. It’d worked, too. But even with the absurd things he did, surely K knew that Brannigan was trustworthy? That he’d never, ever do anything to jeopardize the man.

Hell, shouldn’t K have figured out by now that Brannigan harbored a serious crush on him?

It was absurd. He knew it was absurd, to crush so hard on a person he’d never even met face to face. Brannigan blamed K utterly for it. The man was charming, he was extremely competent, and sometimes his dry humor tickled Brannigan so badly he’d laugh on and off all day after they talked. He wasn’t sure when the crush had started. Maybe two years ago, when he caught himself daydreaming of meeting K face to face? Or perhaps a little over a year ago, when he found himself talking to people and wishing he was talking to K instead?

Who knew exactly when it started. He did know that his crush was digging its heels in instead of cooling off. It was like he’d been in an extremely drawn-out, long-term online relationship. In fact, that’s exactly how it felt to him most days. God, the ridiculous things he did on a regular basis just to get K to call him—it was so obvious. If Brannigan had even the slightest inkling of how to find K, he’d have done it already. Done it and figured out if there was any chemistry between them. K’s refusal to meet felt like a rejection and it hit him deep in the gut where it stewed and churned like lava and brimstone.  

His phone rang. Brannigan put both hands over his face, breathing in deeply, calming his temper. Then he answered it. “Hi, Papà.”

“Brannigan,” his father answered in his gravelly, warm voice. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Mattias Genovese loved his children. It was clear in his voice every time he spoke to them. “How was tonight’s date?”

“A fucking train wreck.”

The man rumbled a laugh, like gravel pouring downhill. “That bad, eh.”

“I mean, she was shallow and the type to talk without letting the other person get a word in. I wanted to stuff a sock in her mouth several times.”

“I thought it must be bad, if you’re answering the phone at barely six o’clock.”

“Yeah. I escaped twenty minutes in.” He plopped down on the edge of his king-sized bed, shoulders slumped. “But that’s not what has me so pissed off. K was there tonight.”

Mattias sucked in a startled breath. “He was? How do you know?”

“He gave me the excuse I needed to get out of the date. I didn’t realize he was there, not until he called me. As I was walking out of the restaurant, I could hear him—that double echo of having a person on the phone but having them nearby, too. He was actually there tonight.”

“And you didn’t see him?”

“God, I probably did. He was close enough that he knew exactly how to intervene and get me free of her. I didn’t question it at the time because he always seems to know everything. But he had to be close tonight. I just don’t know who it could have been. There were several men sitting alone. And I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings, wasn’t looking closely at anyone.” Brannigan kicked himself for that a few dozen times.

“So you’ve no idea who it was.”

“No.” Not for the first time, he pleaded, “Papà, you really can’t think of who it could be? He said you saved his life. He’s maybe late twenties or early thirties. I’ve gotten him to confess that much.”

“I’m sorry, my son, I really have no idea,” Mattias answered sadly. “When I was younger, I did so many bad things. I grew so guilty about it that I did a lot of volunteer work to help balance the tally on my soul. You know the orphans that I provided for and fostered, and the clinics I helped put into place. It could be any one of a hundred or more people.”

Brannigan ran a hand roughshod through his hair, disheveling it in unruly directions. He was proud of his father for the way he’d turned the family around. Proud of the legacy his father had created before retiring. Hell, the man was still active in half a dozen causes. But in this sense, it didn’t do him any good. “I know, Papà. I know, sorry for pushing.”

“I know how frustrated you are that you’ve not been able to properly meet this man,” his father said, tone gentle. “I know that you like him. But he was close to you tonight. That means he’s in Boston. He’s nearby. Isn’t that a good sign? That he finally came close?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’d have taken it as that. But I asked him tonight why he wouldn’t meet me if he was willing to come this close. He said he has people to protect. He’s not sure if it’s a good idea if I can put a face to him. He doesn’t trust me, Papà.”

“My son, my sweet son, is that what’s hurting you? That he won’t trust you?”

“Isn’t it completely unfair? I trust him. I can’t even put a face to him, or hell, even his name. But I trust him.”

“You do not know his reasons or his circumstances. Do not assume that because he won’t meet you now, he won’t ever do so. He came close to you tonight and for no other reason than to tease you. It’s the first time in six years he was willing to do so. Take that as a positive sign.”

Brannigan sighed heavily. “You’ve got a good point. Okay.”

“And I hope for your sake he’ll reconsider and come meet you properly. It’ll be good for you to date someone you actually like.”

Brannigan pulled the phone away from his ear to stare at it suspiciously for a second before replacing it. “So it’s obvious even to you that I like him?”

“Brannigan. A blind man in space couldn’t miss that.”

“Then surely he’s realized?”

“I would hope so. And that might be part of the reason he’s so cautious. You have a tendency to latch onto things you like and never give them up.”

“Guilty.” Brannigan shrugged, no defense on his lips. He still had Bun-Bun from his infancy sitting on a shelf in his study. Once he decided he liked something, he didn’t relinquish it easily.

“I ask only one favor from you. I know that you’re frustrated and that you want to properly meet him. Please, don’t do anything stupid and dangerous to get his attention.”

“Now Papà, would I do that?”

“Yes. Yes, you would.”

His father knew him too well. “Well, it might be silly, but I promise it won’t be dangerous.”

“Good. Your mother worries.”

Brannigan snorted. Sure, it was his mother. His mother, who was definitely the more practical parent of the two. “Sure she does.”

“Good night, my son. Rest well.”

“Night, Papà.” He hung up and stared at the phone for a while. He thought about texting K again, see if the burner number would still work. It likely wouldn’t. K never used the same phone for more than a day before the number mysteriously disconnected.

Most of the time, Brannigan wouldn’t try it. Tonight, he felt desperate enough to do so. He typed in: Tell me what I have to do so that you’ll trust me enough to meet.

No answer.

Sighing, he called his head of security.

Gideon sounded a little tipsy as he answered, “Hey, boss.”

“He was there tonight.”

“Who was?”

“K.”

Gideon’s lackadaisical tone immediately sharpened. “Wait. Wait, K was at the restaurant? He was your date?”

“I only wish he was my date. But yes, he was at the restaurant. I heard him for a few seconds. Gideon, pull the security footage at the restaurant. I’m sure they have at least a few cameras. I might be able to narrow the field. He was on the phone with me off and on throughout the date.”

“You realize he’s probably already scrubbed the footage.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. He was rattled that I’d almost caught him. He might not be as on top of his game as usual. Just check, please.”

“Sure thing. I’m on it now.”

“Thanks, Gideon.” Brannigan hung up, then blew out a long breath. A hot bath, some bath bombs, and some wine was in order. He needed to unwind if he had even a chance of sleeping tonight.

K was in Boston. Brannigan would find him or die trying.
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Brannigan was only in a marginally better mood the next morning. He managed to be cordial to people as he walked into the office—well, one of his offices. He ostensibly had nine. There was one in each of the five-star hotels he owned, his home office (that he actually used the most frequently), and one each for his real estate projects. Those were nothing glamourous, just a trailer on each building site, but sometimes he had to be there for hours at a time.

This morning he went to The Office—originally his father’s, when Mattias Genovese decided to go legit. It was on the second floor of the restaurant he’d opened, a homey and very well-lived-in area with rows upon rows of bookshelves crammed with records. A massive old mahogany desk sat in the middle of the floor, and the laptop and files sitting on it didn’t begin to cover the surface.

Slinging himself behind it, Brannigan set his coffee tumbler off to the side and opened his laptop. He had a slew of emails to get through this morning, some project requisitions to review and sign off on, and other miscellaneous things. Hopefully his attention span would kick in at some point. He felt more than a bit scatterbrained at the moment.

Three emails in, Gideon strode through the door. His head of security looked a bit worse for wear, with dark circles under his eyes, and a slight squint to his dark brown eyes that suggested the dregs of a hangover. He was in his normal white shirt, dark slacks, and discreet black boots. “Sir. No luck on the cameras.”

Brannigan sucked in a breath. Blew it out very slowly to avoid saying something he probably shouldn’t. “Let me guess. They had technical problems.”

“Something like that. They said the cameras went offline about a half hour before you arrived, but the machine didn’t throw up a warning for some reason.” Gideon said this very dryly. “I think I know what caused their glitch.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Brannigan tried to stave off the oncoming headache through sheer willpower. “Damn his thoroughness.”

“I know you’re mad, boss,” Gideon hedged, his Boston accent thickening, “but please don’t do something stupid or reckless to get him to call you.”

“Actually, right now the furthest thing from my mind is talking to him. I’m mad. I’m so mad that I was flipping off random security cameras as I got coffee and breakfast this morning.”

Gideon’s eyebrows rose, although he was trying to tamp down any obvious signs of amusement. “That must have been a sight.”

“Oh, I got more than a few strange looks. But I knew K was watching.”

“You’re really convinced he watches you all day?”

“Probably not all day, but the majority of it, yeah. He always alerts me when he can’t, which tells me something.” Alright, so that was a dead end. Brannigan should have guessed as much. K was nothing if not thorough. Sighing, he let it go. “Alright, so where do we stand on Roxbury? We have enough security to go through there?”

“Boss, you need a fucking army. But yeah, we’re making strides. Most of the repairs to the street lights are done at this point, which helps. Crime’s gone down thirty percent in the past month alone.”

That was Brannigan’s latest project. There were amazing, beautiful places in Boston. But almost like a chiaroscuro painting, where there was light, there must be darkness. Some of the worst neighborhoods in the entirety of the United States were in Boston. Roxbury wasn’t the worst of the worst, but it was certainly on the list. Most of it was boarded up, or condemned, or on the verge of being condemned. Brannigan had swept through the area and bought up most of the properties. What he could restore, he intended to. Where he couldn’t, he’d start from scratch. Charter schools, new housing—housing that was affordable—cafes, restaurants, and strip malls for small businesses. All of that was in the plans.

The first step in the grand master plan was to put new street lights up. Studies had shown that having well-lit streets cut crime by as much as forty percent. He wouldn’t send people in to work in that area without proper protection. Security personnel was next.

Now if the fucking Irish Mob would leave him alone, he could get some work done.

Gideon must have read that thought off his face as he cleared his throat. “I’ve seen some of their guys nosing around. They don’t like the changes. Or at least, they’re still trying to get protection money and force people into high-interest loans.”

“No one’s taking it, I hope.”

“I think a few are. Most people are going to that loan place you opened up—word’s circulating good that they can get low interest rates there. But I think a few are desperate enough to take both loans.”

“Damn. That means they still have a foothold in the neighborhood. I’ll get—” he cut himself off in aggravation.

Gideon’s amusement finally broke through. “K will happily look into it and tell you who’s got a loan with these guys.”

Brannigan met that amusement with a glare. “K can suck an egg for all I care. I’ll ask Whit to look into it for me. Let’s buy those loans out if we can. I don’t want the Irish Mob to have even a single investment in this neighborhood.”

“I hear ya. Let me talk to Whit and work with him on this. I need to go back into Roxbury today anyway, map out patrol routes for the guys.”

“Okay, fine. Keep me updated on that.” Brannigan turned his attention back to the laptop. He answered more emails, one of which was from the mayor, who was delighted by Brannigan’s proposal to turn Roxbury into something welcoming again. He was assured that City Planning would be open and receptive to Brannigan’s plans, once those were formalized.

Which was good news, but that meant Brannigan really had to sit down with his architects and get those plans finished. They were still in the concept stage at this point. He fired off a group email to his architects, urging them to get him something final in the next two weeks if at all possible. The individual plans for each building didn’t have to be done at this stage, just the overall scope of the project.

That done, he sipped more coffee, trying to think of the logistics on this. What needed to happen next? Perhaps the next—

His phone buzzed. Brannigan checked it on autopilot.

don’t be mad at him

He stared at the message for a full second, unable to process it. Then he blinked, read it again, and every other thought in his head evaporated like smoke. It was an unregistered number, but this clearly wasn’t K texting him. Centering the phone in both hands, he typed back, Don’t be mad at K? Why?

it’s me he’s protecting

don’t be mad at him

Brannigan was dying to ask who this was, but he bit the question back. Doing that would shut down this person, whoever they were, immediately. And who knew how much time he had with them before K caught on? I’m more hurt than mad. I want him to trust me. Even with you.

really? then you want to meet him?

I’d love to meet him.

i’ll tell him not to be scared, ok?

Brannigan had the distinct impression he wasn’t speaking with an adult. He wasn’t sure why, that was just how the conversation leaned. Tell him I’m only a little mad.

ok. oops gotta go. i didn’t text you, ok?

Ok. Brannigan stared at the bizarre conversation on his phone. He took a screenshot of it, then deleted the messages. K ignored his pictures for the most part, but the text messages he monitored.

Just who was that? And how upset was K, that this person would intervene on his behalf?

Brannigan tapped a thoughtful finger against the top of the desk. Well. Maybe there was some hope after all.


4

Kyou

Kyou came out of the shower, hair still damp and with low-slung sweats and a worn-in shirt hugging his body. He was all set to wander into the kitchen and get some coffee when he saw his niece sitting in his computer chair. Remi had her legs tucked up under her, monitoring Brannigan on three of his monitors, her cup of soup clutched in both hands. She was here this morning, instead of at school, because of a fever. Ari had errands to run, so he was babysitting her until her father could get back. Kyou didn’t mind the company because, even sick, she was fun to hang with. But there was something off about…wait. That top drawer had been firmly locked and closed before he went to take a shower. It wasn’t locked now and was ever so slightly open.

He stalked to the drawer and yanked it open. Sure enough. One of his burner phones was out of position, ever so slightly, as if it had been replaced in a rush. He stared at Remi from the corner of his eye. “Want to tell me something, princess?”

She slumped in the chair. “Busted.”

“What did you need with one of the burners?”

Remi hunched in a bit more, not looking at him. She looked a second away from pulling the hood up of her Zelda hoodie. Her borrowed Zelda hoodie, as that one was definitely his. That scamp, when had she raided his closet? “I texted him.”

“Texted who…? No, shit, tell me you didn’t text Brannigan.” Kyou felt true alarm spike his blood pressure.

“I didn’t tell him who I was,” she defended herself, still only looking at the monitors. “I just asked him not to be mad at you.”

Kyou counted to ten, reining in his temper. “Why would you do that, Rems?”

“Because he said he didn’t want to talk to you.”

He went abruptly still. Shit. “He really said that?”

“To the other guy, the bald one,” she related, peeking up at him from under her lashes. “He said he was mad and he didn’t want to talk to you right now.”

Shiiiit. “So you texted him. What exactly did you say?”

“That I was the reason you won’t meet him. He said he wasn’t really mad, but hurt. He wants you to trust him. He wants to meet you.”

Kyou hunkered down onto his haunches, leaning his forehead against the arm of the chair. He just needed to take that in for a second. Brannigan had been trying to catch him for years. It was pride, and aggravation, and curiosity that drove the man. Kyou would have sworn on a bible that hadn’t changed. So when had it become something else? When had it changed that Brannigan was now hurt because he wouldn’t meet him? That Kyou wouldn’t trust him? And it wasn’t even a matter of trust, it was…hell, it was a lot of reasons.

“It’s not really you, Rems. You’re not the main reason.”

She put the cup down on the desk with a clatter before twisting around to face him. It jostled the chair some, her long brown hair smacking him lightly in the head. “I’m not?”

“No, princess, I refused to meet with him long before you came along.” Sighing, he lifted his head. “And it’s not because I don’t trust the man. Brannigan is one of the most trustworthy men I know.”

“Then why don’t you want to meet him?”

“It’s more like, I don’t know how.” Kyou couldn’t figure out how to explain the complexity of the situation to a ten-year-old. He wasn’t sure if he could explain it to an adult, for that matter. “I’ve been protecting this man for twelve years.”

Remi squeaked surprise. “Twelve?!”

“Yeah. Your fathers and uncles, they only know about six of those years. But I’ve been watching over him longer than that. I’ve been watching him for so long that he’s his own circle. And then in a different circle, I’ve got you, and your dads and uncles, and the life I have with them. I don’t know how those circles can overlap. If I step out and meet Brannigan, he won’t be content to only do that once. He’ll want to be part of my life, too.”

“But you want that too,” she said with obvious confusion.

Out of the mouth of babes. Yes, a part of Kyou really wanted to be part of Brannigan’s life. To be able to step out, touch the man. It was why Kyou kept interfering in his dates. In fact, Kyou liked him too much, because he kept breaking his own rules for Brannigan in order to come as close as he did. If the man weren’t so alluring, this wouldn’t be such an issue. But he was this wicked combination of chaotic good, wicked charm, and intelligence all poured into a smoking-hot body. Maybe other men could resist him. Kyou had already tried and failed.

But was it wise? Kyou had hardly led a safe life. Brannigan seemed intent on righting all the world’s wrongs, even if it brought trouble directly to his doorstep. In their case, troubles shared would not be halved. They’d be doubled.

Remi’s confidence faltered. “You don’t?”

“I don’t think it’s wise, Rems.”

“What are we talking about?”

Kyou leapt out of his skin, jumping two feet. Spinning, he glared at Ari, who had appeared out of thin air. “God, I just about lost a baby. Don’t do that!”

“Occupational habit, sneaking up on people,” Ari said without any apology. “And dude, I wasn’t even trying to sneak. What are we talking about?”

There was not a single speck of interest in filling the assassin in. Kyou would rather bite his tongue off. So, of course, Remi immediately spilled the beans. “Uncle Kyou wants to meet Brannigan but won’t.”

Kyou glared at her. “Thanks a lot.”

Ari’s warm brown eyes flickered between the two of them, mouth curving up in amusement. “Yeah? Did something happen?”

Crossing his arms, Kyou mutinously looked anywhere else.

“Brannigan almost caught Uncle Kyou yesterday. Uncle Kyou was teasing him on his date and was at the same restaurant. But now Brannigan’s mad and hurt because Uncle Kyou was close and still wouldn’t meet him. He was mad this morning, said he wouldn’t answer if Uncle Kyou called him. So I texted him and asked that he not be mad. And he said he wasn’t, he was hurt that Uncle Kyou wouldn’t trust him, that he wants to meet. Daddy, I think they should.”

Kyou pointed a finger at her. “I no longer like you.”

Remi just rolled her eyes at him.

“Gattina, finish your soup,” Ari advised. “I’ll handle this.” He latched onto Kyou’s arm and hauled him toward the far end of the apartment, into the mostly unused dining room. Then he turned and leveled a penetrating stare at Kyou. “Congratulations. You’ve now fallen to the point that a ten-year-old child is having to interfere in your love life.”

Defensively, Kyou shot back, “I’m not dating him.”

“No, you only want to.”

“I don’t want to.”

Ari snorted, clearly disbelieving that. “Pull the other one, Kyou, it’s got bells on.”

“Fine, I want to,” Kyou bit off, temper rising. “Does it fucking matter?”

“Why are you resisting this so hard?”

“Because it won’t work! I’m a criminal, for fuck’s sakes. I realize he’s from a former mafia family, but Brannigan’s straight as a bleeding arrow, much like your brother. Can you imagine Luca bringing someone home who wasn’t a model citizen? Introducing him to the family? There’s no way in hell that I can be part of his life.”

Ari’s expression softened in sympathy. “Is that what’s holding you back? You think you won’t be accepted?”

Kyou abruptly realized he might have said too much. He’d been slipping up more and more these days. “Look, just leave it.”

“I clearly can’t. You’ve thought enough about this that you’ve considered a future with him. You’ve thought out the ramifications. That means you do want him, Kyou.”

“Just because I want it, doesn’t mean I can get it. We both know life isn’t that convenient.”

Ari’s head canted, and he was back to studying Kyou. “From what my daughter’s said, this guy clearly wants to meet you. I think you can, in fact, have what you want. You said he’s from a mafia family? You really think they’re going to care much about legalities?”

“Former,” Kyou corrected wearily. He really had said too much. “Former mafia. They’ve gone legit. They’re not going to drag their family back into the mud by welcoming a criminal in their midst. And consider, too, that part of the reason why I’m safe is that no one can put a name or face to me. No one can ID me. But if I step out into the light, then what?”

“Then you’re part of a family and you still hack anonymously. You’re over complicating this, Kyou. If you keep overthinking this and hesitating, you’re going to lose your chance with this man entirely. Do you really want to do that?”

“Uncle Kyou!” Remi called to him. “A red alert’s going off!”

“Shit.” Kyou flew back to the computer and leaned over her shoulder. It was a red alert, alright, and because Brannigan had sent out an email with all of the wrong keywords. Swearing, he pulled Remi sharply back from the desk, intercepting the email and deleting it before it could be read. Then he grabbed the same burner phone she had just used and called the man without thinking twice about it.

“Hello?”

“Brannigan, what the hell are you playing at?” Kyou snapped at him.

“Good morning, K,” Brannigan greeted cordially.

“Don’t you ‘good morning’ me, you bastard. Why the hell are you asking Whit to look into Mob financials? He’s good, but he’s not good enough to whisper through and not leave any tracks.”

“I didn’t think, after yesterday, that you’d want to do anything for me today.”

Kyou dug his thumb and forefinger into the corners of his eyes to the point of pain. He wanted to scream, maybe punch something. Unfortunately, his target was on the other side of a phone at the moment. And he hadn’t ever figured out how to reach through a phone line. “Why? Because you think I don’t trust you?”

“You don’t.”  It was said simply, without inflection.

And those two words hit Kyou straight in the heart, inflicting damage as they tore their way through. He flinched under them.

The phone was abruptly yanked out of his hand. Kyou spun, making a grab for it, but of course Ari was able to dance away and keep out of reach of him. Damn the man for being in both better shape and quicker.

“Brannigan, I’m Malvagio,” Ari introduced himself with a weather eye on Kyou. He put the call on speaker. “I’m one of K’s family. Has he mentioned us at all?”

There was a beat of silence, and one could almost hear how startled Brannigan was. “Nice to meet you, Malvagio. And yes, he’s mentioned that he has an inner circle, people he protects. I’ve never heard more than that.”

“He’s highly protective of us. I grabbed the phone from him because I want to ask you a question and clear the air a little. K seems to think that—”

“Malvagio, for the love of god!” Kyou burst out in frustration, leaping for the phone again.

“—he’ll do nothing but bring trouble to your door if he meets you out in the open,” Ari continued smoothly, as if he wasn’t playing keep-away with the phone. “Because of his own criminal activities, he’s afraid of what’ll happen.”

“That’s because he’s an overthinker, and he’s overprotective,” Brannigan rejoined with a huff of exasperation. “I don’t believe that at all. Can he hear me?”

“Yes, I’ve got you on speaker.”

“K, you really think that?”

“I know it,” Kyou ground out between clenched teeth. “And I won’t fucking risk you.”

“Malvagio. You’re closer. Do me a favor and smack him for me.”

Ari got that gleam in his eye that spoke of mayhem. Usually Ivan was their troublemaker, but Ari had his moments too. “With pleasure.”

“If you’re speaking to me, then can I assume that you, too, find this ridiculous?”

“We do. But K’s a bit shy—”

“SHY?!” Kyou screeched in outrage. “I AM NOT SHY!”

“And an introvert, and frankly, getting him out of the apartment takes either a disaster or an act of God, so we’re also not surprised he’s been so slow to move.”

“I hate all of you,” Kyou announced flatly. Then made another dive for the phone.

And missed, because an assassin’s reflexes were much better than a hacker’s.

“Anyway, we’re all rooting for you,” Ari said, smile purely evil. “We’ll do what we can from here to shove him out the door.”

“Thank you. I’m waiting for him.”

Ari ended the call and tossed the phone to Kyou. Fuming, he caught it, continuing to glare at the assassin.

“That,” Kyou stated coldly, “was unnecessary.”

“My friend, sometimes you have to take the risk.” Ari was still smug but somehow sympathetic as well. “I realize it’s scary to put yourself out there. You think I don’t know? But I think in this case, your fears are hampering you.”

Snarling obscene words—in Mong, because Mong was the most satisfying for swearing—Kyou stomped over to the desk. Remi had vacated the chair, and he curled into it, much like a cat into its favorite perch, ready to ignore the rest of the apartment.

Sighing, Ari gathered up his daughter and they left without another word to him. Kyou sat there and stared blankly at the computer screen, still fuming. Busybodies. He was surrounded by them. Kyou had excellent reasons for keeping his distance from Brannigan, damn it. It wasn’t that he wanted to, he just had to.

And that’s all there was to it.

[image: ]

Outside Kyou’s apartment door, Ari looked down at his daughter. “So…did you memorize Brannigan’s number?”

“And last name,” she told him proudly.

Ari gave her a high five. “That’s my girl.”

Remi beamed at him proudly. “What are we going to do?”

“All the things, gattina. But first, let’s check in with your other father, and Uncle Ivan. I’m sure they’ll want in on this.”
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Brannigan

Brannigan was beyond surprised to hear from not one, but two of K’s family in the same day. After years of not hearing anything about them, of not knowing anything of K’s motivations, this stunned him. But it also signified that things were finally changing. K had relaxed his guard some, enough that Brannigan had a chance to glimpse what his life was like outside of hacking. It thrilled him.

And he hoped to God this signified a good change and not the reverse.

Nothing else happened that day, aside from K sending him an email with a list of potential people in the Irish Mob’s books. It was a good starting point, so Brannigan took that list with him into Roxbury the next day.

Roxbury had a small pocket that was respectable, but it was slowly losing out to the crime eating away at that section of the city. Brannigan rarely drove by himself through this area for the simple reason it was dangerous to do so. But today, he felt like living a bit dangerously. At four o’clock he left the office with the list, intending only to drop it off and chat with the head loan officer there about possibly contacting these people with an offer to buy out their high interest loan for something more reasonable.

The loan office was a small thing, taking up an old building, and very much temporary. Brannigan made several mental notes about getting them into a more permanent structure even as he did his quick in-and-out. His hope was to get them into a better building sometime in the next six months.

That accomplished, he almost went home for the day, but some instinct prompted him to go to the construction site on Walnut Park. The Mob was doing low-level harassment and some vandalism of the building projects. It wouldn’t hurt to swing by, make sure tht things were okay. Two of the apartment complexes there had been on the verge of being condemned due to water damage and age. They were still in the process of finding people temporary housing, moving the residents out until he could get the apartments renovated. Some of them had been standing for decades, so Brannigan would prefer not to tear them down completely. But last he checked, they were still finding problems during the interior demolition.

Swinging into the parking lot, he put his old work truck into park, locking it absently as he got out. When driving around in questionable areas, he never drove his nice cars. The truck was for situations like this one. Frankly, even if someone hit it, he wouldn’t be able to find the new dent. As he walked onto the site, his eyes catalogued the area. The townhomes were all squashed together, sharing walls, each unit a different color. This was an older complex dating from the sixties, and it hadn’t aged well. Half of them were vacant, the other half still occupied. He was greeted with suspicious eyes from the residents, people who held their bodies in a defensive posture, tracking his movements but without a word to say. Trust was hard won here. But then, these people had been burned many times.

Brannigan would have to prove his good intentions over and over before anyone believed him. But that was alright. He had time.

Stepping through the first open door he saw, he looked around carefully. Work had obviously been done here, and was still in progress, as they were down to studs. Hearing the knocks and bangs of things being ripped out, he headed that direction. “Hello!”

“Hey, Mr. Genovese!” a female voice called back. From around a corner, a familiar face popped into view, her freckles smudged with dust and ginger hair looking a bit white on top from the fallen plaster.

“Hey, Gaby. I thought I’d stop in and check on things. How’s it going?”

“The more we dig in, the more trouble we find,” she reported with a sigh. “Come see for yourself.”

Stepping through the area gingerly, Brannigan did as bid, then followed her pointing finger. Gaby had knocked out a good section of the living room, leaving only one wall not demolished, but the section she indicated was around the front picture window. It was clear even to his eyes how rotten it was. “That looks done for.”

“Basically is. It’s all water damage. The seals on the outside failed at some point, but with no one routinely maintaining things, it just seeped right into the studs. Right now, the window’s so loose in the frame, I bet I could push it out with a single shove.”

“Yikes. Are all the windows like this?”

“About half, or at least that’s what we’ve seen so far. All the plumbing’s iffy, the wiring is basically shot—I’m honestly surprised we haven’t had an electrical fire take the whole place out yet. So your timing on this place is good.” She rubbed at her nose, leaving a new streak of dirt behind. “But we can fix it.”

Gaby wasn’t his foreman, but she was the foreman’s right hand and good at her job. Brannigan had collaborated with her company on a total of six projects so far, and they did good work. He trusted her opinion on this. “Okay. Tell me if costs go up. I want this place done right.”

“Sure thing.”

“And also tell me if you’re getting hassled. I’ve heard some disturbing reports.”

Wincing, Gaby admitted, “Had a few thugs come by and try to muscle us out. Duke was here, though, and he threw them out on their asses. I don’t think that was the end of it, but they left.”

“When was this?” Brannigan asked in alarm.

“Day before yesterday. Haven’t seen them since, but we’re all on the lookout for them.”

He mentally swore a few times. “I’ve got security forming up and patrolling the area. You want someone to sit nearby, just in case?”

“I think we’d all feel better about it,” she admitted openly, hands spread. “It’s just so…unnerving working out here.”

“I’ll make a call and get it set up. For today, everyone knock off. I don’t want you out here after dark.”

“Sure. I’ll pass the word to lock it up for the night.”

Brannigan walked back out of the construction zone and to the sidewalk before he fired off a text to Gideon to get someone stationed out here by tomorrow. He was so focused on his phone that the hand on his shoulder startled him out of his skin. “The hell!”

“Sorry, sorry,” a man with a thick Russian accent apologized at his elbow. “Did not mean to scare you, da?”

Brannigan eyed him warily. Who was this? He looked…dangerous, to sum it up in a word. Rangy build, penetrating grey eyes, a tattoo peeking out from the collar of his black sweater. Brannigan’s instincts were going haywire because of him even though there was a genuine, amused smile on the man’s face. He belatedly realized that coming out here without Gideon was perhaps a poor life decision on his part. “And who are you?”

“I’m Eidolon,” the man introduced himself cheerfully. “One of K’s family. Ouch. Right now, he yell at me.”

“Yell?” Brannigan repeated uncertainly. He couldn’t believe he was finally meeting someone from K’s family in person. It was too surreal after six years of nothing but texts, emails, and phone calls. Was this man legit?

Eidolon slipped something from his pocket, holding it between thumb and finger to show Brannigan. It was a small, very compact earbud. With a wink, he slipped it deftly into Brannigan’s ear, which was almost instantly filled with the sound of a voice he knew very well.

“—can’t fucking believe you’re just chatting him up. God, Ivan, I’m going to kill you!”

“So he is one of yours?” Brannigan asked, bemused. They had earbuds? Like in spy movies?

There was a startled intake of breath. “Did he just give you his earbud?”

“I think he still has one in. But he gave me one, yes.”

“Shit. Eidolon, what the hell are you playing at?!”

“Shh,” Eidolon (Ivan?) soothed, smile metamorphizing into an impish grin. “I was curious. Just followed him for a while.”

A sound, like someone had just thumped their head against something solid, came through the bud.

“Bad men are following him,” Eidolon informed him.

“You mean aside from you?”

Eidolon snickered. “Da, aside from me.”

Brannigan listened to this by-play with fascination. This was all still surreal, as if he’d walked into a daydream and hadn’t yet figured out it wasn’t reality. He’d never have expected this in a million years and while Eidolon still looked a bit alarming, he couldn’t take it seriously while the man was messing so much with K and obviously enjoying it. Anyone who could tease was good in Brannigan’s books. “You could have just come up and said hi, you know.”

“Da,” Eidolon agreed, bouncing a bit on his toes. “But seeing K lose his shit more fun.”

“I hate you,” K ground out. “Just for that, I’m telling your husband about all of this.”

“Bah,” Eidolon dismissed airily. “He finds it funny too. But we chat more later, da? Brannigan, you need to leave now. Trouble’s coming. Come, go, go.”

Brannigan dug in his heels against Eidolon’s pushing, which took some effort as the man was stronger than he looked. “What do you mean, trouble? I have employees here—”

“Is fine, is fine,” Eidolon soothed, still urging him forward. “Malvagio and Smiley here too. We all protect your people until they can get in cars and go home. But Mob is not happy and are wanting to take bit of revenge on you. We stop them tonight.”

“I’m not exactly helpless, you know. I can help drive them off.”

Eidolon looked him over, considering. “I believe that.”

K made squawking noises of protest.

“Tonight, can you go anyway?” Eidolon requested sincerely. “For one, K might have heart attack. For another, you do not know how we fight. We do not know how you fight. Dangerous to put an unknown in this situation.”

Brannigan wanted to protest, but both points were valid. “You sure the three of you can handle it, though? The O’Conner family isn’t a pushover. I think they were just testing the defenses two days ago, judging how much muscle to send in.”

“Da, I think you’re right. But we’re an assassin, thief, and mercenary. We can handle it. They not send much muscle.”

“Eidolon,” K sighed, sounding resigned, like he already knew the answer. “Did you break into the Irish Mob’s headquarters?”

“Am I in trouble if I did?”

“Yes, you’re fucking in trouble if you did.”

“Then I didn’t.”

Brannigan choked back a laugh. He had a feeling he and Eidolon would be friends, if they ever got the chance. He found this man hysterical. But another question rose its head. “But why would the three of you step in like this?”

“You’re K’s,” an unfamiliar male voice answered. “Of course we will.”

“That was Smiley, the mercenary,” Eidolon filled him in, still urging him toward the truck. “Now, you keep earbud for tonight. I’ll fetch it from you later.”

Brannigan wanted to protest, but he sensed there wasn’t enough time. Not if they were going to get his people out of harm’s way. He grudgingly unlocked the truck and got in, but stopped Eidolon one last time. “If it gets to be too much, I have security that will come help, too.”

Eidolon patted him on the arm, expression gentle. “You’re sweet man. I see why he likes you so much. It’s okay. They only send a dozen or so people. We’ll be fine. Just go before K has kittens.”

He really didn’t want to. Now that he’d met one of them in person, Brannigan was dying to latch on and finally get some answers. But this wasn’t the time for it. With severe misgivings, he got the engine started and pulled out.

“Bran, go directly home.” Voice faltering, K pleaded, “Please? My nerves can’t take anymore today.”

“You really had no idea that they were near me, did you?”

“I knew they were up to something. I didn’t think it was stalking you, no.”

“I didn’t think you’d tell them who I was. Or where I was.”

“I didn’t,” K ground out. He sounded ready to punch every single one of his friends. “They got past my security and did a little digging, figured it all out. For which they are going to PAY DEARLY.”

There was a snicker, although he wasn’t sure who from. Brannigan didn’t think any of the men were worried about K’s potential wrath. Thinking better of just leaving, he called Gaby.

“Hey, Mr. Genovese, we’re almost ready to go.”

“Just leave. I got a hot tip that the Mob will be there any second. Don’t worry about your equipment, I’ll replace it if it’s stolen. Just get in your cars and go now.”

“Whoa! Yeah, okay. Consider us gone.”

“Thanks, bye.” Alright, that should help speed things along a little. He drove for a few minutes in silence, in part because he shouldn’t be distracting them when they had trouble incoming, in part because he needed a minute to absorb all of this.

A hacker. A thief. An assassin. And a mercenary. Eidolon called them ‘family’ but they were clearly not related. Family of choice, then. A criminal family. Was this part of the reason why K was so hesitant to come near him? Because they were all criminals, K included, and he didn’t think his world would blend well with Brannigan’s? For all that Brannigan’s family was legit now, it hadn’t been that way for long. About twentyish years. His father had started the process when his parents were expecting him, in fact. Up until he was ten, they’d been semi-mafia.

K’s concerns had valid grounds, but still. Brannigan didn’t think his family or friends would react poorly to meeting K. They still had criminal roots, themselves. The high-flying associates he rubbed elbows with wouldn’t think kindly of K, but then, there was no reason to divulge anything with them, either. Brannigan dealt with them on a business-social level, nothing more.

Brannigan felt like he had a better grasp of why K reacted the way he did. And maybe it wouldn’t be smooth sailing. Maybe there would be problems because of this. Brannigan didn’t give a fuck. He still wanted to meet the man who had helped and protected him for six years.

And maybe, if he could get on good terms with the men who were helping him now, he’d be able to reel K in. “Thank you. All of you, for helping.”

“You’re welcome,” Smiley (Brannigan was reasonably sure that was Smiley) responded. There was a huff, then he spoke again. “The last of your employees are clear. Just in time, too. Malvagio, you got clear line of sight up there?”

“I do. It’s kind of like lining up at one of those county fair booths—I’m just waiting for the ducks to float by.”

“How many on site?” K demanded. “I’ve got limited camera views.”

“I see eight,” Eidolon confirmed cheerfully. “Malvagio, leave some for us to play with.”

“Get your own toys,” Malvagio fired back.

Smiley tsked them. “Now, boys, share.”

This was nothing to them. Brannigan knew bravado when he heard it, and this wasn’t it. They weren’t even worried. Who wasn’t worried about tackling the Irish Mob? It wasn’t like those guys were pushovers. Actually, now that he knew their code names, could Brannigan look them up? Without K somehow picking up on it?

Yeah, that was a stupid question. Never mind. Maybe K would tell him.

“Uhhhh…are we supposed to be shooting to kill?”

Brannigan’s hands jerked on the wheel. What did Smiley just ask?!

“Assassinations are romantic gestures,” Ivan assured him blithely. “It’s fine.”

“Eidolon! We do not want to make enemies of the Irish Mob!” K snapped.

There was a beat of silence.

“How many did you kill?” K sounded resigned down to the depths of his soul.

Malvagio answered, sounding semi-apologetic. “We’ve got one still standing?”

“He’s bleeding out, I don’t think he’s going to last long,” Smiley observed in a critical fashion.

K whined, “Guuuuys. Seriously?”

“You know how competitive Eidolon and I get,” Malvagio defended himself.

In almost the same breath, Smiley riposted, “I wasn’t doing critical shots, don’t blame me.”

“Oh, is that what you were doing?” Eidolon asked, the light appearing to dawn. “I thought you were missing.”

“Excuse you,” Smiley retorted coldly. “Who’s missing?”

Brannigan was a little horrified on one level because they really had wiped out several members of the Irish Mob, and that would come back on him later. Perhaps he should be concerned about them killing so casually, too, but in this case it didn’t bother him. Really, aside from being worried about the backlash of this, he was mostly amused by the banter.

Eidolon tried and failed to sound remorseful. “This is what happens when you’re bi. You can’t do anything straight.”

“Sorry, Bran.” Brannigan could tell K was done. Just utterly done. “I think they just upped the stakes on you.”

“I’d rather it be O’Conners dying than my people,” Brannigan answered. He meant every word of it. “But yeah, maybe get out now before the police arrive.”

“We’re already moving,” Smiley assured him.

Then they’d be out before law enforcement arrived. If Brannigan was questioned, he could honestly say he’d left before the shooting started and didn’t witness anything. He needed that plausible deniability at this point.

Brannigan wondered how long the earbud would work. It was electronic, so surely it would need to be charged at some point. But he didn’t ask, just left it in and listened as the men talked, coordinating with each other as they left the area and planned out what to do next.

It was obvious they’d been working with each other a long time. That they knew each other well. It made Brannigan strangely happy, that K really did have a family of his own, that he hadn’t been alone, as Brannigan had assumed him to be. He just hoped K’s family hadn’t botched things tonight. K was upset with them, and he might be upset enough that he would use tonight as a reason to not come near Brannigan ever again.

God, he really hoped the hacker wouldn’t reach that conclusion. But he really feared he might.

He went straight home, as a favor to K. Once there, he beelined for his home bar because frankly, he needed something stiff and alcoholic in his hand after today’s events. Fortified, he went next for his home office and sat down to come up with a contingency plan for when the Mob decided to extract revenge. Not that they would likely be able to put together who had just taken out their men, but it was Brannigan’s work site. He’d get the lion’s share of the blame.

There was no warning whatsoever between one moment and the next. He sensed someone at his elbow and looked up, then startled badly enough that he nearly sloshed his drink over the laptop. “Eidolon!”

“Sorry, I startled you again.” Eidolon didn’t seem sorry about that. There was mischief in the man’s grey eyes. “I get many complaints about not making noise when I walk.”

Brannigan put a hand over his chest, making sure that his heart was still in it. “I can see that, actually. Oh, right, you’re here for the earbud.” He fished it out of his ear and handed it over.

“Da, and that.” Eidolon planted one hip on the side of the desk, regarding him with a very penetrating stare. “Malvagio told us of your conversation with him. I wonder why are you so keen on meeting a man you’ve never seen even picture of.”

Why did this feel strangely like speaking to a father about dating their child? “I’ll be honest. K is one of the most interesting men I know. I vastly prefer his company, even virtual, and it’s been very frustrating to me that he doesn’t seem to feel the same. Or doesn’t feel it strongly enough to let me see him.”

Eidolon’s head cocked further, expression becoming enigmatic. “Will meeting him once satisfy you?”

“No.” The answer was instinctual and blunt. “No, I don’t think it will. Everything I know of this man, every conversation I’ve had with him over the past six years, tells me he’s not only incredible, but fun. I really want to try dating.”

“And his being hacker is non-issue?”

“For me it is. I don’t think anyone around me—anyone that I actually care about—will have much of an issue with it either. K hasn’t said anything to me, but I can guess this is one of his concerns.”

Eidolon paused, weighing him with his eyes, before speaking again. “My husband is not like us. He is good man, too. When I first met him, I worried just as K does now that my background would be too much for him to swallow. It took talks and time before I overcame that worry.”

That sounded like Eidolon was on Bran’s side. “All I’m asking for is the chance. The chance to talk and to have that time.”

“Da, is reasonable, what you ask. Alright, I go and push him. He needs good push. Maybe swift kick to ass, too.”

“Please.” Bran heaved out a sigh of relief. Alright, another of K’s family on board. Maybe they’d actually get somewhere before the next century.

Eidolon straightened and headed for the door. Obviously for show, as he hadn’t used it to get into the room. At the doorway, he paused and looked back for a moment. “Hey, want to see a magic trick?”

“Sure?” Not certain where he was going with this, Bran stood from the desk and walked into the other room.

The empty other room. There wasn’t a Russian thief anywhere in sight.

“Okay, seriously. How the hell did he do that?”
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Kyou

Kyou was ready to just call this year quits. He was to the point of building a blanket fort, stocking some snacks and a Switch, and he’d just game and snack until this year was over. Being a responsible adult was too much.

First, Brannigan had been alone while in Roxbury, which he knew better than to do. That alone gave Kyou nightmares. Then Ivan, Ari, and Carter had somehow figured out who he was and followed him for god knew how long. Then, to top it all off, they had a shootout with the Irish Mob.

Yeah. Blanket fort. Blanket fort was the only sane answer.

Brannigan had at least gone straight home and honored Kyou’s wishes. He appreciated that beyond words. Ivan, as a sort of backhanded apology, had wire tapped the O’Conners’ headquarters, so Kyou had something to listen to. He needed any edge right now. The hassling from the Mob had abruptly escalated, and Kyou didn’t know how hard they’d jump from this. From what he heard, the Mob was very unhappy to lose thirteen people all in ten minutes. They were determined to figure out who was behind the attack and retaliate.

Kyou wished them luck. Bad luck, that was. He absolutely did not want them figuring anything out.

It had been a long night of him sitting here perched at the desk, setting up alarms and putting additional alerts into place. Just in case. It was now five a.m. and he’d been up for twenty-three hours and change. Even caffeine couldn’t keep him up and actually functional for much longer. With a sigh, he went and grabbed a shower, one scorching hot to beat the tension out of his shoulders and neck. He had a low-grade headache that he absolutely didn’t want to take to bed with him.

God, what a shitshow the past three days had been. Kyou honestly had no idea how it had happened. Sure, he’d gotten comfortable enough with the guys that he’d started complaining about Brannigan—and actually using the man’s first name. And yeah, Remi had thrown him under the bus a little by showing everyone his picture. But that had all been within tolerable limits. Kyou didn’t actually care if they knew that much as long as they let Brannigan be.

Clearly, they couldn’t let him be.

Kyou had underestimated both their curiosity and how nosy they were. He did not want this much interference. And yes, they’d been helpful (somewhat) last night by protecting Brannigan and his employees, but Kyou would have gotten other help there in time. Probably.

This honestly unnerved Kyou and he wasn’t able to put his finger on why. He just didn’t like that his two worlds were colliding. He’d kept them separate for a long time, and he liked it that way, dammit.

He stood in the shower, letting the water sluice over him, and tried to get his brain to unwind. Kyou was so incredibly tired. He felt like he shouldn’t sleep for long—things would inevitably happen today, but he couldn’t keep going like this. His brain was steadily crashing. It had taken three Monsters and far too much coffee just to get him through the night. And if Aiden found out he was drinking energy drinks again, the doctor would have his head on a platter.

When the headache was mostly gone, he finally stepped out, wrapping a towel around his waist. He blow-dried his hair, as Kyou hated sleeping on wet hair with a passion. He looked around the bathroom and made an absent note to himself to clean it at some point. The white on white was nice when clean, but right now it showed every speck of hair and dirt, and it was starting to get a little gross looking. That had been the nice part about Aiden and Ivan temporarily staying with him for a month while they found a place up here. Aiden had kept the place clean. He didn’t really want the newlyweds back in his space, mind you, but he liked having his apartment clean.

The phone rang against the marble counter, and Kyou glared at it for a full two seconds before shutting off the dryer and answering it.

“Yes, Carter?”

“Hey. I’m surprised you’re still awake.”

“I’m going to bed shortly.”

“Yeah? That’s good.” It was a little insulting how relieved Carter sounded. “I wanted to touch base with you a bit. So, your boy’s still home, snug and safe. Ivan said he’d crash for a few hours and then go back to shadowing him, just in case. Ari and I have a bit of a situation to take care of here.”

“Does this situation involve bodies?”

“Fortunately not. Think we have enough of those at the moment. No, we got home to discover that the upstairs tub was leaking through the kitchen ceiling. That’s kind of a priority.”

“No kidding.” It was sliding into late fall now. They were having a charitable bout of good weather, but no one in the New England area ever banked on a mild winter. Home repairs would go over better in this weather. “It’s fine, I doubt anything will happen this morning. They need time to figure out how to retaliate. Go take care of it. I’ve got Brannigan’s life so rigged with alarms, if someone even says ‘Mob’ around him, I’ll be alerted.”

“Okay. I’m honestly not sure how long this will take to sort out. Hopefully just this morning to repair the leak. That’s our main priority.”

“Sure. Go, go. I’ll let you know if something happens.” Kyou hung up and deemed his hair dry enough. With a yawn, he slipped on boxers and threw himself onto the queen-sized bed, snuggling in. “I love you, my bed. I’m sorry we don’t see enough of each other.”

The bed, being gentle and supportive, didn’t hold his long absences against him. Instead, she wrapped him up in a cocoon of softness and lulled him immediately to sleep.

Kyou slept so hard that even his REM cycle was sleeping. It took considerable concentration to figure out why he was being drawn out of the lovely darkness and to a more conscious state. Something was ringing? Or pinging? It was an annoying sound, anyway.

Rolling over, he snuggled more firmly into his cocoon of blankets and pillows and soundly tried to ignore it.

Then, of course, it became more insistent. Louder. It changed tones altogether from a blaring noise to his own voice yelling: “Get out of bed! He’s in trouble, get out of bed!”

Kyou’s eyes popped open. Shit! Rolling, he scrambled gracelessly for the phone charging on his nightstand, nearly knocking it off in the process of snatching it up. He had to pry open his left eye with thumb and finger to get it all the way up and be able to read his screen.

A red alert banner flashed over the screen: Brannigan Genovese. Hitmen.

Oh god. Kyou could just feel his brain cramping at seeing those words combined. It felt like acid reflux building up in his chest, too. Someone had said those words, his program picking it up and reporting it. Kyou double tapped the banner with his finger and an audio recording popped up. The program was set to record everything and then parse out thirty seconds before and after the keyword was said, sending the audio clip to him so he had something of context to work from.

A high-pitched voice demanded in a sharp tone, “I want to know who did this. It’s likely someone Brannigan Genovese hired, but I want names.”

“Shouldn’t we do something about Genovese? He’s becoming a problem,” a deeper, gruffer voice said.

Fucking shit, the O’Conners were definitely not taking this laying down. Kyou scrambled into clothes, yanking on jeans and a sweater, shoving his feet into the first shoes at hand.

“He’s not becoming a problem, he is a problem. I want him taken care of, too. Which one of our boys can take him?”

“Not sure if anyone can. The security around him is no joke. This might need a pro, an assassin. Man’s got someone hacking for him. It’ll take someone on the top of their game to get through his guard.”

Kyou would be proud of his work right then if it didn’t mean he’d partially be responsible for Brannigan’s death. No, that wasn’t the right way to look at this. He’d get Brannigan out of the line of fire. THEN take on the Irish Mob, because by god, they weren’t taking Brannigan from him.

“A hacker? Dammit, no wonder he’s wormed his way so skillfully into our backyard. Alright, get me a list of hitmen. Or post it on that site of yours, see if anyone’s willing to take it. I want Brannigan Genovese dead in three days. And get me the name of those thrice-cursed bastards that killed my men.”

“Yeah, boss.”

The clip ended there. Kyou frantically sprinted back to his computer and slammed commands into his system, searching for Brannigan’s location. There. He wasn’t home, he was at the park of all places. With such nice weather, of course he was outside and enjoying it, like half of the city.

But that meant he was close. Ten minutes away, in fact.

Facts careened through his head like a ping pong ball. The alarm had gone off for almost forty-five minutes before it had succeeded in waking Kyou. Forty-five minutes was a long time for people with a vendetta to work with. Kyou checked the dark web for any hints of a hit posted to take out Brannigan Genovese.

He found one in seconds.

Fucking dammit! It wasn’t taken yet, but that was only a matter of time. A short amount of time, as the hit was a cool million and of course the contract was fucking open. First come, first served. That would be snatched up fairly quickly. Kyou stood there shaking with indecision for three seconds. It felt like an eternity as his mind raced through possibilities. Ivan was still likely asleep at this point and on the other side of the city. So were Ari and Carter, and they weren’t ready to move out; they were focused on house repairs. That meant it was Kyou, and only Kyou, who was the feasible choice in snatching Brannigan up and into a safe house before a hitman could find him.

Was he overreacting? The possibility was there, but Kyou couldn’t think rationally where Brannigan was concerned. Emotions swirled through him, almost too fast to label and name—anxiety, panic, fear. This was too soon. He wasn’t ready. Not for any of this.

Determination knocked it all aside. He wasn’t ready, fine. When had Kyou ever been perfectly ready before shit hit the fan? He couldn’t let it stop him from safeguarding Brannigan now. That was the priority over everything else. Kyou swore some more, but even as the words poured out of his mouth, he was locking his computer down to prevent tampering, snatching up keys and wallet, and hurtling out of the apartment.

He kept the tracking beacon up on his phone so he could keep an eye on Brannigan’s whereabouts. His Jeep roared as he fired it up and backed it out of the space. Usually it was the guys intercepting a target and moving them quickly out of the line of fire. It felt strange to do it himself. Surely it was that role reversal making his nerves hop and tangle together like live wires.

No. No, it probably wasn’t.

Kyou shoved the thought and feelings aside as he made his way to the park. The red traffic light nearly gave him a hernia. How did the guys do this on a regular basis? Move, knowing that seconds counted? He much preferred life on the other side of the screen over doing this in real life.

He thumbed through his contacts, dialing Brannigan’s number, hands flexing nervously over the wheel as he waited for the man to pick up. He’d never called Brannigan from his actual phone before. Sign of the times, as Aiden would put it.

“Hello?”

“Bran, it’s K.”

“Hello, K.”

“Meet me at the east park entrance. The one across from the Starbucks. Now.”

The jittery tone got through to Brannigan, and he asked sharply, “What’s going on?”

“The O’Conners just put a hit out on you. Open contract, for a million dollars. Move, Bran!”

Something like the sound of a book snapping shut, and then the pounding of footsteps going at a dead run came through the speaker. Brannigan was running but didn’t sound out of breath. Then again, he was one of those disgusting people who routinely exercised. “Are you sure? Wait, are you coming to get me yourself?”

“Yes, I’m damned well sure, which is why I’m having a hernia right now. And yes, I’m coming to get you myself because this contract has been live for over thirty minutes and I’m the only one close to you right now.” Kyou spied an open spot near the park entrance. It was meant for fire and emergency, but he didn’t care as he swung into it. “I’m in a green Jeep, pulling up now. Get in.”

He hung up as he saw the man. Brannigan was definitely in ‘off’ mode, wearing jeans, tennis shoes, and a white cardigan that made him look like a model. Then again, the man could just be wearing boxers and look like a model. It likely had nothing to do with the clothes. He had a book tucked up under his arm, phone clutched in his free hand. Spotting the Jeep, he went straight for it, yanking open the door.

Then stopped dead and stared, green eyes flaring wide. There was an astonished quality to Brannigan’s voice as he asked, “K?”

Kyou belatedly realized that he looked like he had just rolled out of bed. He looked disheveled and wild compared to this man. But he forced that flash of consternation aside. There wasn’t time for that feeling right now. “Yeah. Get in, Bran.”

Brannigan needed another second, seemingly lost for words, then mutely got in and shut the door. As he reached for a seatbelt, Kyou darted back into traffic, just driving for now. They were safe at the moment because no one could ID Kyou’s car, nor even suspect Brannigan was in it. But they couldn’t drive forever.

“My God,” Brannigan breathed, staring at Kyou intently. “You are not at all what I expected.”

Kyou fought down a flush. “Didn’t expect to see me in the flesh, I know.”

“No, I figured that would happen,” Brannigan refuted. “Your friends seemed quite invested in making sure we met. I gave that a matter of time. No, what surprises me is that you’re attractive. I would have pegged you for one of those skeletal geeks that forgets to eat all the time.”

“In this line of work, you have to run for it sometimes.” Kyou didn’t know why he was feeling defensive that he was, in fact, in fairly decent shape. Considering. “Like now. I expected more panic on your part.”

Brannigan snorted. “After seeing how your family deals with emergencies, I’m not at all worried. But that does beg the question, do you have a plan for what to do? I’ve never had a hitman after me before.”

Kyou shot him a bland look before randomly taking the next right.

“…I have had a contract on my life before?” Brannigan’s voice steadily rose. “When? And why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”

“It would have just given you heart failure. I took care of it. It’s just, normally I have better preparations in place for this sort of thing. Right now, everyone’s out of position. Bad timing. I had to come get you myself.” It was up to Kyou to fix this, though, that was still true. Especially since it was his crazy friends partially responsible for this mess. Kyou shot Brannigan a look, but really, he couldn’t afford to just blindly drive like this. And he needed to keep Brannigan close until they figured everything out. It was inevitable that he’d find out about the rest of his crew. Swearing, Kyou punched in the phone button on his steering wheel. “Call Widow.”

Brannigan studied him with curiosity as the phone rang.

It picked up with a cheery, “Hi, Uncle Kyou!”

Brannigan choked.

Ignoring him, Kyou answered, “Hey, princess. I need some help, ASAP.”

She must have heard the tension in his voice and immediately became all business-like. “What’s wrong? Do I need to call everyone else?”

“Yeah, we’ll need the team on this one. But do something for me first. I need an eval on my system, make sure it’s clean. Get that running for me.”

“On it.”

Brannigan hissed at him, “You have a niece? No, that’s not my question. Why the hell are you calling your niece for help?”

“Because I’ve been training her for almost two years, and she’s one of the most brilliant hackers I’ve had the pleasure of knowing,” Kyou answered flatly. “And if you’re very, very lucky, she’ll decide that she likes you.”

Brannigan weighed that for a moment. “And if she doesn’t?”

“Hell.”

There was a giggle on the other end of the line. “Hi, Brannigan! I’m glad I get to meet you soon. Uncle K, what happened that you went IRL?”

“Bad shit, princess. Someone’s after him and I had to intervene. I know your dads are fixing that leak; are they at the house?”

“One is. Papa’s at the store getting stuff,” she answered. “Who do you need me to pull?”

“Everyone but Lollipop.” Although he would have to text him later, keep him abreast of things. Aiden hated to be left out of the loop.

“Roger that.” There was a furious clacking of keys, like a stampede of elephants. Then a gusty sigh. “Your system’s clean. Apartment’s being watched, though. Why?”

“No idea. Could be because it’s Genovese property.” Kyou swore some more. When did they start watching his apartment? Hopefully after he’d left.

Brannigan choked. Again. If his eyes got any wider, they might fall out of his head altogether.

Ignoring him, Kyou continued, “I’m heading to Safe House 4. Can you meet me there with my backup laptop?”

“Sure thing. I can take a Lyft, meet you there?”

“No, wait for your dads. I don’t trust you and Lyfts.”

“But I haven’t been able to beat anyone up in ages,” she complained with a whine.

“I blame Eidolon for teaching you that. We don’t have time, princess. We’re in hot shit right now.”

“Yeah, okay. See you there.”

Brannigan waited until the phone call disconnected before forcing out in a rasp, “Who does she beat up?”

“Stalkers, for the most part. Child abusers. Listen to me, Bran, that kid looks like a sweet, innocent angel on the surface. Do not be stupid enough to buy into her act. She’s being raised by an assassin, mercenary, hacker, and thief. I’m the sanest one of the group, aside from Lollipop, and he was crazy enough to marry the insane Russian thief, so I don’t know how much faith I have in his sanity. You understand me? Do not upset her. And don’t be condescending. Trust me, she can flatten you.”

Brannigan was watching him with those green, green eyes that seemed to see everything. “She’s it, isn’t she? She’s the reason why you weren’t sure it was a good reason for me to meet you. To be able to ID you.”

Kyou’s hands tightened even further around the wheel. Yes, she was the reason. One of the reasons. The other was…entirely more personal. “Part of it.”

“Okay, I’m less mad at you now. The safety of a child always takes precedence.”

“So you were mad at me before?”

“Obviously. I was getting really tired of this long-distance. If I’d known that imminent danger would make you fly to my rescue, I’d have tried it before now.”

“God, don’t you dare! I have enough grey hairs because of you as it is!” Kyou gave him a dirty look because he could just feel the smugness radiating off of Brannigan.

Despite the fact that people were out for his blood, Brannigan was all smiles as he leaned in, trailing light fingers along Kyou’s arm. It left a tingle dancing along his skin, despite the cloth barrier. “I promise I will stop. As long as you don’t pull a disappearing act on me ever again.”

“What is this, blackmail?”

“It’s only blackmail if it’s working. Is it working, Kyou?”

“You’re being very smug right now, and I don’t appreciate it.”

“Of course I’m fucking smug. I finally get to see you, touch you, and I have a proper name for you. So the K really was attached to your real name, huh? What’s your last name?”

“I don’t have one.” Kyou glanced down at the fingers tightening over his arm before he looked at Brannigan’s face. The man looked entirely stubborn, with his jaw clenched. He didn’t believe Kyou. “No, seriously, I don’t. Some social worker gave me a last name as an infant. I was a foundling, dropped off at a fire station. Once I was free of foster care, I didn’t want to hang onto any of the names other people had given me. They were meaningless. I have a couple of fake identities, but I don’t need a last name with my…family.”

“So it’s only Kyou.” Brannigan looked thoughtful, his fingers relaxing although they didn’t leave Kyou’s arm. “Okay. Where is Safe House 4, Kyou?”

“You’ll see shortly.” Heaven help him.
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Brannigan

Brannigan didn’t quite know what to feel at the moment. On the one hand, heart-stopping terror at being the target of hitmen. On the other, joyous elation that he’d finally met Kyou and had him at hand. He finally sent both emotions to a back alley to duke it out. He had to focus properly on the here and now.

Safe House 4 was on the outskirts of the city, a cream-colored duplex that looked like an old-fashioned gabled house. It was attractive with its bay windows on both stories, the red brick skirting around the bottom, and the brick stairs leading up to the doors. This wasn’t at all what Brannigan expected Kyou to pull up to. When they said ‘safe houses’ in the movies, it was always some abandoned warehouse or a house in the middle of nowhere. But this looked very upscale and nice. Kyou pulled them into the garage smoothly, keying something into his phone to do so, and it was only after it was closed that he unlocked the doors.

Then he sat there, head resting on the top of the wheel.

Brannigan stood by the words he’d said earlier. Kyou was startlingly attractive. His short, inky black hair wasn’t styled, and he’d obviously dressed in a rush, but that didn’t detract from the man’s overall appeal. He looked like one of those Korean actors his sister drooled over. (Brannigan would only privately admit to also doing some drooling.) He was…cute. Brannigan hadn’t expected the man to be cute.

He also looked to be at his wit’s end and was obviously exhausted. The panda eyes were serious enough to look like bruises. Brannigan felt like apologizing for wearing him out, but really, it was Kyou who had taken everything on. He’d never listened to Brannigan.

It still felt strange and surreal that he could reach out, run a hand up and down the man’s back. “Hey. Breathe. I’m okay, aren’t I? And the guys are coming.”

Kyou let out a long sigh. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

“Why?” Brannigan firmly stamped any trace of amusement out of his voice.

Turning his head, Kyou stared at him steadily. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I’m really happy right now,” Brannigan said, mostly apologetic. “I know that you moved to protect me, but you still came for me yourself. I’ve been wishing for this day for years. You finally trust me enough.”

Kyou’s expression twisted up in a grimace. “It was never about trust. Hell, Bran. You’ve never betrayed a person in your life. I know that. But I’m not a safe person. People know me—I’ve got enemies. If you’re known to be with me, that makes you a target too.”

“Is that what this has been about?” Brannigan’s overall picture of the situation took a sharp dip and twist. “You’ve been keeping your distance this whole time to protect me?”

“Did you really think it was because I don’t trust you?”

“You never gave me any other reason for it.”

The grimace turned into a wince. “God, I didn’t want you to think that. I just…worried. I’m still worried. And I know you’re happy to meet my family, but they’re crazy. Ivan especially is crazy. You really don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“Excuse you. I deal with wealthy, empty-headed socialites most of the time. You know exactly how ridiculous most of those people are. I’d much prefer your brand of crazy over that. Either way, die’s cast now. No changing the situation.” Brannigan slipped out of the Jeep and around to Kyou’s side, opening the door and drawing the man out.  “Come on. We’ve got, what, twenty or so minutes until they catch up with us here?”

“Probably closer to thirty.”

“So that means you can have a thirty-minute nap.”

“That obvious I want a nap, huh?”

“You’re exhausted. You were obviously asleep before this shit show started.” Brannigan felt pangs of guilt about that. “Come on, inside. Is this place furnished?”

“Bare necessities,” Kyou said with a long sigh, allowing Brannigan to tow him in. “But I can’t rest until they get here. I won’t be able to. This place is secure, but we need to warn your family and people about what’s going down.”

“Shit, with all that’s happened, I didn’t think of it. I’ll call them.”

Brannigan stepped through the garage door, his hand still on Kyou’s. The hacker seemed amenable to being led along, and Brannigan wasn’t going to let go until he had to. Kyou’s hand was soft, yes, but curiously there were some calluses here and there. He did something on a regular basis to put those on his palms. He ran a little cold, too.

The house was white on white with black accents. The walls, ceilings, even the floor was a shade of white. Only the backsplash of the open concept kitchen had any hint of color to it—grey, in this case. It looked very modern, not really matching the Victorian concept going on outside. Kyou was correct that it had bare necessities, as there was a table in the kitchen, a sectional in the living area, and a TV, but not much else. It looked like a showroom.

Kyou’s phone rang in his hand, and he answered it with a grunt. “Ari. Yeah, we’re here. I don’t think we were followed, so we have a few hours to figure this out.”

Who was Ari? Brannigan only knew their code names.

Pulling out a chair at the table, Kyou dropped heavily into it, still answering questions and getting his own in. Brannigan left him to it and went to the other side of the room, carefully away from the front window, and made his own calls. First to Gideon, to apprise him of the situation.

His head of security was, needless to say, less than thrilled. Somehow telling him that K had Brannigan well in hand failed to reassure him.

With that difficult call out of the way, Brannigan went on to the next not-so-fun call he needed to make.

Mattias answered on the third ring. “Hello, my son. I hope you’re out enjoying this beautiful day.”

Brannigan winced. “I wish. I was, in fact, but something happened. I’m, ah, in a little bit of trouble.”

There was a pause. “Brannigan. The last time you said that, you were adopted by a hacker. What’s happened this time?”

“I’ve got a contract out on me.”

Mattias slipped into his native tongue and swore expressively in Italian. “Porca putanna!”

“Good news is, K’s on top of it, as usual. He, ah, came to get me himself.”

Nuance was an amazing thing. His father swore again, but it was with clear amazement this time. “Cazzo! Davvero?”

“Yeah. It still feels a little surreal. But I’m really happy, too. He’s pulled me out of the line of fire, I’m at one of his safehouses. His family’s coming to help.”

“Family?” Mattias repeated in surprise. “Wait, wait, I need to sit down. I feel like it will be one of those conversations. Alright, I’m settled. K has family?”

“Family of choice. His family includes a thief, an assassin, a mercenary, and a little girl he’s helping to raise as another hacker. I met some of them the other night. They helped protect me and my construction crew out in Roxbury. The O’Conners sent men out to rough us up and probably torch the place, and they stopped them.”

“And now, because of that, the O’Conner family is coming after you.” Mattias reached the correct conclusion without any help from him. Then again, he knew how the criminal world worked very well after having been a mafia boss most of his life. “What’s the contract for? Terms?”

“It’s for a million. Open contract.”

Mattias growled in wordless vexation. “I’d prefer you come home for this, but…”

“No one knows where K is. Or has ever been able to locate him. I’m safer with him than anywhere else.” Brannigan’s mouth kicked up wryly on one side. “And I wouldn’t want to bring this trouble to our family. It’s better for me to stay away right now.”

“I don’t like it. It’s hard trusting strangers to take care of you.”

“This isn’t a stranger. It’s K.”

“You’re a little too delighted right now,” Mattias informed him crossly.

Brannigan couldn’t stop the grin. “K said the same. I realize I’m in danger, but it’s not really impacting the bubble of happiness right now. I’ll be fine. K and his family will make sure of it. When has danger ever touched me?”

“Not as long as he’s been guarding you,” Mattias grumbled, but it had a resigned tone to it. “Alright. You tell me if you change your mind.”

“I promise I will, Papà.”

A beat, and then Mattias asked mischievously, “Is he what you hoped for?”

“He’s incredibly cute, in fact. I’m surprised by it.” Brannigan turned so that he could put his back to a wall, keeping an eye on Kyou, who was still seated at the table and speaking to someone else. “He also looks like he hasn’t slept properly in days. I’ll need to make him rest somehow.”

“I can hear it in your voice. You’ve latched onto this one.”

“Papà, I did that before I even met him.” Brannigan didn’t quite roll his eyes.

“True enough. I’ll tell your mother the news. Keep me updated, I don’t like being in the dark on this.”

“Cross my heart.” Brannigan hung up and slipped back to Kyou’s side. He was arguing hard and heavy with someone.

“—no, no you may not bring your bedsheet. You’ll get hurt. Let me be clear, if you bring your bedsheet, I will hurt you. Take this seriously, Ivan. Pretend it’s Aiden in the line of fire. That’s what I’m feeling right now. Yeah, fine, see you in five.” He hung up and dropped the phone on the table before burying his face in both hands.

Brannigan put his own phone aside to free up his hand, and then put both on Kyou’s shoulders. The hacker jumped for a second before Brannigan’s thumbs dug into his tense neck, and then the man groaned and let his head flop forward again.

“Where did you learn to do that?” Kyou groaned in pleasure.

“See? You don’t know everything about me,” Brannigan teased him. “And what’s this about Ivan and a bedsheet?”

“Long-standing argument. Ivan uses unusual tools to get past security measures. He wants to break into the O’Conners’ headquarters and wreak some havoc.”

“I’d really rather he didn’t.”

“Makes two of us. I told him not without proper backup, and right now we’re not set up for it.”

So the option was still there? Just not right now. Brannigan stared at the back of Kyou’s head, not sure what to make of this man. There was so much he didn’t know about him. The one-sidedness of their relationship irked him.

The back door opened and before it could get very far, a cheerful voice called out, “Don’t shoot, it’s just us chickens!”

“Thank fuck,” Kyou said under his breath. Turning in his chair, he left Brannigan’s hands, a tired smile dragging the corners of his mouth up. “Get in here. I’m going through withdrawals without my tech.”

The first one through the door was a darkly handsome man. He was slender and graceful, the beat-up leather jacket hugging his body, almost hiding the gun strapped underneath. He appraised Brannigan with sharp, dark-brown eyes, but there was a hint of satisfaction in his expression, too. Behind him was another man. This one had salt-and-pepper hair with tanned skin, and he was ruggedly attractive.

And then there was Widow.

She couldn’t be anyone else, and Brannigan was fascinated by her. She came through with a spring in her step, a large laptop bag clutched in her arms, hair the color of good butterscotch floating about her in soft curls. She was beautiful and innocent looking, her pale skin a perfect contrast to the red sweater dress she wore. Then her chocolate brown eyes landed on him, and mischief lit her expression up in a gamine expression of pure glee.

“Bran,” Kyou did the introductions with a wave, “this is Malvagio, Smiley, and Widow.”

“Ari,” Malvagio corrected, offering a hand. “We met sooner than expected.”

Brannigan took the hand, not surprised by the calluses and strength in it. “We did. Thanks for coming so promptly.”

“Our pleasure.” Ari shot a wink at him before turning. “This is Carter, my fiancé, and our daughter, Remi.”

Brannigan was mid-shake with Carter when Kyou spluttered out, “Wait, when did you two get engaged?”

“Last night,” Carter answered ruefully. “We were having a very romantic candlelit dinner when Ivan called us and said there were things to shoot. Kind of ruined the moment. We meant to tell everyone today.”

“I get to walk Daddy down the aisle,” Remi informed Kyou, excitement making her bounce on her toes. “He promised. And wear a poofy dress.”

Kyou smoothed a hand over her head, his smile gentle. “Sounds like you’re already into pre-wedding planning. Here, give me that, then say a proper hi to Brannigan.”

She promptly did so, then stuck a hand out like her fathers had done. “Hi, Brannigan.”

Brannigan didn’t feel odd taking that small hand into his, not considering the work she’d already done on his behalf. Young, yes, but she was clearly capable. “Hello, Widow. Thanks for your help.”

Remi beamed up at him. “No problem!”

It was Smiley—Carter—who voiced the concern. “What do you guys have here? Anything?”

“I didn’t even have time to snag my evac bag,” Kyou said with a groan, pulling the laptop free. “I grabbed him from an open park. What we have is what we’re wearing.”

“Hmm, that’s a problem. Two options: I can go buy some clothes to tide you over, grab some more equipment to help boost you, or we can slip back into your individual apartments and grab some things.”

Kyou threw in, “Remi did an eval before we got here. Genovese property is being watched.”

“I vote we send Ivan in,” Ari stated, tapping a finger to his chin as he thought. “He can slip past everyone and get what we need. Easier than try to buy it all. Brannigan, if you’d sit and make a quick list for him and where it’s located, that will make things easier on him.”

“I certainly will. Ah…K? Can I have him bring my laptop or anything?”

Kyou turned a black look upon him, his outrage almost a living thing. “Of course you can. I don’t do insecure connections in my safe houses.”

Brannigan spread his hands in surrender. “Stupid question. Don’t shoot. Anyone got pen and paper?”

He sat at the table and made a list of things, or started to, but he really had no idea what to plan for. His start in life was a little…interesting…sure, but that didn’t mean he’d had a hit on him before. Well, he’d apparently had, but not one he’d been aware of. Mostly because, by the time he was twenty-six, he’d been under Kyou’s rather obsessive protection. Not much got past his guard. This situation was unprecedented.

Uncertainly, he asked, “Gentlemen? How long do you think this will take to resolve?”

They all stopped and looked at each other, a query on their faces, looking about for an answer. When no one immediately spoke, Carter cleared his throat. “I’d say get at least four changes of clothes. Something you can wash and re-wear. We don’t have an immediate plan of action for this. That’ll take a sounding board session, and I’d prefer to do that with Ivan here, as he has more knowledge of the layout of our enemy’s stronghold than we do.”

“That’s fair,” Brannigan allowed. “Should we do that before I make this list?”

“Probably. Set it aside for now.”

The garage door rumbled as it opened. Remi danced toward the door and opened it. “Here’s Uncle Ivan!”

“Ah, my solnishko,” a voice rumbled in pleasure. “You look beautiful today. My Aiden has good taste in clothes.”

“It’s really comfy,” Remi allowed before closing in for a hug. “We’re waiting on you before taking out the bad guys.”

“Da, I figured you would.” The same man with the Russian accent and rangy build from the other night stepped in through the connecting door. He kept a hand on Remi, lingering on her shoulder, and gave Brannigan a welcome smile. “Brannigan, glad you’re here.”

“Me too,” Brannigan answered honestly, trying (and failing) to not sound very smug.

Kyou growled at him wordlessly.

Ivan eyed him sideways. “You’ll discover that he has no sense of humor when he gets tired.”

“Oh, that I already know,” Brannigan assured him. “And he definitely needs a nap after we figure out the game plan. Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but I only see one of two options open to us. One, take each assassin as they come for me and wait it out. Two, tackle the O’Conner family directly and force them to retract the contract. I’m honestly not sure which is more feasible.”

“Taking on the assassins will mean a very long game and keeping you under tight security at all times. It will be long, tedious, and eventually someone will slip up at the wrong moment.” Ari shook his head firmly. “I’m not a fan of this plan. Speaking as one, this is exactly the sort of waiting game assassins excel at.”

“Also not in favor of this,” Carter admitted sourly. “But I’m not sure I like the other option better.”

Ivan bounced on his toes, eyes alight with glee. “I do!”

Sitting hunched over the laptop, Kyou sighed a decade’s worth of sighs. “Of course you do. The O’Conner family doesn’t keep anything like a roster, but from what I can tell they have about twenty-three people left here in Boston. Their main house is very heavily secured and, frankly, it would take Ivan to get through it.”

“Security was a bit tricky,” Ivan allowed. He rubbed his hands together briskly. “Best fun I’ve had all year. Can’t wait to do it again.”

Brannigan watched him with keen curiosity. He knew nothing about Ivan other than the obvious—he was Russian and a very good thief. But he must be exceptional if the entire group was confident he could walk in and out of secure places without being detected.

Still, this idea was a bit alarming. And by a bit, he meant very. “Mobs are…not rational. They’re family oriented and usually run off of fear more than anything else. Fear and loyalty. You will have to kill a lot of the O’Conner family in order to convince them that the cost is too high to win this. Is that really preferable over taking out their assassins?”

“Assassins are disposable to them,” Ari pointed out, although there was a grimace of distaste on his face. “They’ll be willing to go through dozens before rethinking their strategy and trying something else. It’s no skin off their nose if multiple people lose their lives trying to get to you. If we make this personal, we have a better chance of forcing them to back down.”

“Bran, I know this makes you uneasy.” Kyou lifted both shoulders in a tired shrug. He really did look five minutes from crashing. “But really, we’ve been headed in this direction for a while. Ever since you bought up their territory, they’ve been yearning to stick a knife in you.”

Brannigan groaned but couldn’t deny it. “I’d naïvely hoped to negotiate their departure. Eventually. When it got too expensive for them to stay. I suppose we’re past that option at this point. Alright, then is everyone in agreement? We’re really taking out the O’Conners?”

“At least this branch of them.” Carter canted his head, eyes trained on the ceiling as he thought it through. “This will take a bit of planning, I think. Better plan for at least a week. Possibly two.”

Brannigan mentally adjusted what he’d need on that list. “Alright. Ivan, do you mind picking up a few things for Kyou and me?”

“No, not at all,” Ivan assured him blithely. “And we’ll need to pick Aiden up and have him stay with us here. I do not want him to be a soft target on the outside.”

“I’d prefer that over trying to keep a sharp eye on four locations,” Kyou agreed. “Fortunately, he seems to take the crazy things you do in stride.”

“He is supportive husband that way.” Ivan seemed to think it was a given Aiden wouldn’t argue with him about this.

Kyou had briefly mentioned Ivan was married and to a man. He’d not mentioned a specialty that Brannigan could remember. “I’m sorry, Aiden is…?”

“My husband.” Ivan turned to him to answer, and his expression had that honeymoon glow to it. “He’s a pediatrician and still doing his residency.”

Brannigan did not expect that answer. “Wow. I was expecting something…else. How did you end up married to a doctor?”

“Oh, is fun story,” Ivan promised, visibly gearing up to tell him the full tale.

Kyou jabbed a finger at him. “You have things to get us. Don’t start in on that now; you can tell him later. Carter, we need food and supplies. I’d rather not be doing a lot of takeout here.”

“Yeah, my thought too. I’ll go do some grocery shopping.”  

Brannigan made that list, requesting a few things from Carter from the grocery store as well. He had a feeling he’d end up doing quite a bit of cooking while the men did the legwork. Taking out irate Irish mobsters wasn’t quite in his skillset. That done, he went upstairs and discovered that the beds were set up but not made. With some hunting, he found sheets, pillows, and a comforter in the closet. He quickly made up a bed and then came back down. People were dispersed at this point, each on their own errands. All except Kyou, who seemed intent on staying perched at the table.

No. Absolutely not. The man was staying awake through sheer willpower as it was. Brannigan got a good grip on his elbows and forced him out of the chair, ignoring the hacker’s flailing. “Bed.”

“I don’t have time to sleep right now!”

“Kyou, I’ve heard that excuse for going on six years now. You need to come up with a better one; I’m pretty much immune to this protest. Just a nap, okay? You’re dragging and the pandas in China are going to be jealous of your eyes soon. Maybe hit on you. Do you want to fend off panda advances?”

Kyou stumbled along in his arms, going up the stairs like a drunk with a peg leg. “I must be tired because you almost made sense for a second.”

“See?” Brannigan played along drolly. “Sure sign you need sleep. I’ll wake you in thirty minutes.” More like three hours. Brannigan estimated he needed about three hours at least.

Kyou yawned, the suggestion too much for his overwrought body, and blinked sleepily. “You made the bed?”

“I did.”

“You know how to make the bed?”

“I’m not a completely helpless rich boy, you know.”

Kyou snorted inelegantly. “Lies. Lies and slander.”

Turning down the comforter, he rolled Kyou into it. “In you go.”

Kyou didn’t even resist. In fact, he might have been asleep before his head hit the pillow. Brannigan stood over him, tucking him in, and stared at that somnolent form for a solid minute. Kyou was such a bundle of sharp intelligence and energy while awake that he seemed larger than life. It wasn’t until now, when he was still and quiet, that Brannigan realized that he really wasn’t a large man. A little shorter than Brannigan, but slender and small boned. He looked so much younger and innocent, unguarded in his sleep.

Would Brannigan ever get a chance to see him like this while awake? Unguarded and open?

Leaning in, he pressed a chaste kiss against Kyou’s forehead, lips lingering. Against his skin, Brannigan whispered, “Buonanotte, caro.”

He stole out of the room and shut the door quietly behind him. Then nearly jumped a foot when he realized that Remi was right behind him. Raised by an assassin and thief. Right. No wonder her sneaking skills were good.

She didn’t seem to realize that she’d scared him into an early greying. “Is Uncle Kyou sleeping?”

“Yeah. He went down pretty fast.”

Remi sagged in minute relief. “He’s bad about naps. Thanks. He always resists when we try to get him to sleep.”

“Speaking of, I saw that none of the beds are made up on this side. Is the other side of the duplex in the same state?”

Remi shrugged her ignorance.

“Want to help me make all the beds real quick? I have a feeling people are going to just crash later.”

“Sure.”

After that…well, after that Brannigan wasn’t sure what to do with himself.
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Kyou

Kyou awoke to what sounded like a party going on downstairs. He groggily turned over, searching for either his phone or a clock, but neither were in the room. The light coming in from the window was muted through the curtains, but it seemed to be late afternoon now.

With effort, he rolled out of the bed, running a hand absently through his hair. He felt a little better for the sleep, but also as if he’d slept hard and was gummy around the edges because of it. Zombie-walking to the door, he opened it and stuck his head out. Yes, definitely a party going on down there. Something was cooking, and it smelled of tomatoes and garlic and ambrosia. There were voices overlapping in multiple conversations.

Just how long had they let him sleep? Thirty minutes, his ass.

Kyou made it to the foot of the stairs before Remi spotted him. She danced—literally pirouetted—to his side and hugged him around the waist. “Good nap?”

“Yeah, although someone promised me thirty minutes instead of...” Kyou’s eyes went to the clock above the stove and he squinted to read the time around the steam rising from the pots. “Three hours? Bran!”

The businessman had his back to Kyou and studiously avoided looking at him as he chopped fruit at the table.

“Now, now,” Ivan soothed with a wicked smile. “You needed your sleep. You’ll be up a good portion of tonight, anyway. And don’t worry, I brought your baby for you.”

For the second time in twelve hours, Kyou experienced pure terror. “You unhooked my computer?!”

“I am capable of unplugging things,” Ivan retorted, miffed.

“The hell you are!”

Aiden slipped up to his side and put an arm around Kyou’s shoulders, drawing him into the living room. “Actually, I unplugged things. He just carried them down to the car. I promise you, everything’s intact. Remi put the system back together for us while you were sleeping. You can sit and check things over.”

That did make Kyou feel marginally better. Aiden relinquished his hold so that Remi could take over, supposedly so Aiden could continue with whatever it was he was cooking. Remi kept hold of Kyou’s hand as he went to the makeshift setup. They’d taken two folding tables and formed them into an L-shaped desk, complete with computer chair. Remi had hooked it up and arranged the monitors and keyboards exactly as he always put them. As he sat down, his eyes roved over the computer and found it not only up and running, but that the majority of his usual programs were up as well.

Remi leaned into his side as she pointed at various things. “I hooked the camera feeds back up for you and turned the alerts back on. And Brannigan wrote up an out of office auto-reply, so that’s set up for his inbox. Oh, and I set up an alert too, for his contract on the website so we know if someone registers that they took it.”

The terror before subsided. Kyou had never thought he’d be so grateful to have a smart niece. He kissed her forehead. “You’re the only one I can count on, Rems. Ari! Your daughter is mine now!”

“Over my cold, rotting corpse!” Ari shot back from his position at the stove.

Remi giggled and snuggled in a little further into Kyou’s side. “What can I do to help?”

“Well, to start with, grab the laptop I was working on earlier. There’s a couple of things we need to set in motion. I want alerts on Brannigan’s family, just in case. I’ve got basic protocols in place for them, but we need to kick it up a notch.”

“Yeah, okay.” Remi darted for the laptop, still at the table, and brought it over to him.

Kyou made room for her on the edge of the table so that he could both monitor and help her. This was still somewhat of a training exercise, but she knew in theory what to do. As she booted the laptop up, Kyou stole a minute to check in with her.

“So…I take it you’re happy about Carter becoming an official dad?”

Remi lit up. “Yeah! I hoped he would. Daddy said we’d take his name after they get married. So I’ll be Remi Harrison.”

Somehow, that didn’t surprise Kyou.

“And Daddy said I’d get a puppy soon, after this job,” Remi added with utter satisfaction. “They’ve been talking about what to get me, but there’s this place that sells guard dogs and they offer training too, and they said that’s the best way to do it.”

Carter joined the conversation on the other side of the monitors. “Well, I grew up with a family dog, but I certainly wasn’t in charge of his training. Ari’s never had one. We figured it was better to get one with an expert training it.”

Kyou had heard about this debate off and on for months now. “What did you end up with? I know you were debating between about five different breeds.”

“German Shepherd. Patches, our family dog, was a GSD. So I’ve got some experience with the breed. That factored in.” Carter shrugged. “Of course, Aiden’s making sad faces because he can’t get a puppy too.”

“Yet!” Aiden called from the table, where he was making a salad. While still dressed in his scrubs, no less. “After my residency is over, we’re so getting a puppy.”

That was probably a wise decision, considering Aiden’s shifts could go thirty-six hours at a time.

A beep drew Kyou’s attention back to the screens. He clicked on the alert window, and it took him directly to the screen in question. Specifically, the website hosting Brannigan’s open contract for a hit. It had just been accepted by two assassins. Kyou read the names and swore, loud and long.

Carter came around in a split second and read over his shoulder. “Well, that’s problematic.”

Kyou wanted to punch him for the understatement. “Gentlemen, we have trouble. When we decided to focus on the O’Conner family and not the assassins, we forgot to tell the assassins that. We’ve now got two pros to worry about.”

“Possibly only one,” Carter disagreed ruminatively, obviously thinking out loud.

Brannigan and Ari joined them, crowding into the limited space available. Brannigan seemed less worried than he should be, but there was a frown gathering like a dark cloud over his face as he read what was on the screen.

Ari, used to the layout, read through it faster. “Figlio di puttana. That’s not people I want on this. They’re good.”

Brannigan turned to give him a sharp look over his shoulder. “You know these names?”

“Yeah. Ghostshot is one of those that’s been around so long, no one’s sure if it’s the same guy. Could be a hereditary name. He’s scary good. If he’s ever failed to get a quarry, we don’t know about it. Redmark is also good, but newer. Maybe been around as long as I have, a little longer? I’ve never met the guy in person.”

“I have,” Carter announced, still staring thoughtfully at the screen. When everyone turned to look at him, he gave a shrug. “What? I meet people. Redmark and I paired up once to get a target. Broker paired us. He is good, but he’s also…sensible, I think is the word. He doesn’t take stupid risks, and he will walk away if he feels that’s the better option. Let me call and talk to him. I think if he knew the full situation, he would back out of this job.”

That sounded viable enough to Kyou. He clicked through the pages until he found Redmark’s number. All assassins listed a secondary phone, usually a burner, so that people could contact them if necessary. Kyou held out his hand, and Carter put his own phone into it. Kyou did the necessary tricks to spoof the call and then handed it back.

Carter spoke with a slight smile. “Hey, Barry.”

Kyou blinked. Carter knew the man’s real name? He really did have the charm of the devil.

“Yeah, long time. How you been? Yeah? That’s great, man, I know you were hoping for that. Yeah, I’m good. I’m better than good. No, I’m not calling to recruit you for a job. I’m warning you off of one. I saw that you took the contract for Brannigan Genovese. No, no, you misunderstand me. I’m calling cause you’re a friend and taking this contract is basically suicide. See, Brannigan Genovese is under K’s protection. Yeah, that K. Now, what not a lot of people know is that I formed up a team about two years ago. K is a member of it. Yup, me and Malvagio and Eidolon.”

Even from this distance, Kyou heard the heartfelt “SHIT” from Barry the Redmark.

“No, it’s not a job,” Carter answered, and for some reason he was smirking down at Kyou as he said this. “K is very attached to Brannigan. He will take it personally if you attack him. You see where I’m going with this? No, no, no hard feelings. You didn’t know. I’m just calling to give you a head’s up. Yeah? I’ll tell him. Absolutely, you call me in on the next job, we’ll make it a party. Sure thing. Night!”

As Kyou watched, the contract acceptance for Redmark disappeared with an almost audible snap. “Carter, I’m so glad you make friends easily.”

“Comes in handy from time to time,” Carter agreed blandly. “For the record, he had no idea we’d formed a team and was panicked hearing about everything. He said he was very sorry, he’d spread the word about not taking the contract, and he’ll invite me on the next shindig he takes to make up for it. He’s really a nice guy.”

Brannigan drawled, “Except the part where he’s an assassin.”

“Man’s gotta pay the bills somehow.” Carter shrugged. “So that’s one down. Possibly more, depending on how many people Barry tells. Kyou, think we can scare Ghostshot off?”

“With how long he’s been in business? I doubt it. I’m not even sure I can find him easily, although I’ll damn well try. I’m of two minds whether to warn him off or not. If he is coming, I don’t want him to know how much protection Brannigan has. I’d rather surprise him.”

Ari nodded, agreeing. “I don’t think we can warn this guy off. Let’s assume we’ll have to take him out instead.”

“Is Brannigan in the same situation I was in?” Aiden inquired, wandering over from the table.

“Basically, lyubimyy,” Ivan confirmed.

Brannigan pointed towards his nose. “I don’t follow.”

Succinctly, Aiden explained, “It’s how Ivan and I first met. He was on a job, it was also an open contract, and everyone assumed I had the stamp they wanted to steal. I didn’t. Ivan had to quickly find the stamp and close the contract to get me out of danger. It was a rather harrowing week and a half. Looks like you’re in the same boat, Brannigan. The only way to get the assassins to go away is to deal quickly with the ones who put the hit out on you. How difficult is this going to be, guys?”

Kyou’s eyes lifted in degrees, practically making cranking noises as he levered them up to glare at Ivan. “You didn’t tell him?”

“I told him!” Ivan protested, turning to his husband for validation. “I told you O’Conner family, right?”

“Yeah, but I don’t know who they are.” Aiden shrugged his ignorance. “I just assumed they were bad guys.”

“Ivan, you can’t expect him to know the names of all the families in the criminal underworld just because he’s married to you.” Carter shook his head. “Aiden, we’re talking Irish Mob.”

Aiden’s eyes bugged out of his head. “Shit! Seriously?! Oh man, now I know why you guys are worried. Uh…babe, I’m due back on shift in twenty-something hours. Is this going to be handled before I’m back at work?”

“Depends.” Ivan gave his friends a hopeful smile. “We play soon, da?”

“I want a good plan before we go in,” Carter cautioned them all. “But yes, I vote the sooner the better. We can’t give this situation much time. It’ll blow up in our faces.”

Ari headed back to the stove. “Let’s eat first, then plan.”
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Brannigan

Brannigan stood at the sink, washing dishes, keeping a sharp ear on the planning session happening at the table. The men were talking with so much lingo, so many acronyms, and shorthand phrases, that they were like their own language. He could only catch about half of it.

What he did understand sounded alarming. Kyou wanted to hack their bank accounts and run them dry so they couldn’t pay anyone, halting any contracts in their tracks. Carter was all for setting charges and blowing the place sky-high. Ivan wanted to sneak in and take them apart piece by piece, like chasing mice through a maze. Ari seemed to waffle between Ivan’s and Carter’s methods and was somehow trying to marry the two ideas together.

Were they always like this?

Aiden stood on the other side of the dishwasher, wiping down the counters. He was still in scrubs, his auburn hair escaping the gel he’d put into it God-knows-when. He kept casting wry, amused smiles at the table, like he was watching four little boys plan an epic battle against a Lego castle.

Brannigan leaned in and asked in a low tone, “Is this typical?”

“Pretty par for the course,” Aiden confirmed cheerfully, the smile lighting up his face and turning his clean-cut appearance into something that hinted at impish amusement. “Sometimes they do this just for the fun of it. Pick out some insane target and theoretically plan how they’d take it on. Right now they’re serious, though. Ivan’s just enjoying it.”

He probably should have left it there, but Brannigan was far too curious. “You said a little about how you and Ivan met?”

“Ah, yes. That’s a story in and of itself. The short version is, he can be utterly charming when he puts his mind to it. I didn’t stand much of a chance.” Aiden laughed saying this, hazel eyes sparkling. “He moved to protect me very quickly, and I ended up spending a lot of time with him and the others. I liked them. Ivan unapologetically seduced me, which I happily went along with, but it was the package as a whole that did me in. Having him, and Remi, and amazing friends who automatically have my back. I’d never had that before. I fell in love so fast I’m still a little dizzy with it.”

“And it never bothered you once that you’d fallen for a thief?”

“No. Because, you see, my family stole everything from me. They did it through bribing judges and lawyers, so it was completely unfair, but they got away with it. They were worse thieves. At least with Ivan, he was stealing for me. He never steals from someone who can’t afford the loss. It’s a moral grey area, but I’m pretty comfortable with it.”

He had to be, if he was married to Ivan.

Aiden’s eyes sharpened, studying Brannigan with unapologetic frankness. “Does it bother you? What Kyou does.”

“Hell no. I’m from criminal roots myself, although we’re legit now. Kyou’s saved my hide far too many times for it to bother me. I’m not sure if Kyou’s convinced of that, though.”

That satisfied Aiden, and he went back to being the genial, smiling doctor again. “I’m glad. Kyou’s not good at peopling. Just be persistent, that’s my advice.”

“I’ll take it.”

Aiden cocked his head at him in question. “I’d half-expected a business man like you to be in the thick of the planning.”

“I know absolutely nothing about staging a full-scale attack on a Mob family. Part of being a businessman is knowing how to call in experts and letting them do their jobs.”

With a nod, Aiden agreed, “That’s sensible.”

From the head of the table, Kyou called, “Bran. I think we’ve got a plan.”

Brannigan dried his hands off quickly and joined them. “I’m all ears.”

“Three stage attack.” Carter tapped a finger to the paper filled with scribbles and messy handwriting on the table. “First, Kyou hacks their banks and phones. We start tracing everything they’re doing and where everyone is. We do this for two days until we find the time when the most people are at HQ. Probably sometime in the wee hours of the morning. Even hardened criminals tend to sleep by then. While Kyou’s working his magic, Ivan and Ari will do theirs. They’ll sneak into HQ and start planting bombs, something with a trigger remote. We’ll be careful to keep this just powerful enough to limit damage to the surrounding area. Third stage is cleanup. We’ll take anyone on that isn’t in the building at the time of the explosion. I expect this to take about four days. How does that sound to you?”

Ruthless. That’s what it sounded like. Brannigan felt only vaguely uneasy about the idea of massacring an entire family. In truth, they were very bad people, so it was hard to dredge up true sympathy. He had only one real concern. Two, really. “Do we know if there are any innocents in the line of fire?”

“Njet,” Ivan answered readily.

“By that he means, yes we do know,” Carter clarified. “And no, there aren’t. No kids, at least. These are all adults.”

Okay, that was a relief. “Second question, doing it this quickly isn’t going to put any of you in danger, is it?”

For some reason, everyone smiled at him as if he’d just said something sweet.

“No,” Kyou assured him dryly. “It wouldn’t even take four days if we had explosives on hand. That’s what’s adding a day on to this.”

That gave him some relief. “Good. Uhh…not sure how to bring this up, but I feel that I should be paying for some of this? As it is my mess you’re cleaning up. Your time and expertise alone is invaluable—”

Ari put up a hand before he could trot the full sentence out. “Your money is no good here, Genovese. Frankly, you’re too precious to Kyou. He’d be devastated if anything happened to you. For that reason alone, we’ll do this.”

“But if you want to pay for the explosives and some of the gear we’ll need, that’s fine,” Carter offered. Carter struck him as the peacekeeper of the group. “It’s not going to be cheap.”

Brannigan did feel better at this offer. “Yes, let’s do that. Hell, Kyou has access to all of my accounts, have him just transfer over what you’ll need.”

“We’ll do that.” Carter rapped his knuckles on the table. “And that’s enough for one day. Let’s all relax, get some sleep. We need to be up and moving early in the morning to get all of this done. Ivan, Aiden, you want this side?”

“Sure,” Aiden agreed easily. “You three taking the other?”

“Makes the most sense to me.”

“Beds are made up!” Remi reported, still tapping away at the laptop. “Brannigan and I did that earlier.”

“All the better.” Ari went and scooped her out of the chair. “Come on, my little hacker.”

Remi squirmed in his grip, still reaching for the computer. “No, wait, I’m not finished!”

“Uncle Kyou will finish for you. And then promptly go back to bed.”

“I had a nap,” Kyou pointed out righteously.

Carter gave him a look that did not convey warm and fuzzy feelings. “Which means, what? That you’ve slept six hours in the past eighty? Go back to bed, you crazy man.”

Kyou frowned at him and then ignored Carter entirely as he went to the computer. He settled in with the air of a man who did not intend to move again for a long time.

Oh boy. Brannigan had no doubt Kyou would work all night unless someone intervened. Was the man just a workaholic? Was that the issue?

Ari dumped Remi into Carter’s arms, which her other father accepted without even a blink. This exchange seemed to happen often. While Carter carried her out of this side of the duplex and into the other, Ari snagged Brannigan’s elbow and drew him to the far side of the kitchen. “Scusa, parli italiano?”

“Si.” Brannigan was a bit surprised at the fluent Italian pouring out of the man’s mouth. Was Ari of Italian heritage?

A little relieved, Ari switched entirely to Italian. “Can I entrust Kyou to you? He really needs a proper REM cycle.”

“Yes, of course,” Brannigan assured him. “I know his habits by now. I’ll give him about three hours and then drag him up to bed. Again. Why is he like a toddler?”

“We’ve questioned it for years. Really, I think it’s because he has anxiety. His way of coping with it is to focus on fixing the problem. When it’s fixed, the anxiety goes away. Sounds good in theory, right?”

“It would even work if life wasn’t one problem after the next.” Well, that definitely explained a few things. “It’s fine. I think I have a good way to convince him to sleep tonight.”

Ari’s expression politely said doubt in capital letters. But he shrugged as if he agreed. “Fine. I’ll leave it to you. And this goes without saying, but please don’t leave this house until we give you the all clear.”

“I have no intention of it. I’ll work from here.”

“Okay.” Ari gave him a slight smile before ducking out and through to the other side of the duplex.

Brannigan eyed the man sitting at the computer for a long moment. Funny, how all of the others trusted him with Kyou. Just how much had the hacker told his family about Brannigan? Enough, apparently.

Because he really did know better than to force Kyou’s hand at anything, he went and took a relaxing shower. Ivan had kindly brought everything Brannigan requested, so he had his own pajama pants to sleep in. He almost put on the sloppy, oversized Henley he normally wore to bed too, but a bit of mischief struck him and he left that in the bag. He had a few text messages and emails, mostly family worried about him, and he answered them as honestly as he could. He also sent some preemptive emails to people, nipping trouble in the bud so that he didn’t get panicked employees making stupid decisions. There, that should do it for the night. It had been a little over two hours, which was close enough.

Plugging both devices in to charge, he wandered downstairs again.

Kyou was hunched in his computer chair like a golem sorting through various bits, seeking for treasure. He grunted as Brannigan came up to stand at his side.

What was on the screen didn’t make much sense to Brannigan. He didn’t expect it to, either. “Hacking their bank already?”

“No. Setting up to hack and transfer everything. I don’t want to do it now, it’s the wrong timing for it. It’ll tip our hand.”

“Ah. So actually, this is something you can do in the morning.”

“Or I can get it done now and not have to worry about it later,” Kyou fired back, eyes still locked on the screens.

Ari was right. Kyou really didn’t like to leave anything until later. Well, Brannigan had a way to distract him tonight.

Without compunction, Brannigan seized the back of the chair and pulled it sharply backward from the desk. Kyou’s hands flailed in front of him as his balance was upset, and he growled in aggravation.

“Bran, quit it!”

Grabbing those hands, Brannigan pulled him up, then turned him so that his back was against the edge of the makeshift desk, caging him in neatly. Kyou’s hands flattened against his chest, as if to push him away, but the hacker didn’t move beyond that. He seemed frozen as Brannigan closed the little remaining distance, putting their bodies flush together.

“Wha—” Kyou swallowed hard, a blush heating his cheeks as he looked up. He seemed to be having difficulty meeting Brannigan’s eyes. “What are you doing?”

“We,” Brannigan said with weighty significance, “have a little unfinished thing between us, Kyou. For years we’ve been flirting with each other. For years you’ve been teasing me. We’ve got some privacy now. How about we settle that?”

“S-settle?”

“Sure. I, for one, would love to see what kind of chemistry we’ve got.” Brannigan smoothed a hand around Kyou’s hip and up his back, the touch just firm enough to be sensual.

Kyou’s breath shook as Brannigan closed in that last remaining few inches, putting them within kissing distance. Kyou seemed honestly torn between giving into the moment or wriggling free. Brannigan’s own blood heated up quickly at the idea of finally getting a taste of the man who had been driving him crazy for years. But he could tell from Kyou’s expression and body language that he wasn’t ready for this encounter. That it unnerved him.

He’d half-expected this reaction. Flirting over a phone, or text, that was harmless fun. Nothing could possibly happen with a safe distance between the two. But he’d lay odds that Kyou was not accustomed to having a lover, and it would take a while for the man to wrap his head around the idea.

So Brannigan paused, smacked his libido with orders to behave, and went with the safer option for tonight. “Of course, if you’d rather put that discussion off tonight, we can go to bed. Talk about it later.”

Kyou nearly melted in relief, hands falling to his side as if he no longer felt the need to restrain Bran now that he was getting his way. “Yes. Later. Later’s good. Go to bed.”

Brannigan didn’t budge. “I’m only going to bed if you are. If you’re still up, I assume you’ve got the time to…talk…about us.”

Those dark eyes snapped up to his, and the blush faded from his cheeks. “You’re underhanded and manipulative. Are you really blackmailing me into going to bed?”

“I’m a bad man,” Brannigan replied unapologetically.

Kyou stared at him hard, judging his sincerity on this. Brannigan was perfectly sincere. Really, he’d win either way. Either Kyou would get some real, solid rest or he’d finally get a chance to seduce the man. (And hopefully wear Kyou out to the point that he’d sleep.) Either option was perfectly fine by him.

Swearing, Kyou let his head drop back. “Fine. Fine, you win. Let me shut something down, get my web crawlers working. Set up a few alerts.”

“You’ve got ten minutes.” Bran moved two steps back, giving him room to maneuver.

“Fucking slave driver,” Kyou grumbled, going back to the computer. He didn’t sit down, just stood over the keyboard and pounded away at it. Brannigan waited nearby as he worked. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Kyou.

He just couldn’t trust him.

Kyou grumbled some more, locked the computer, then glared at Brannigan. “There. Happy?”

“Ecstatic.” Brannigan made an elaborate after-you gesture.

Huffing, Kyou stalked for the stairs, still muttering under his breath. He did stop stomping about like an elephant as he reached the second story, probably to avoid waking Ivan and Aiden up.

Now a little sad that he was sending the man to bed mad, Brannigan caught him by the waist before he could disappear into his room. Kyou was ready for a fight, but he only closed in long enough to kiss the man chastely on the forehead. Easing back, he gave him a warm smile. “Buonanotte, caro.”

Flustered, Kyou couldn’t seem to look at him. “Yeah. Uh, good night.” He escaped into his temporary bedroom and shut the door with less anger and more confusion.

Aiden had been dead on the money, earlier, when he’d observed that Kyou wasn’t good at interpersonal skills. And if Kyou’d ever had a lover, Brannigan would shave his head. The man was far too shy for that.

It seemed as if he had his work cut out for him.
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Buonanotte, caro. Kyou knew what those words meant. He’d heard Ari say them often to Carter. He knew exactly what they meant. Why the hell was Brannigan saying them to him?

“Fucking Italian men,” he cursed as he ripped the covers further back and flung himself into the bed face down. Against the mattress, he kept swearing. “Shit, shit, shit. Don’t they understand most of us have personal bubbles? That you can’t just stand that close and get all handsy? And now I’m all hot and bothered, thanks very much for that, and there’s no way to deal with it in a house this crowded and Ivan’s fucking bat ears, and…god, I’m going to kill him.”

Brannigan Genovese was damn attractive. Kyou wasn’t blind, he could see that. It wasn’t that he was immune to the man. And yeah, he’d flirted with Brannigan for a while now because he couldn’t seem to resist flirting a little. He liked Brannigan, the flirting just kind of happened of its own accord. And what was the harm? Nothing would come out of it.

Clearly, Brannigan had an entirely different opinion about that.

Hell, Kyou’s entire family seemed to have a different opinion about it. Kyou hadn’t thought it a good idea to even meet Brannigan, much less attempt dating. And he knew Brannigan very well—the man didn’t do casual sex. He liked to be in a relationship. His use of caro spoke volumes. He wanted to date, and dating meant the whole lock, stock, and barrel, because Brannigan Genovese didn’t do anything by halves.

This wouldn’t work. Kyou felt frustration rise, burning in him, twisting and tugging painfully. He slammed a fist against the mattress. This wouldn’t work—he was terrible at dating, truly lousy at it. He got sucked into work and forgot to do the romantic things. The two times he’d attempted dating had been unmitigated disasters, ending with both men frustrated with him. For good reason. Kyou hadn’t invested the time or energy into their dates. He’d been distracted the entire time. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been interested in them, either, it was just that protecting Brannigan and the others had taken up most of his time and attention. He hadn’t any mental energy to spare.

His anger fell to a simmer and he lay there, feeling vaguely sick. If Brannigan ever broke things off like the others had—with such finality, with such cold expressions—well. Kyou wasn’t sure how he’d handle the aftermath, but it wouldn’t be good. No, better to avoid that road. How he’d convince Brannigan of that, he didn’t know.

With all of these emotions tangling up in him, it left Kyou too wired to even think of sleeping. He gave up with a huff—it wasn’t like he’d wanted to go to bed to begin with—and on silent feet he snuck back out of the bedroom. Both bedroom doors across the hall were also closed, lights off, so odds were people were already asleep. Satisfied, he snuck down the stairs. He’d just get some more work done. Set up a few things. Maybe he’d settle enough to get a few more hours of sleep that way. No way he wanted to spend the rest of the night stewing.

Halfway to his makeshift work station, two arms caught him around the waist and pulled him to an abrupt stop. Kyou had a split second of panic before a voice he knew well growled in his ear.

“You are not going back to work.”

Shit. Brannigan had not, apparently, been asleep. “You were waiting for me to sneak out, weren’t you.”

“I had a feeling you would.”

Resigned, Kyou let his eyes fall closed for a moment. Alright, how to approach this? “Let go, Bran.”

“I really don’t want to.” Those arms tightened a bit more.

His irritation rose quickly. “Fine. Fine, alright, let’s just get this out in the open. You want to see if we have chemistry, you said. If it’s sex you want, I’ll oblige you.”

Brannigan went very, very still behind him. “Caro, if you think—”

“Do not call me that,” Kyou snarled at him. With a wrench, he pulled free, spinning so he could face the man. “I know what that means. Ari calls Carter that all of the time. And I am not that to you.”

Brannigan’s eyes narrowed, and Kyou’s stomach dropped out. He knew that face. When Brannigan got that expression on his face, mergers happened. Impossible deals were somehow made. People folded. Brannigan Genovese may be charming about it, but he always got what he went after.

“You are not what? Dear to me?”

“Don’t do that face,” Kyou pleaded wearily. “God, I hate that face. It makes trouble for me every time.”

“Answer me, Kyou.”

“You fucking know the answer.” Kyou was already done with this argument, but he could tell Brannigan wasn’t. He tried reason instead, hands spread as he pleaded his case. “Bran, I know you. You’re unreasonably attached to me, and you think, or at least you’re acting like, you want us to be together. You’ve latched onto me—”

“Of course I have. You’re acting like you’ll disappear once this situation is dealt with.”

Kyou shook his head. “It’s not disappearing, I’ll still be watching your back—”

“You really think I’ll be happy with that?” Brannigan advanced on him, and there was anger there, burning brightly in those green eyes. “I’ve been advocating for years to meet you. It’s been obvious to everyone around us that I’m interested. That I want to date. Don’t tell me that you didn’t pick up on that, Kyou.”

Kyou really wanted to curl up somewhere and avoid the rest of this argument. This was killing him by degrees. Why the hell did he have to be the responsible one? “I’m not the right choice. For you. I can’t be what you want.”

Brannigan stopped dead, staring at him incredulously. His mouth moved once, twice, searching for words before he rasped, “That’s it. That’s the real reason, isn’t it?”

“I suck at relationships, alright? I’m not a romantic at heart, I can’t focus on a person enough to really build a relationship with them, hell I’m not even really good at being a friend half the time. All I’ll do is frustrate you. I’m not right for you either. Shut the hell up! You asked and I’m telling you why. I’m a fucking criminal. I’m not like you, I’m not good enough for you—”

Brannigan shook his head, a protest on his lips.

“And assume we start dating, you realize what that means? I have fourteen- to sixteen-hour work days, not only because I’m hacking for the guys, but because I’m protecting you.”

Those eyes went wide with surprise. “I knew you worked long hours, but Kyou—God, are you chained to that desk? Is that what you’ve sacrificed in order to safeguard me? Life itself?”

“That’s what it fucking took. And you know, I’d do it again in a heartbeat because I don’t regret the decision, but you have to understand that there’s only so much time in a day. If I spend time with you, I sacrifice the ability to watch over you, to keep a lookout on your six. If I spend my time guarding you, then I eventually lose you because we’re not spending quality time together. Do you see? I lose you either way!”

“No, caro.” Brannigan had that face on again, the one that was nothing but stubbornness. He shook his head over and over, denying the argument. “No. It won’t come to that. We can find a different way to make this work. God, even if we never date, I don’t want you to keep living that way. You deserve joy—”

“That’s what it fucking takes to protect you,” Kyou snapped at him. “But set that argument aside for now because that’s only one side of this. Even if by some miracle we work out, then what? You can hardly take me home to meet your family—”

“They’re fully expecting me to do just that.” Brannigan arched a brow at him in challenge.

It was Kyou’s turn to be utterly speechless. He had to be exaggerating, right?

“Ah, caro.” Brannigan’s ire died, and he looked him over with sympathy. “You really thought that, didn’t you? That they couldn’t accept you if you came. Where did this fear come from? Of course we can accept you fully. Hell, we’re not any better than you.”

“Your family spent over two decades cleaning up their act,” Kyou managed. His core shook from some emotion he didn’t care to put a name to. “And you’re telling me that they’ll be fine with a wanted criminal in their midst?”

“Yes.”

Kyou put both hands over his face, hiding it, as he felt entirely too vulnerable just then and didn’t want Brannigan to see his expression. How could he convince Brannigan this was a mistake, trying this, when the man was so confident that it wouldn’t be?

Those arms came around him again, gently this time. Kyou let himself be drawn into the embrace, but he didn’t relax into it. He stayed stiff and unyielding even though part of him wanted to latch on and not let go.

“Caro.” Brannigan’s voice was low and soothing as he spoke against Kyou’s temple. “First of all, I do not consider myself better than you. I’ve lived differently, that’s true. But you know best of all just how morally grey my operations are on a day-to-day basis. I don’t think of you as someone to be pitied, or someone wrong. You are incredibly precious to me, and that’s all I see when I look at you.”

Brannigan sounded so sincere that Kyou couldn’t argue against him. And the man wouldn’t be advocating this hard if he felt differently, right? Kyou told his own fears that, and found himself waffling. This was still a bad idea, though. “But your father won’t feel the same way. I mean, look at me. He invested so much in me, and this is how I turned out.”

“A brilliant man who’s done his level best to protect his only son.” Brannigan snorted. “You really think my father’s disappointed in you?”

Kyou’s fears faltered, ground ashore. “He’s not?”

“He’s very much not. He’s not aware of precisely who you are, but he knows you were one he tried to save. And he’s very keen on meeting you. Really, if he possessed any idea of where we were right now he’d already be knocking the door down.”

Oh. Well. Kyou hadn’t really expected that. He’d have thought Mattias Genovese would have been disappointed on some level. The man had gone legit himself, given Kyou so many advantages, and he’d still gone rogue on him. Kyou expected disappointment and anger.

“Does that put some of your fears to rest?”

Kyou shrugged uncomfortably, not willing to acknowledge that Brannigan had taken about half of the wind out of his sails. It was really hard to argue with the man when he used facts and logic against him. It was why he was so terrible to negotiate with in a board meeting.

“Good, then let me address the other thing you threw at me. These people you tried to date, when it ended so poorly, were you dating them while protecting me?”

Sighing, Kyou nodded.

“Have you considered that they were jealous? They knew your attention wasn’t on them. I’ll hardly have the same opinion since it’s me you’ll be focused on.”

That…was a really excellent point.

“And I really, truly mean it when I say that my family’s been expecting me to date you for years. If you’d like, I’ll call my father tomorrow and have him confirm that for you. If you’re expecting trouble from that end, you won’t get it.”

Suspicions roused, Kyou finally dropped his hands. “Wait. If they were so sure you’d date me, then why have you been signing up for all of those dating sites? And going on blind dates?”

“Going on a date was a sure-fire way to get you to call me,” Brannigan answered matter-of-factly.

Kyou made a sound like a deflating balloon. “God, I’m not that predictable, am I?”

With a soft laugh, Brannigan pressed a kiss against his temple but didn’t answer.

He really had shown his hand there. Kyou just couldn’t seem to keep himself from messing with Brannigan’s dates. But no wonder the man felt so confident that Kyou wanted him. That jealousy of his left little room for doubt.

“Caro, I firmly believe this isn’t a mistake. I think that if we sit down, and properly work this out, we can find time for both of us—time that doesn’t involve you staring at me from a screen. I know your career is important to you. I don’t want to end that. But I do want you to step away from the desk more, experience life rather than watching it through a monitor.” Putting their foreheads together, Brannigan murmured to him, “You’ve given me so much over the years. Let me give this to you. Try me. That’s all I ask.”

A protest half-formed on Kyou’s mouth tumbled free. “Brannigan, I can’t—”

“You won’t lose me, either way. I promise you that.”

Was this wise? Kyou didn’t know anymore. He couldn’t think while standing in this man’s arms. Brannigan pressed soft, chaste kisses against his forehead, cheek, down to his jaw, then right under his ear. Kyou found himself tilting his head on instinct, reveling in those soft caresses. With each kiss, his reasons fractured. Logic spun away in a freefall, and for the life of him, he couldn’t remember why he was fighting this.

Kyou had wanted this man for too long. Longer than he could recall off-hand. Now that he had him, so very close and willing, he didn’t want to turn away from him. His fragile willpower unraveled, and Kyou didn’t even try to tie his shredded reasoning back together. He turned his head, meeting Brannigan’s mouth in a sweet kiss. Brannigan might have smiled against his mouth, but he was too lost in the kiss to really focus on that. His arms came up, sliding over that bare skin, curling around the back of Brannigan’s head even as he canted his face a little more to deepen the kiss.

With a groan, Brannigan took the offer, nipping at Kyou’s bottom lip, opening it enough that he could slip his tongue inside. Kyou’s nerves sparked with pleasure as their tongues dueled, the hot glide of it entirely sensual.

By degrees, Brannigan softened the kiss, gently easing them back. He lifted his head a few inches, watching Kyou with a smug tilt of his lips. “Will you give us a chance, caro?”

Kyou let out a gusty sigh. “If this all goes wrong, I’m blaming you.”

“If it all goes wrong, I’ll be the one to blame,” Brannigan agreed, tone mild. “Because I’ll have done something stupid.”

“I really think the odds are far better that I’ll screw this up, but okay.”

“Let’s focus more on making it work, shall we? But right now, I want to cuddle with you.” Brannigan kept a hand on him as he drew him towards the couch.

Considering the kiss they’d just shared, Kyou fully expected to head toward one of the bedrooms. He balked only a little. “Why the couch?”

“We’re not ready for sex just yet.” Brannigan shot him a wry smile. “Let’s not tempt it. I can behave myself out here. Come cuddle with me.”

Kyou flushed as the full realization of that sank in. In other words, Brannigan was so attracted to him that it was hard to keep his hands off? Oh. That was…nice.

Brannigan grabbed a couch pillow and arranged it so that he could lay back while comfortably semi-propped up. Kyou felt all knees and elbows as he snuggled in, half on top of the man, but as Brannigan’s hand smoothed down his spine, he settled with a sigh, head pillowed on the man’s chest. A throw got tossed over the top of him, and he settled even further, hand curling over the top of Brannigan’s shoulder. This was nice. Kyou had never cuddled like this before. He now understood why people liked to do it.

“After this situation is dealt with, let’s go on a proper date,” Brannigan murmured to him. His hand traced an idle circle at the base of Kyou’s spine. It was all he could do to not purr and fall asleep on the spot.

“A date, huh?” Kyou tried to think of a date they could go on and immediately hit a blank wall. “Where?”

“Game arcade,” Brannigan said confidently. “Followed up by staying in one of my penthouse suites with a full five-course meal, hot tub, and even hotter sex.”

The realization hit him, and Kyou said in wonder, “You’ve really been thinking about this.”

“Thinking? I’ve been planning and scheming to make that happen. I figured you’d enjoy a game arcade. There’s one not far from my house that has everything you can possibly name, and they let you in for three hours at a time.”

“Sparky’s Stop and Game.”

“That’s the place.”

“I’ve seen you go in there several times. You really were gaming, huh?”

“Sure. What did you think I was doing?”

“Hiding from questionable life decisions?”

Brannigan’s chest jerked with silent laughter.

“Where else can we go?” Kyou was honestly curious just how far Brannigan had planned this.

“I thought maybe one of those murder mystery dinners would be fun. I’ve never been to one myself, but my sister has with her husband, and they do it yearly for their anniversary. And we can always stay in and do game nights.”

A little shyly, Kyou admitted, “I wouldn’t mind seeing a live show. I’ve never been to one before, but I know you like those.”

“Yeah? We’ll have to look at what’s playing in the next few months and get tickets.”

They fell into a back and forth, swapping ideas, learning a little more of each other’s tastes. Kyou had a better idea of what Brannigan liked than vice versa, but even he was taken by surprise at some of Brannigan’s suggestions.

Kyou had never cuddled like this with someone and spoken of the future. Actively planned it, no less. He loved every second of it, even as it scared him down to his marrow. He’d do practically anything to keep his fears from being realized.

But tonight, at least, he could set the fears aside. Tonight was about wishes, and hopes, and soft kisses. Tonight was only about the two of them.
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“—don’t wake him,” Brannigan requested softly. “We were up late talking, and he needs the sleep.”

“Not even tempted,” Carter assured in an equally quiet voice. “I’m just very surprised at finding him cuddled in with you like that.”

“He agreed to date last night.” Brannigan sounded unbearably smug.

“Reaaally.”

With a grunt, Kyou forced himself to wake up enough to respond. “Too smug.”

“Shh, go back to sleep, caro,” Brannigan soothed him, trying to tuck him back in with the throw blanket.

They’d turned at some point, with Kyou the little spoon in front of Brannigan. The couch, fortunately, was wide enough to accommodate this, if only just. Kyou was comfortable, position-wise, and it was tempting to go back to sleep. But the idea of cuddling in front of other people made him strangely prickly. Besides, if everyone else was up, he should be, too. “No, I’m awake.”

Brannigan sighed in resignation, even as Kyou lifted himself free, swinging his legs to the ground. Carter had that expression on his face, as if he weren’t quite sure how to react to this situation, but he seemed pleased at the same time.

Kyou rubbed the sleep from his face and tried to kick his brain back into gear. Without coffee, it proved challenging. He could feel the gears grinding. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation.

Perhaps this was easily read on his face, as Ari came up with two coffee mugs and promptly handed one to Kyou. Kyou accepted the offering with both hands and inhaled it with a dreamy sigh.

Pointing a finger towards himself, Carter objected. “Wasn’t that supposed to be my coffee?”

“Sacrificed to a higher cause,” Ari deadpanned.

Eyeing him, Carter grudgingly admitted, “Probably for the best. Brannigan, you seem more awake, so I’ll tell you this. We’re going out to pick up supplies. We’ll probably be back after lunch. I can swing by and grab takeout, so think of what you’d like to have.”

“Sure, thanks.”

“Ivan’s got Remi, or is supposed to. Let Aiden sleep. He’s dead on his feet.”

“Got it.”

Kyou got to the bottom of his mug and frowned down at it. What had happened to the coffee? “Did I drink all of this?”

“You did.” Ari carefully eased the mug away from him and swapped it. “Have mine. We’ll be back later, okay?”

“Do I need to keep a watch while you’re with the dealer?” This thought had only just hit Kyou.

“Naw, I know this guy well.” Carter flapped a hand to negate the idea. “It’s fine.”

Accepting that, Kyou didn’t argue further and let them leave. They looked unfairly awake. They even had pants on. Who had pants on at—he squinted at the clock above the sink—eight o’clock in the morning? That had to be blasphemous. Sacrilegious. Something.

As far as Kyou knew, there was only one answer to any question this early in the morning. “Coffee.”

“I could use some myself.” Brannigan shifted, preparing to leave the couch.

Oh good. They were in agreement. Kyou got up so Brannigan had room to maneuver and headed for the kitchen. The coffee maker still had half a pot, thank god, and Kyou immediately poured himself a refill. Then reached for the mugs and poured Brannigan one as well. See? He could think of thoughtful gestures after only two cups of coffee.

Brannigan reached around him and took it, draining half of it in one go.

“Since when do you take your coffee black?”

“This morning calls for it.” Brannigan put the cup back down, pushing it to the side, then with a heave of effort, lifted Kyou onto the counter.

Kyou spluttered at this maneuver, not at all expecting it, and nearly sloshed coffee over both of them in the process. “Bran! The hell!”

“I,” Brannigan informed him with a perfectly formed pout on his lips, “did not get my morning kiss yet.”

He didn’t even have a chance to form a response to that when Brannigan tilted Kyou’s head up and sealed his mouth over his. Coffee, stubble, warm male skin, and sweet heat as a tongue tangled with his own. Kyou surrendered with a groan, setting his cup blindly aside somewhere on the counter so he could wrap both arms around Brannigan. Brannigan’s hands were hot against his back, soothing in circles, trailing down to his thighs to encourage him to wrap a leg around his own hip. Kyou was happy to do so, wanting Brannigan closer.

Brannigan’s mouth shifted down and back to the sensitive spot he’d found under Kyou’s ear last night. Kyou tilted his head with a sigh, enjoying the attention there. In a dreamy voice, he noted, “You like pinning me to places.”

“Been a fantasy of mine for a while,” Brannigan answered, the words hot on his skin. “And you like it.”

“Mmm,” Kyou agreed, his body in that hazy state of pleasure.

A hand found its way under his shirt, then dipped under the waistband of his pants and boxers. Kyou startled a little as one finger traced between his ass cheeks, stroking there playfully. His breath caught in his throat, eyes wide with surprise, then settling in pleasure. Oh. That was, hmm. Nice.

“I was about to ask if you’d like to bottom.” Brannigan kissed him lightly, mouth lingering. “I think I just got my answer.”

Kyou had only experienced anal sex twice and he had enjoyed it. It had been so long since he’d had another man’s hands on him, he’d forgotten how lovely it was to have someone caress him there. He caught Brannigan’s head with both hands, kissing him fervently, demandingly.

Pulling back, Brannigan looked a little wild and desperate. “Caro, I know I said we weren’t ready for sex last night—”

“If you don’t properly put your hands on me, I will fucking murder you,” Kyou promised firmly. “And we need to get out of the kitchen before someone wanders through here.”

“Shower?” Brannigan offered hopefully.

The shower had something of a chance of softening the noises they were bound to make, and so they wouldn’t wake up Aiden. Kyou awarded Brannigan points for thinking on his feet. “Shower.”
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They hit the bathroom door with their mouths locked and feeding off each other. Brannigan’s hands roamed Kyou’s body, skimming his shoulder blades, grasping at his hips, catching and squeezing his ass. One hand only left long enough to close the bathroom door and then immediately returned. Kyou couldn’t seem to stop stroking Brannigan’s face—his cheekbones and sharp jawline, that soft, soft skin, warmer than Kyou’s own—all the features that Kyou had admired, dreamt of, but never touched.

Kyou’s shirt was yanked unapologetically off, and of course Brannigan had never put one on last night, so their bare chests brushed against each other. They fit together so stunningly well, better than Kyou had ever dared to dream. He dove his tongue into Brannigan’s mouth, and when their tongues brushed, Brannigan gave a soft little nng sound that he could taste as well as hear. It drove him a bit mad. Kyou really, really had to get them out of their pants.

He tried to break the kiss and buy himself some higher thought process. Brannigan categorically refused to let him. Every time their lips parted, Brannigan fused them back together again with a plaintive moan, like he couldn’t bear the separation.

Kyou gave up and kissed him harder, deeper. Brannigan sighed into it, settling a little. Kyou put his back to the edge of the sink and used it as leverage to tilt his hips up, a wanton invitation. Brannigan immediately pulled his leg farther up and around his waist, using it to press them in closer.

“Pants,” Brannigan whined at him between kisses.

“If you’d”—kiss—“just”—kiss—“let me”—kiss—“dammit, Bran!”

“Stop talking. Pants.”

Kyou gave up fumbling with the man’s front ties and just yanked the pants down and let them puddle on the floor. Brannigan seemed to think that was brilliant, as he promptly did the same to Kyou’s, then paused and looked Kyou over from head to toe. Kyou would have been a little shy under that intense scrutiny if he weren’t doing the same to Brannigan.

That…that was just unfair. Why the hell did Brannigan look like one of those Greek statues? Maybe working out routinely had benefits. And there was no way he compared to all of that muscle.

Brannigan clearly didn’t agree with that assessment. He had a ravenous expression on his face for a split second that froze. His hand came up, lightly touching the many scars on Kyou’s chest from all of his childhood surgeries. They were old, faded lines of white now but still visible. Kyou didn’t want him to ask or dwell on that right now. He slid a hand down, massaging Brannigan’s balls, and that jump-started the man like nothing else would.

Brannigan dove back in, sucking on that sensitive part of Kyou’s neck while his hand fell to one of Kyou’s nipples and tugged at it sharply. Kyou arched into the touch, a moan caught in the back of his throat. God, the man really did know what to do with his hands.

Kyou grasped the hot length of Brannigan’s dick in a firm grip. His hand stroked from base to tip, first exploring and getting the size of it down. Brannigan was perfectly proportioned, which meant that Kyou would have a lovely time getting fucked. Thank anything Kyou cared to name that Brannigan liked to top. May he be a dominant top, amen.

Brannigan liked the attention, clearly, but he pulled free enough to drop to his knees. He gave Kyou absolutely no warning before he sucked him into his mouth and slooowly eased his teeth across the head just to the ridge of the glans and back to the tip. It was incredibly erotic, bordering on the edge of painful, but caused Kyou’s dick to pulse in response.

Sparks of pleasure burst behind Kyou’s eyes. He found his hand in Brannigan’s hair with no memory of moving it there, loving every second of what his lover was doing. “Fucking shit, you’re a national treasure.”

Brannigan chuckled around him before repeating the motion.

Everything from that very talented mouth sent most of Kyou’s blood south. But there were still two brain cells in the back of his head functioning, and they rubbed together and got a thought out: Weren’t there supposed to be condoms and lube in the bathroom drawer?

Kyou’s hand fumbled one of the drawers open and he turned his head to look. Bingo. Two different sizes of condoms and a standard bottle of lube. Only in his imagination did the hallelujah chorus break out. “B-Bran—”

Brannigan pulled off with a pop. “What, caro?”

He pointed helpfully downwards. “Condoms and lube.”

Brannigan popped back up and the smile on his face was pure glee. “Thank fuck. Let’s get in the shower before I lose what’s left of my mind.”

Right. They were going to use the shower to cover sexy noises. Not to mention Kyou should probably have a shower before things continued much further. He stepped free of his clothes and went to the (thankfully wide) shower to start the water and get it heated. There was the snap of a condom as Brannigan slipped it on. He had no chance to turn around before Brannigan’s hands came around his waist.

Kyou loved the press of that masculine body against his back. He could feel how hard Brannigan was, how much he wanted him, and that was powerful, that feeling. Brannigan didn’t reach for him again to rile him up, though. He grabbed the detachable shower head and rinsed them both, then got the shower gel into play.

When Brannigan’s fingers slipped back in between his ass cheeks, Kyou let him stroke and play. Then he put both hands against the cool tile, tilting his hips up in clear invitation.

It was an invitation Brannigan was only too happy to take him up on.

Kyou took in the first finger with a sigh, the second with a whimper and a welcoming roll of the hips. He was tight, he could feel the resistance. It had been far too long since he’d had anything in there.

“Still good?”

“’s good,” Kyou sighed, eyes slipping closed for a second so he could concentrate on the feeling. “So good.”

A third finger, and that burned. Brannigan was using quite a bit of the lube, he could feel the slickness of it, and his fingers were still a little rough inside Kyou. He pressed back against them, wanting a fuller feeling and not getting it. Frustrated, he turned to look over his shoulder. “Now.”

Brannigan’s eyes were a little wild, breath coming fast. “You sure? I think I should stretch—”

“Take me,” Kyou demanded, breath harsh.

Whatever willpower Brannigan had left immediately, evaporating with the steam. He pressed in, the tip hard and blunt as it breached him. That momentary resistance, then Brannigan passed the ring of muscle and slid in. Kyou took him in, shuddering under it all, because that feeling was incredible. Why the hell had he been avoiding this man for six years? When they could have been doing this all that time.

Brannigan’s hands were back on his hips as he eased out an inch and then back in. All thought broke apart and spun free, and Kyou braced himself as his lover’s pace gradually picked up, then slammed into him. His body warmed under it all, and he found himself gasping against the tiles, grunting in time with the cock ramming against his prostate. It was too much—too much pleasure, too much heat, too much sensation. Sparks lit along his nerves, setting him on fire. Kyou needed relief, now. He needed it before he went mad.

A warm hand wrapped around him, stroking him, and that was better. That was more of what he needed to find relief. Kyou’s head tipped back, a garbled groan pouring out of his mouth. Almost. Almost, almost, almost—

Teeth set into the juncture of his neck and shoulder, biting down none too gently, and the pleasure and pain clashed perfectly. Kyou arched and came hard, a shout caught between his teeth.

Brannigan slammed into him, harder, faster, then hauled Kyou in tightly as his hips stilled. He panted against the bite mark, body shuddering as he came deep within Kyou’s body.

Kyou’s mind was gone. Synapses were not firing. Kyou.exe had stopped working. His knees wanted to give out, and he would have fallen to the floor if not for the hold Brannigan still had on him.

“Mmm,” Brannigan hummed against his skin, practically radiating satisfaction. “I knew we’d be good together. You could have warned me you were a sexy, sexy beast.”

Kyou tilted his head up so he could kiss the man’s jaw. “I think that’s you.”

They stayed cuddled like that for a few minutes. Eventually, it became too uncomfortable for Brannigan and he pulled free, tying off the condom and stepping out of the shower long enough to throw it away. He returned and reached for the shampoo this time.

Kyou could see how shower time needed to be a regular thing in their future. Kyou loved every second of this. He liked the hands in his hair, gently shampooing him, the way those strong hands washed his skin. He liked returning the favor and getting his hands all over Brannigan. It was intimate in its own way, different than the sex had been, but just as good. Sweeter. He felt somehow better connected to Brannigan. Which was strange. After six years and all that had passed between them, why did sex and showering together have that effect on him?

After a final rinse, Brannigan put his back to the wall and pulled Kyou into his arms. He came easily, putting his head on Brannigan’s chest and holding him loosely in return. Being pressed skin to skin like this was incredibly lovely. Definitely more showers in the future.

“Are you ever going to tell me just how my father saved your life?”

“I wondered when you’d ask me that. And yes, it has something to do with the scars on my chest, as you’re so obviously wondering.” Not bothered, Kyou stayed as he was. “I told you that I was found on the doorstep of a fire station?”

“Yes.”

“I was born with five holes in my heart.”

Brannigan startled, his body flinching. “What?!”

“Oh, I’m fine,” Kyou assured him with a smile. “Thanks to your father. The state wouldn’t cover all of my hospital bills, and the charities for orphans never have enough money to see to all of the kids. Not really. Your father stepped in and directly paid for all of the many surgeries I needed. My condition was such that if I could just survive until adulthood, my body would be healthy. The trick was keeping me alive for eighteen years. It took sixteen surgeries, some of them minor, but by the time I was eighteen, I was healthy. My heart’s strong. But if not for your dad, I probably wouldn’t have made it. My medical bills were close to half a million.”

Brannigan touched the scars for a moment, brows pulled together. “But you’re alright now?”

“Perfectly fine.”

He mulled this over for several seconds. “Which is why you wanted to return the favor, somehow?”

“What better way than by protecting his children? I keep an eye on your sister, too, you know. It’s just that Isabella doesn’t find as much trouble as you do.”

“That’s not the only reason why you were so fixated on me.” Brannigan sounded quite sure of this.

Snorting, Kyou tilted his head up to look the man in the eyes. “Those are all of the secrets you’re getting out of me this morning.”

“Booo. Spoilsport.” Leaning down, Brannigan kissed him on the nose. “Water’s getting cold. Let’s get out, find breakfast.”

Kyou was loath to break the moment even though Brannigan was right. The water was starting to become distinctly cold. He kissed the man for a moment, lingering. “Sleep with me tonight?”

“Count on it,” Brannigan promised, smile just this side of lecherous.

Come to think of it, that had probably been a stupid question.

Brannigan insisted on fixing them both breakfast, and since Kyou’s version of cooking was putting something into a microwave, that was fine. He didn’t settle at the computer just yet, although habit almost sent him that direction. He knew very well what he was like in front of a computer, and this morning wasn’t right for it. Not yet, anyway.

He’d meant what he’d told Brannigan last night. Kyou was not a good romantic partner. He was easily distracted by work and often didn’t pick up cues. With the other people he’d dated, it hadn’t really mattered, as he wasn’t invested in them to begin with. It was more the frustration of failing at something that had eaten at him. And the worry of never being good at it.

With Brannigan, it was different. Everything was different because Kyou was very much invested and absolutely unwilling to ruin them. He wanted more than anything to be with Brannigan.

So he didn’t go sit in front of his computer when they went downstairs. Instead, he settled at the table and watched his lover crack eggs and toast bread with easy competence. “Where did you learn your cooking skills, anyway?”

“Hmm, sort of a combination of places. The dishes I have a strict recipe for come from my mother. She’s a by-the-book person. My father’s the type to cook by instinct. So depending on what I’m making, I’ve either got a recipe card in front of me or I’m just throwing things in.” Brannigan shot him a warm smile over his shoulder. “You cook?”

“Not at all. It’s either microwavable food or takeout.”

“Doesn’t that get old, after a while?”

“It does. But it’s a matter of time and skill. I don’t have either. Cooking wasn’t something that I ever learned how to do in any of the foster homes I was in. And I’m not interested enough to learn how.” Trying to tease, he tacked on, “Much better to have a sexy boyfriend to be my personal chef.”

“And it is my pleasure,” Brannigan purred with a wink.

A little worried about how the rest of the day would go, Kyou glanced uncertainly towards his computer. “What will you be doing after breakfast?”

“Well, if you’ll set me up on a secure line, I figured I could work from here. I’ll touch base with people, too, make sure that no one does anything crazy.”

So he planned to work too. Relieved, Kyou nodded. “Sure.”
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Brannigan

Brannigan was very aware of Kyou’s nerves. He shared them, a little, but he wasn’t deterred either. Kyou was obviously out of his depth when it came to forming a strong relationship. He was just as obviously determined to try, judging by his behavior last night and this morning. Take breakfast as an example. Brannigan knew very well that his lover probably ate every meal in front of the computer unless he was pulled away, so having Kyou voluntarily sit at the table with him over breakfast was heartwarming.

Nerves and fears had kept Kyou from reaching out to him all this time. Brannigan finally got the answer to that last night. And there was some basis for it, yes; it did neither of them any good if Brannigan swept that aside and ignored it. But every bit of Kyou was worth fighting for. The sweet way he’d responded every time Brannigan put his hands on him assured him of that. Kyou wanted this. Brannigan wanted this.

And there was nothing that a Genovese could not have when they put their mind to it.

Part of making this work was respecting Kyou’s time. He’d clearly said he needed to focus this morning, so Brannigan let him focus. He took his laptop and phone up to his bedroom on the second floor and worked from there, answering emails and responding to phone calls. Many, many phone calls. Mostly from family, who couldn’t seem to contain themselves.

It turned eleven, and Brannigan set the laptop aside with the thought of going down and starting lunch. Maybe coaxing Kyou away from the computer for a half hour and making out on the couch.

So of course, that was when his sister called.

Resigned, Brannigan answered the phone with a sigh. “Hello, Izzy.”

Isabella was clearly out, there was the overtone of wind in her words, but she was still audible. “Bran. What’s this I hear from Papà about you finally meeting K?”

“I take it he didn’t tell you everything.”

“I got some garbled account of you meeting K, the Irish Mob after you, and you being in a safe house somewhere in the city. It sounded like a bad spy movie and you were the damsel in distress for some reason. I’m not sure if he’s drunk or if I need to be.”

Snorting a laugh, Brannigan offered, “I can give you a five-minute head start if you want to find a bar.”

“Oh God. In other words, I need to be. Bran, what the hell did you do this time?”

He’d protest, but Brannigan didn’t know if he had a leg to stand on. “Well, you know the new development project I’m doing over in Roxbury?”

Isabella was many things, but slow on the uptake wasn’t one of them. A real estate developer herself, she had her finger squarely on Boston’s pulse, and she knew quite a bit of his business, as they talked openly about their projects with each other. “The neighborhood that’s basically Mob owned? That we tried to tell you was a bad idea? Yes, I’m well aware of it. What happened?”

“They got a little irate when I refused to back down. Then they tried to rough up some of my employees. K’s family—”

“Hold it. K has family?”

“Family of choice, yes. His family of choice includes an assassin, a thief, a mercenary, and a hacker in training. Oh, and a doctor who’s married to the thief.”

There was an audible hiccup as Isabella paused to visualize this. “So, in other words, he has a fully developed RPG party and can take out Mob bosses.”

“Pretty much. Which, um, they sort of did. When the O’Conner family came to scare off my construction crew, K’s family took them out. It riled up the O’Conners so much they put a hit out on me. My corpse is worth a cool million right now.”

Isabella whistled low. “Well shit, baby brother, that is not good. So, safe house?”

“Safe house. K’s safe house. He came and got me himself.”

“God, I can hear the smugness from here. Are you not even worried about being assassinated?” There was real fear in Isabella’s voice.

Brannigan addressed the emotion first, as a wise man always did that. “I know you’re probably alarmed right now. It’s alright, truly. K informs me this isn’t the first time a hit has been put on me.”

Something slammed hard into a solid object and Isabella gasped, more in shock than pain.

“Izzy? You okay?”

“I nearly just tripped over thin air, no I’m not okay. What the hell do you mean this isn’t the first time?!”

“It was news to me, too. K’s taken care of it every other time. Before I was even aware there was an issue. I’m really in great hands, I promise you.”

“Is that why Papà is so relaxed about this? I mean, he’s worried, but he’s not up in arms, either. I couldn’t figure out why.”

“Yeah. That’s why. He figures K can handle this better than anyone else. And he’s already proven to be effective at it. I’m confident in that myself.” Brannigan wet his lips and tacked on, “Especially since the situation changed. Right now, my personal safety is very much a priority to K.”

“There’s that smugness again. Bran. Tell me something. How cute is K?”

“Any cuter, he’d be illegal in several states.”

“And have you kissed him?”

“I’ve done a hell of a lot more than kiss him.” Even Brannigan could hear his smugness.

Isabella laughed, a dirty, naughty sound. “Oh do tell. And I do mean every detail.”

“How about later, when we can share this over a good wine?”

“I’m game for that. So are you two dating? Or just enjoying each other?”

“Definitely dating. Turns out, part of the reason why he refused to come near me before this was that he wasn’t sure how the family would react to him.”

“Pfft. Silly worry. I’m dying to meet him. Get rid of the O’Conner family and whatever hitman’s after you so I can do that, okay?”

“You’re always so bossy.”

“Like you aren’t dying to show him off.”

Well, she had him there. Brannigan really was. “You’ll understand why when you see him. One thing, Izzy. Did you know he’s been protecting you too?”

There was a startled intake of breath. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. He told me that this morning. I don’t think you were aware of it because you don’t find trouble like I do. He said that he’s always kept tabs on you too, though. Ever since he started.”

“Has he told you why?”

“Papà saved his life as a child. You know all of those foster kids he pays medical bills for? K’s one of them. He literally would have died without that aid. He figured, the best way to pay back that favor was to protect the children of his benefactor.”

“I’m…you know what? Put me on the phone with him.”

“You want to talk to him?” Brannigan wasn’t really surprised and stood, heading for the door.

“I do. I think I need to, for one thing.”

Brannigan headed down the stairs, smiling. “I’m not arguing.”

“And really, I find it unfair that he always talks to you. He’s been this silent guardian angel for me for years, and I don’t hear a peep out of him? What gives, am I right?”

Since he could say this while looking at Kyou over the monitor screens, Brannigan deadpanned, “Well, if you’re really serious about talking to him more regularly, Izzy, you can try your hand at causing some trouble. It’s a sure-fire technique to get him to call you.”

Kyou’s head popped up, and he stabbed a finger at Brannigan. “Don’t you fucking dare tell her that!”

“I heard that.” Isabella laughed then demanded, “Pass him the phone.”

Being an obedient brother, Brannigan promptly did so, enjoying the surprise on Kyou’s face as he took it. “She wants to talk to you.”

“Uh…why?” Kyou took the phone anyway and put it tentatively to his ear, as if afraid it might bite him. “Hello, Isabella?”

Whatever she said next surprised him, but a smile blossomed over Kyou’s face. That smile hit Brannigan somewhere in the gut. He’d rarely seen his lover smile, and not brightly like that. God, he had to see that expression more often.

Brannigan had faith that she’d shore up his declaration that Kyou would be welcome in the family, once they met him. With a smile of his own, he turned and walked to the kitchen, letting the two of them talk. The conversation, from what he could hear, both surprised and pleased Kyou. And it involved a possible double date?

Brannigan started to worry. For himself.

Making a mental note to deal with that later, he went through what groceries were in the fridge, then in the cabinets. Grilled cheese and ham sandwiches with some soup sounded tempting, as that was quick and easy, but Brannigan felt this absurd need to impress Kyou with his cooking skills. So of course, that was out.

As he stood in the kitchen, debating things, there was a shuffling noise. Aiden came down the stairs, wiping sleep from his eyes and moving like a puppet with tangled strings. He fetched up against the kitchen counter and stared hard at the coffee pot through bleary eyes for a long minute. “That’s empty.”

Taking pity, Brannigan steered him towards the table and sat him down first, then retraced his steps to make coffee. Once it was percolating, he glanced back at Aiden. “I’m making lunch. What sounds good to you?”

Aiden blinked at him, and it looked as if the question didn’t register for a moment. But then he answered, “Kyou needs vegetables.”

How ingrained was that? Aiden didn’t look awake enough to remember his own last name right then. The man still had pillow creases against his cheek, for heaven’s sake. Brannigan had a feeling that feeding his lover had just become his job. “Baked salmon, seared Brussels sprouts, baked potato?”

A dreamy smile crossed Aiden’s face. “Sounds lovely.”

“That’s what we’ll do, then.” Thinking, Brannigan asked, “Should I make it just for us three?”

Aiden shrugged his ignorance.

He’d message the others in a minute, then. He could get the oven heating now, pull things out of the fridge, and start in on the prep. Brannigan would need Kyou to talk to everyone, as he had no one else’s number.

Ivan chose that moment to come in through the garage, and he took in the sight of his awake husband with pleasure. He crossed the distance in three long strides and ducked in to kiss Aiden silly. It made Brannigan wonder, how long had these two been married? He had no timeline for that relationship.

Lifting his head, Ivan said something softly, then straightened altogether to look around, as if just realizing there were other people in the room. Which Brannigan didn’t buy for a minute.

“His coffee should be ready,” Brannigan stated with a wave toward the coffee pot.

Giving him a nod, Ivan went for it but spoke as he did so. “I heard from Carter a few minutes ago. They have most of the supplies and are heading back. You are making lunch?”

“Yes. Should I make enough for all of us? Where’s Remi?”

“School. And if you don’t mind, I’ll cook dinner.”

That sounded fair, so Brannigan set about getting salmon defrosting in the microwave. Since that would take a few minutes, he took the Brussels sprouts to the table to chop and prep with every intention of subtly pumping these two for information. “You look tired, Aiden.”

Aiden accepted the coffee from Ivan with a hum of pleasure and didn’t answer until he’d swallowed a mouthful with a happy sigh. “Well, Wednesday was sort of a shitstorm—”

Brannigan nodded, as that was a universal truth in any business. Wednesday was always a shitstorm.

“—and Thursday was in some sort of competition with Wednesday, and I was high on ginseng and coffee when I met you. I’m frankly surprised I’m awake right now. What did I miss?”

“Not much,” Ivan assured him with a shrug. He pulled out a chair to join them at the table. “We’ve been buying supplies most of the morning. After I took Remi to school, I did some surveillance. No one’s figured out where Brannigan is yet.”

He was relieved to hear it. “Well, you did miss a bit. Kyou and I agreed to date last night.”

Aiden swallowed more coffee, staring at him hard over the rim. “I’m sorry, I can’t hear out of my left eye like I used to. I thought you said you and Kyou are now dating.”

Clearly, the man had been too out of it to hear them either arguing or having sex this morning. “You heard correctly.”

“Fucking finally.” Aiden sat back, a man wholly satisfied with life. Then he snapped his fingers at Ivan. “Pay up.”

Brannigan paused mid-slice and looked between the two of them. What was this?

Ivan protested with spread hands. “Milij, bet was that he’d seduce, not start dating.”

With a question on his face, Aiden looked at Brannigan, eyebrows arched.

“This morning,” Brannigan said, well able to decipher that expression.

Satisfied, Aiden aimed a pointed smile at his husband. “Pay up.”

Disgruntled (but not really, there was a smile lurking under the frown), Ivan pulled out his wallet and slapped twenty dollars in front of his smirking husband. “Why did I bet against you?”

“I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe you’re a glutton for punishment. You should know better by now.” Sensing Brannigan’s curiosity, Aiden slid the money toward himself and explained, “I could tell by the way you looked at Kyou that you were itching to get your hands on him. I bet Ivan you’d seduce him within forty-eight hours. Thank you for not disappointing me.”

Brannigan snorted, shaking his head. Was he really that obvious? The answer didn’t bother him much. “You’re welcome. I guess.” He went back to slicing up Brussels sprouts. “Ivan, you said you have most of the supplies? Then are we waiting on anything?”

“Just on Kyou’s hacking, I think. You’ve warned people off from being in Roxbury tomorrow?”

“Yeah, spent the morning doing that.” Brannigan spared him a glance. “Still think last night’s plan will work?”

“Absolutely.”

Kyou stood from his chair and made his way toward them, Brannigan’s phone now lax at his side. Phone call was apparently over. “I’ve got my end ready to go. I just have to push a button, basically. And you two did not bet on us.”

Ivan shrugged, no defense on his lips. “You should not be so obvious.”

“Says the man that didn’t think it would happen,” Kyou shot back. He did, however, close in on Brannigan’s side and let his hand graze the back of Brannigan’s unstyled hair.

“Njet,” Ivan said, mischief dancing in those grey eyes. “We all knew it would happen. I just thought it would take longer than two days.”

Kyou sighed, apparently done with this conversation. “When the other two get back, let’s walk through—”

The garage door opened again, admitting Ari and Carter. Neither of them had anything in their hands, so Brannigan assumed they’d left it all in the car.

“Speak of the devil.” Kyou turned towards them but didn’t remove his hand from Brannigan’s shoulder. “Got everything?”

“We did,” Ari confirmed. He glanced about the table, taking them all in. “We’re all here, good. So, good news is, we have all the ordnance we could possibly need.”

Brannigan winced. Whenever someone started with ‘good news is,’ it meant there was bad news to report as well. “Do I want to ask what the bad news is?”

“We may have swung by Roxbury and caught sight of Ghostshot talking to one of the O’Conners.” Carter grimaced. “I’ve seen the man once, so pretty sure it was him.”

Brannigan’s voice was a touch faint. “So, bad news is that the assassin after me is in the city. Fantastic.”
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Kyou

Kyou sat at the table, his hand in Brannigan’s, feeling a little nauseous. Probably stress. He wasn’t sure if he could actually eat the lunch that was now baking in the oven. The idea of someone as good as Ghostshot coming after Brannigan twisted his guts into an origami knot.

What helped him remain calm was the very capable men sitting at the table with him. Ivan had that gleam in his eye promising mayhem, Carter was level-headed as always, Ari was already planning how to deal with Ghostshot. There was nothing that this team couldn’t accomplish. They’d proven that in the almost two years they’d been together. Kyou looked at them and reminded himself to breathe.

Brannigan’s fingers were tight on his as the businessman asked, “If Ghostshot is already here, does that mean the timetable for taking down the O’Conners just moved up?”

“That’s the most sensible approach to this,” Carter agreed, stroking at his chin idly. You could practically see the wheels turning in his mind as he considered time and logistics. “After all, if the source of the hit dies, Ghostshot will drop it. No gain for him.”

“Are we prepped enough to take on the O’Conners tonight?” Brannigan’s brows were creased in a growing frown.

“Njet, not really,” Ivan said, but there was a bright, impish grin on his face. “But that just makes it more fun.”

Kyou shot him a quelling look. It bounced right off, like it had hit a force field. “Fun level aside, how much is left to do to make this feasible? Is this something where we can really buckle down, focus, and be ready by nightfall?”

Carter frowned but didn’t immediately answer.

With a look at his fiancé, Ari offered, “I can buy us a bit more time. I have an idea of where Ghostshot would set up or at least start looking for Brannigan.”

Brannigan’s eyes threatened to bug right out of his head. “You want to assassinate the assassin?”

“It’s like the ultimate version of tag,” Ari explained, and his smile was eerily reminiscent of Ivan’s when contemplating something he really, really shouldn’t do but would enjoy regardless. “Sniping the sniper. Great fun.”

Ivan bounced in his seat, practically luminescent. “Ooh, ooh, can I play too? I promise to share!”

Kyou stabbed a finger at both of them. “First of all, no. You’re supposed to be professionals, fucking act like it. Secondly, you’ve clearly spent far too much time with each other and you’re rubbing off in the wrong ways. I forbid this. I have too many troublemakers as it is. Carter, help me out here.”

With a nod to Kyou, Carter put a restraining hand on Ari’s shoulder. “Let’s save that for Plan B. If you’re hunting Ghostshot all over the city, it means you’re not here to help me with the prep to get into that building, which will delay us even further and give an opening for others to take up the contract. I’d rather not give anyone more of an opening.”

Looking as if he’d bitten into a sour lemon, Ari conceded, “That’s a point. Sorry, Ivan. We’ll have to play next time.”

Ivan flopped back in his chair in a dramatic fashion. “You all suck joy from life.”

Internally, Kyou heaved a sigh of relief. Thank god for Carter. Kyou didn’t know how much he’d needed a Carter before he’d acquired one. “So we’re agreed? We will try to go in tonight?”

The three men all nodded more or less simultaneously. “Agreed.”

Aiden lifted a hand. “Let me be in charge of dinner and Remi. I don’t have to go back in to work until tomorrow morning, so you have me until then.”

“Thanks.” Ari flashed Aiden a smile, then looked at Kyou. “She’ll demand the right to help when she gets in from school.”

“I’ll need her. I’ll have her keeping tabs on the rest of the Genovese family, just in case someone hits upon the bright idea of grabbing a hostage.”

Brannigan physically flinched. “God, you think they will?”

“Bad men are unfortunately predictable,” Ivan told him with an apologetic shrug. “But if we hit fast enough and clear out your enemy, I do not think they will try for it. Hostages don’t normally work out well. For bad guys, at least. It’s a last-ditch thing.”

He was more or less correct. Still, to reassure the worried man at his side, Kyou said the obvious. “I have more alerts on your family than I did yesterday. I’ll know if someone even looks at them cross-eyed.”

Brannigan eyed him sideways. “Is that what you were doing this morning?”

“One of the things, yes. I’ve got the bank transfer poised as well. I’ve also sent out a general alert to all of your security on the faces to watch out for. If an O’Conner comes anywhere near one of your building sites, they’ll know.”

This pleased him. Brannigan leaned in and kissed him softly. “Fortunately for me, you’re both brilliant and efficient.”

Kyou flushed a little. He wasn’t used to physical displays of affection. He really wasn’t used to them in front of an audience. He liked the attention, though.

He stoutly ignored the way everyone watched them with both amusement and indulgent smiles.

Pulling back, Brannigan requested seriously, “Tell me what I can do.”

Carter ticked things off on his fingers. “Pull everyone out of Roxbury today and tomorrow. Send them home. It’ll be something of a flag to the police when they investigate this later, but you can say you got an anonymous tip and chose to err on the side of caution. We don’t want anyone in the line of fire for this. And I trust evil men to only make bad decisions.”

“I put a stop to all construction this week, so no one’s at the work sites. I still have employees and a few managers at my bank in Roxbury. I can pull them in a few hours.”

“Good, do it. Put your family on high alert as well, double security if you can. Just in case. When Remi gets in, sit with her in front of the cameras and help her keep an eye on people. You know the players far better than she does; you’ll be able to spot anything amiss.”

Brannigan inclined his head, accepting this. “Alright.”

“That’s all I can think of now,” Carter admitted, glancing at the others for their input. “It might be we’ll think of something obvious later.”

“We always think of something later,” Ari snorted in wry amusement. “Brannigan, your timer is about to go off.”

“Then let’s eat and get to work.” Brannigan stood, releasing Kyou’s hand and reaching for oven mitts.

The admittedly excellent food was served, and they ate companionably. Kyou fairly itched to get back to his computer and get to work, as he wanted this over with. But he stole a minute after people had cleared the table to catch Brannigan’s hand and pull him back in. He wanted to wipe the frown from that face. “Bran, this isn’t the first time we’ve done this.”

Brannigan regarded him, head canted, mouth quirked up on one side. “You’ve taken out Mob families before?”

“Okay, it’s the first time we’ve dealt directly with a Mob,” Kyou revised. “But tackling a well-defended house crawling with armed men? I’ve lost count how many times we’ve done that. Trust your experts.”

“Ah, caro, I trust you. You wouldn’t believe how much I do, how grateful I am that all of you are so very, very good at this.” Brannigan cradled his face with one warm palm, his green eyes affectionate and gentle. “I’m worried about people getting hurt. I’m mostly regretting the decisions I made that put you all in this crazy predicament to begin with.”

“You’re trying to make the world a better, safer place.” Kyou nuzzled into that hand, breathing in the scent of warm male. “I do wish you’d go about it differently, as you’re giving me ulcers. But I can’t be mad about your intentions.”

“From now on, you and I will sit and plan how to go about things. Okay?”

That sounded perfect. So incredibly perfect. Kyou went a little warm around the edges thinking of that future moment where he could sit with Brannigan and plan for the future, and it would be normal. Why did that mental picture make his heart ache with longing? Voice husky, he whispered, “I’m holding you to that.”

“Caro, I look forward to it.” Brannigan pressed in and kissed him, mouth lingering and tasting his.

Kyou melted under the kiss, tilting his head up to get a more perfect angle. Someone should have warned him that kissing Brannigan could effectively turn his brain off. Two hands went down to his ass and gave a loving squeeze, and whatever remained of Kyou’s brain went offline completely.

Pulling back an inch, Brannigan pleaded, “Don’t respond so sweetly like that; we don’t have time for me to drag you off somewhere and do sexy things to you.”

“Excuse you,” Kyou panted, body tingling from head to toe. “You’re the one who started this.”

“Was I really?” Brannigan didn’t look remotely apologetic. And his hands hadn’t moved.

What was he supposed to do with this man? Seriously. “After this is over, you and me. Bed. Two days at least.”

Brannigan nodded fervently. “Sold. You don’t even need to twist my arm. Let’s take out bad guys and make that happen.”

Normally, Kyou’s motivations for taking out bad guys was either for money or obligation. Sex had to be a new one for the books. But damn, if it wasn’t effective. Kyou pressed in for one more quick, chaste kiss before pulling free. He had to slap himself lightly on the cheek to kick his brain back online. Damn libido was whining at the idea of getting back into that computer chair.

Sexy boyfriends apparently did have their cons.

Brannigan thankfully didn’t follow him to the computer, heading upstairs instead. Likely to make many, many phone calls. Kyou settled into his chair and pulled on headphones, as he needed some heavy rock music to filter everything out and get his brain in the right headspace. Before he could turn on his music, however, he saw Aiden coming back down the stairs, fully dressed and far more awake. In his hands were keys that jingled with each step.

“Aiden. Going somewhere?”

Aiden paused and half turned to answer. “Going to pick up Remi. I think we’d better get her here sooner rather than later. Safer, for one.”

That was a sound decision. Kyou should have considered it before. “Yeah. And really, I’ll need her help.”

“I figured. Anything else you want me to grab while I’m out?”

Kyou cast his mind about but nothing came to him immediately. “If I think of something, I’ll text you.”

“Okay.” Aiden’s expression turned curious. “You and Brannigan okay?”

Uncertain, Kyou responded slowly. “Is there a reason to think we aren’t?”

“Not that I’ve seen, but I’ve only watched you interact for maybe an hour.” Aiden waved a hand down, dismissing the concern. “Remember, Ivan and I got together when things were crazy hectic and bullets were flying. I know all too well how difficult it is to start dating while looking over your shoulder for bad guys. It’s a balancing act that any circus performer would envy. I’m just asking, you two doing okay with it?”

Oh. That’s what he meant. In retrospect, that must have been interesting for them. Kyou hadn’t really considered what Ivan and Aiden were going through at the time. He’d been too busy trying to keep everyone alive and finding a stamp at the same time. “So far, it seems to be fine. We’re both focused on getting this done and out of the way, but we’re finding moments for each other, too.”

Satisfied, Aiden gave him a nod. “Good. As weird as it sounds, sometimes all you need is five minutes with them. Those five minutes can make all the difference.”

“You’d know. Although I can’t imagine Ivan being satisfied with five minutes.”

Aiden’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Neither was I. Still, you work with what you get. Alright, let me go snag the princess.”

Kyou watched him go, still feeling a little odd about that whole conversation. He’d never imagined that he would one day discuss his love life with Aiden. But it was strangely nice, to know that he could talk about things with Aiden. That the gentle doctor was a willing listener if he did want advice. It was one of those blessings life randomly threw in without any warning, having someone he could confide in. Kyou had started out life utterly alone and with no ties to another living soul. He now had four brothers, a niece, and a very affectionate lover.

The thought brought a smile to his face that lingered as he went back to work.
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Brannigan

Brannigan literally sat on the edge of his seat. His palms were sweating, he had this jittery sensation in his stomach that refused to settle, and he was honestly considering raiding a pharmacy for some anxiety meds. This was beyond nerve-wracking. And he wasn’t actively doing anything. Actually, that might’ve been why he found this nerve-wracking. He’d feel better if he was in control of what was about to happen. Instead, he sat on the sidelines, in a chair between Kyou and Remi, watching all of the monitors avidly.

Kyou had his legs crossed in the chair, hands reaching out to keyboard and mouse, tweaking things here and there. Still, he spared his lover a glance. “You alright?”

“This is just like watching an action movie without knowing how it ends,” Brannigan answered, absolutely glued to the video feeds. “I’m nervous as hell but totally fascinated at the same time.”

“You get used to it,” Remi assured him. She, too, was tweaking video feeds, flipping through some of them as her two monitors could only handle eight feeds altogether.

Brannigan turned his head to regard her thoughtfully. Kyou had mentioned he’d trained her for nearly two years, now. That she was one of the most brilliant minds he’d ever encountered, and he fully expected her to outstrip him in time. Brannigan had entertained the idea that perhaps they were the words of a doting uncle. He’d carried that thought right up until Remi had literally done the work of a hacker. After that, Brannigan had revised his opinion sharply. Still, seeing her work was eye-opening. He could envision her as an adult, doing this very thing.

It was both thrilling and alarming.

Brannigan’s attention went back to the feeds. They were sneaking into the house now, Ivan taking the lead. Ari and Carter were nearby; he could see glimpses of them through the security cameras. Actually, that was worrying. “If we can see them through the cameras, doesn’t that mean one of the O’Conners can as well?”

Kyou waved this concern away. “No. I’m completely in control of their system right now. I’ve looped the feed. They’re looking at empty hallways or poker night, nothing alarming.”

He’d said he was going to hack in and take over their security earlier this afternoon. Brannigan hadn’t doubted him, but it did raise an interesting question. “How tight was their cyber security?”

“Not as tight as it should have been.” Kyou’s expression turned wolfish. “My back-up plan was to send in Ivan and have him help me hijack their system on site, but it turned out to be wholly unnecessary. They haven’t updated it since it was installed three years ago. They haven’t even downloaded any patches. It only took me two hours to worm my way in and that’s really pathetic.”

“You’d think they’d be more alert on this sort of thing.”

“Oh, their banking system is tighter. More up to date. That’s why I had to set it up in advance; I had a feeling that would be the case. Most people focus on protecting the money first. But these guys, they have a compound full of really mean people who are armed. Why worry about their physical security? They have more than enough muscle on hand even if someone tries to get in.”

“That arrogance will be their downfall,” Carter noted idly. “Babe, hand me that fuse wire, would you?”

Brannigan felt like he should be taking notes for some reason. “So if you have control of the cameras, why is Iv—uh, Eidolon avoiding them so much?”

“More fun that way,” Ivan answered in a low breath. He sounded perilously close to laughing manically.

Kyou snorted and said as an aside, “You see Ivan when Ivan wants you to see him. And not one second before. We call him Eidolon for a reason. He’s now broken in there twice, so he’s very aware of all the cameras. He’s avoiding them to drive me crazy as he knows that I like to track them when they go into dangerous situations like this.”

Ivan cackled and didn’t deny it.

“Damn idiot,” Kyou said affectionately, sighing in resignation. “I see why Aiden chose to sleep this one off.”

The young doctor had said point blank his nerves couldn’t handle watching this play out. And he had to sleep, anyway; he was on shift early in the morning. He’d kissed Ivan, wished everyone luck, then took a sleeping pill and went straight to bed. All things considered, probably for the best.

Ivan swore abruptly. “That cheating bastard.”

Brannigan was alarmed for a full second before three different voices chimed with vary degrees of exasperation: “Eidolon!”

“What?” Ivan responded, the soul of innocence. “I had to pass by poker room anyway, no harm in taking look. And this idiot, he’s got ace up his sleeve. He’s cheating, and he’s bad at it.”

“He’ll be a dead idiot soon, remember?” Kyou reminded him with strained patience. “Can we go back to planting bombs now?”

Remi tugged at Brannigan’s sleeve, and he turned his attention back to her. “Yes?”

She pointed to the screen on the far right. “I don’t think that’s a friend.”

Brannigan peered hard at where she pointed. It took a second for him to see what she meant, as the shadowy figure blended in so well with the dark sidewalk that his eyes almost skipped right over it. Then he blinked, and the shape took a more sinister form. “Shit. Yeah, I think you’re right. Guys, someone is watching my apartment.”

Leaning over him, Kyou took his own look. There was a very unhappy set to his jaw as he glared at the screen. “Ghostshot has made his appearance. He’s clearly trying to figure out where Bran is. Guys, let’s wrap this up.”

“Down to last three,” Ivan promised him gleefully.

“We’ve got two,” Ari reported. He spoke barely above a whisper, and Brannigan had a hard time discerning the words through Kyou’s speakers.

They sat still and quiet, waiting on the men to finish planting the bombs. Brannigan kept his ears trained on the speakers while his eyes remained on the cameras watching his own apartment. The shadowy figure had already disappeared and didn’t seem inclined to make another appearance anytime soon.

“We won’t assume it’s automatically safe tomorrow,” Kyou murmured to him. “I’ll try to contact Ghostshot directly to make sure he understands the contract is defunct. I’ll also post to the site that the O’Conner family is dead. Then we’ll wait for confirmation before we’ll relax our guard.”

Brannigan turned and kissed him on the forehead. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. We’re not done.” Still, Kyou smiled, a quick and fleeting expression.

There was a metallic sound of a door opening and shutting before Ari announced in a normal tone, “Done. We’re waiting on Eidolon. Everything on our end is linked up to the same frequency, too. We’re ready to blow this joint. Eidolon, ETA?”

No answer.

Brannigan turned his head to look at Kyou’s monitors. That silence wasn’t promising. Ivan had been relatively chatty the entire time he was sneaking around. He glanced at Kyou’s face, and he looked a little worried too, brows drawn together.

Carter apparently shared the worry, as he reiterated, “Eidolon, can you come out?”

A beat, two, then Ivan’s cheerful voice. “Sure. I’m bisexual.”

Brannigan snorted a laugh. Kyou just rolled his eyes.

Ari, deadpan, tried again. “Can you come out to the car?”

“Car, I’m bisexual.”

Kyou threw his hands into the air. “I give up on this idiot. And I still don’t see him on camera. Do either of you have eyes on him?”

“Not yet,” Carter said.

“No, wait, there he is. He’s walking to us. We’ll be ready to leave and blow the place in thirty seconds. All okay on your end?”

“Yes, ready to go. In fact, I’ll start the transfer now.” Kyou closed out a screen and opened another, fingers flying over the keyboard. Brannigan didn’t know what his typing speed was, but he was willing to bet it was court-reporting speed.

A percussive blast of noise rolled through the speakers, loud enough it rattled the desk a little. Brannigan jumped, despite expecting the explosion. All but one camera feed on Kyou’s monitors winked out of existence in one fell swoop. Brannigan stared at the screens, feeling his heart beat a hard rhythm against his rib cage. Holy mother, that was loud, even through the guys’ ear wicks. He couldn’t imagine being there live and in person.

“Explosion confirmed,” Carter announced calmly. Well, he likely meant it to sound calm. He actually came across as ferally satisfied. “We did good work. Only minor surface damage to the surrounding buildings, it looks like. Not much is standing of the O’Conners’ building.”

“Good.” Kyou had a matching smile on his face. “Come on back. I’m going to reach out to Ghostshot.”

This was the one part of the plan Brannigan wasn’t sure would work out smoothly. He’d trusted the guys when they confidently stated they could level the O’Conner compound. But trying to sweet talk a hardened assassin into giving up may or may not work. From what Brannigan had picked up over the years, part of the reason why criminals got job offers was their reputation. If they failed to reach a target, they were less likely to be offered a second chance with another target. Telling an assassin that his employer was dead, walk away, sounded logical. But gut instinct said Ghostshot might not be so easily dissuaded.

Kyou had taken the burner phone number on Ghostshot’s profile from the dark website, calling him up on his own burner. It rang three times before a gruff, whiskey voice answered.

“Who is this?”

“K,” Kyou answered calmly.

There was an audible pause. “What can I do for you, K?”

“I want you to drop the contract on Brannigan Genovese. You have every reason to do so as your employers are dead as of…about ten seconds ago. They’re also bankrupt, as I drained their accounts.”

A ghost of a laugh filtered through the phone’s speaker. “When I took this job, I did a little research. Dug up the interesting gem that K himself was guarding Genovese. No one could tell me why. But you’re now telling me that you killed the O’Conners and bankrupted their Boston office just to protect him? K, you are something.”

K frowned a little. He shared a speaking look with Brannigan. Brannigan matched his frown, as nothing in Ghostshot’s words or tone indicated the man was willing to let this go. This was not going well.

“I’m not sure if I believe you, K. I know very well you’re protecting Genovese, and I think you’re trying to throw me off. You saying that you killed the O’Conners doesn’t scare me. You’re a hacker. I don’t know what Genovese is paying you, but I doubt it’s worth your life. I doubt anyone you can hire will be able to touch me.”

Right. Negotiations needed to shift hands. Brannigan took the phone from K’s hand and brought it closer to his mouth. “Ghostshot, this is Brannigan Genovese.”

Another audible pause, this one with a sharp inhale. “You’re fucking kidding me. You’re sitting right next to the man?”

“I am. Little known fact: K and I are lovers.” Brannigan gave that a beat, let it sink in. Ghostshot groaned like a man who was damned and knew it. “Another little known fact: K is not by himself. He has Carter Harrison, Malvagio, and Eidolon in his family. I think he does, in fact, have the ability to send people after you who are your equal in skillset.”

“Fucking shit,” Ghostshot growled, then sighed heavily.

“Ghostshot, I think this just became far too expensive for you to pursue. But I do understand the irritation you must feel regarding being so far out of pocket on this job. Let me sweeten the pot, so to speak. Why don’t I pay you a breach of contract fee on the O’Conners’ behalf?”

Ghostshot sounded ruminative. “You’d do that?”

“I don’t see the harm. I fully plan to use the money acquired this evening to repair the damage done by the O’Conners. Part of it can go to you. They sent you on a suicide mission, after all.”

“They sure did.” Ghostshot made a growling noise in the back of his throat. He was clearly not happy about any of this. “Damn, it doesn’t sit well with me not finishing a job. But you know what? Fuck it. I’m not tangling with K, Eidolon, Malvagio, and Harrison. You’re right, that is suicide. And if you’re not lying about the O’Conners, there’s no one to pay me even if I complete the job. You’re too much trouble, Genovese. How does a quarter million as a breach of contract sound to you?”

Brannigan really didn’t care as it wasn’t his money he was spending. Well, technically it was now. But blood money was best gotten rid of quickly. “Acceptable.”

“K still listening?”

K leaned over to say, “I am.”

“I’ll text you my account number on this phone in a second. Transfer it there. And the next time that I take a contract on someone you’re guarding, will you just text me? I’d rather not do this whole circus again.”

K grinned from ear to ear. “I can do that. Good night, Ghostshot. You’ll have your money in less than five minutes.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Brannigan hung up the phone and set it aside. Then he offered a hand to the people on either side of him, getting high-fives in return. “You two are the absolute best. I love you.”

Remi closed in for a hug, which he readily returned. He really liked her and hoped he’d get to spend more time with her. Remi was a firecracker. Turning, he caught Kyou watching him, and he let go so that he could kiss his lover sweetly. Against his mouth, Brannigan whispered, “I think we should celebrate properly.”

“Later,” Kyou murmured back with a naughty smile. “I have to pay off an assassin first, and we should wait for the rest of the guys to get in.”

The responsible adult part of him agreed. But the rest of Brannigan hoped they had their asses in gear and got there quickly. After the insanity of the past two hours, Brannigan wanted a little one-on-one time with his lover.
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Kyou

The next day proved Ghostshot was good as his word. He quietly left after being paid, and Kyou tracked his exit from Boston with a sigh of relief. The police were in an uproar about the explosion, of course, but most of the neighborhood celebrated, as the plague in their area had disappeared in a shower of smoke and fire. Brannigan got more than a few questions about why he’d pulled out his employees. He’d skillfully answered, with (mostly) the truth: That he’d been worried about his people. The O’Conners had sent thugs over to harass people several times in the past two weeks, and he’d gotten an anonymous tip that something bad was going down that day, so he’d sent everyone home as a precaution.

The police believed him, as there was a long paper trail of Brannigan reporting problems. The questions were more a courtesy than anything. Kyou got the distinct impression they believed whoever had bombed the O’Conners was another Mob family trying to move into the area. Or it was some territorial dispute. At any rate, not because of the upstanding and very generous real estate developer who wasn’t even in the neighborhood at the time it all happened.

He also gathered the impression the police were secretly glad the O’Conners were gone, and weren’t looking a gift horse too hard in the mouth.

They spent one more full day tying up loose ends and making sure that the contract was down, that no one else was still operating under bad intel and was after Brannigan. It didn’t look as if things were going to have a neat and tidy ending just yet. Someone was nosing about; Kyou was picking up whispers of it. He was set to pack up, go back to his own apartment, but with this going on, he didn’t dare. He set up web crawlers for overnight investigation and went to bed with the hopes he’d have a firmer answer in the morning.

The hopes were dashed the next morning. Instead of a firm identity, he instead had a dozen or so mentions of his name and Brannigan’s.

The whispers were subtle; little questions on forum boards here, a hint of a suggestion on a website there—nothing he could put a face to. Or even a single handle to. Kyou kept going back to the first hint he’d seen, the first post in the forum. It wasn’t a good forum by any means—even Kyou was careful what he posted there because the admins let basically anything go. Most of the time he didn’t even post.

Whoever had posted here first seemed to know that as they were careful in their phrasing. If not for Kyou’s very well-programmed web crawlers, he’d never have picked up on this to begin with.

This wasn’t good. They were all due to pack up today, clean up the safe house and get ready to go back to their own places. Right now, that three-hour delay of packing up, moving over, and setting up again gave Kyou hives. He didn’t want to spend that time moving about when he could be searching for a concrete answer. And was it even safe to move until he’d figured this out?

So, he sat down instead of packing up, pinging Brannigan via text to request for them to linger a bit longer so he could tie up loose ends. Brannigan responded with a simple ok. With that done, Kyou sat down and really dug in.

It should have been simple with the information he had, but it really wasn’t. Sometimes the person seemed to be looking for him, sometimes Brannigan. Kyou honestly couldn’t figure out if he was the actual target and they were using Brannigan to find him or…? Maybe they wanted to find both?

Shit, shit, shit. This was exactly what Kyou feared. As much as it had thrilled him, hearing Brannigan claim Kyou as his own, that might backfire quickly. If Ghostshot decided to sell that info, he could get a pretty penny for it. Kyou didn’t think the man was a tattle-tale and frankly, Ghostshot seemed determined not to piss him off, but things could change. Things could change for the worst in a split second, with no warning.

Kyou should know.

Kyou kept digging, but for every passing hour that he didn’t find an answer, his anxiety ratcheted up. He had three screens up, searching, his web crawlers doing the same. He kept tweaking the search parameters, kept altering them with keyword choices here and there and still, no answer. Whoever was searching was crafty, oh so crafty. Dammit. Kyou wanted to tear his hair out and scream.

Of course, it was at that moment that a little chime went off. His eyes darted down to the bottom right of the screen, where an alarm window had popped up. Stop working, time to go play with Bran! it read.

Kyou stared at it without comprehension for a full ten seconds. Then his eyes darted to the clock just underneath it. Shit. It was six o’clock, right at dinner time. He’d planned to quit well before now, in fact, but he’d set an alarm just in case. Because Kyou lived with himself and knew how well he could get sucked down the rabbit hole. With them so new to dating, he wanted to start off on the right foot. Spending time with his lover, having dinner with him, was a good first step.

But how could he possibly quit right now when Brannigan was in danger and he didn’t have a face for the enemy?

Looking up, he saw that the living room was empty. Brannigan had gone upstairs to make his phone calls, leaving Kyou to work in silence. It had been very thoughtful of him and might buy Kyou some more time. He wasn’t down yet, anyway. Kyou went back into it with increased focus, chewing on his bottom lip as he looked. He shifted to the edge of the chair, as if getting closer to the monitors might somehow let him see the crucial clue he’d missed. It had to be here somewhere. Some slip-up. Some mistake. Just one vital clue to who this was.

His heart was racing like he was running a marathon, sweat dotting his temples even in the cool air conditioning. Kyou ignored his body’s signals of discomfort. He was too frenzied, too anxious, to stop now. He needed an answer first and foremost.

A pair of hands landed on his shoulders, and Kyou about leapt out of his skin. He did jump in the chair, head snapping around.

“I’ve been calling you, didn’t you hear me?” Brannigan leaned sideways to look at his face, brows drawn together. “You look worried. What’s wrong?”

“Someone’s searching for us. I’m not sure if their target is you or me, but they seem to be looking for a way to come at me through you. It looks that way. But I can’t put a face to them.”

“Okay, slow down. I’m pretty visible, so why would it take any effort to find me?”

Right, Kyou hadn’t explained that well enough. He fidgeted, wanting to go back to his search, not explain this. But Brannigan needed to understand. “It’s not so much that they’re trying to find you. They’re trying to figure out if you have a direct connection to me. They’re looking for the link so they can find me through you.”

“Ah. That makes more sense.” Brannigan frowned at the monitors. “When did you pick up on this?”

“Shortly after I sat down to work.” Whenever that was. Morning?

“So you’re saying that you’ve been at this for nearly six hours? Did you get up, take a break, stretch, eat?”

Kyou hadn’t even been aware of time passing. “Why are you asking me that? Why aren’t you concerned that I haven’t found this guy yet?”

“Oh, I’m worried about that. I’m more worried that you’ve worked through lunch without a single break. I think you’ve been staring at the problem so long that you’ve lost all perspective on it.” Brannigan took his hands, pulling him forward. “Come on, get up. Take a break from this.”

Kyou stubbornly stayed planted in the chair. “Not until I know who this is. I can’t risk you, Bran. If they don’t get an answer soon, they’ll go the direct route—they’ll go for you and get the information out of you.”

That stopped him for a moment. Brannigan stared at him, evaluating. “I understand your concern. But I’m also in a safe house no one else knows about. I’m safe for now, caro. We have time to figure this out. But you need a break. Some food, water, an hour away from a screen—”

Balking, Kyou shook his head frantically. “What? No! I can’t possibly step away from it that long. This could escalate in a second—”

“Even if it does, we have security everywhere. Have you alerted the rest of the guys about this?”

“No, I…” Kyou faltered, realizing the oversight. “I wanted to know who this was first. I’ll tell them, that’s a good idea, but I can’t step away right now.”

Brannigan was losing patience, Kyou could see it in his face. It was that expression that tipped him over. Kyou absolutely could not handle Brannigan being in danger with any equilibrium. That alone stressed him out. But coupled with Brannigan’s impatience, it was like knocking kindling into a burning fire. On the one hand, Brannigan’s safety was paramount and superseded everything else. On the other, his lover’s wants and needs demanded attention as well. Right then, there was no way to reconcile the two, and Kyou’s anxiety spiked, then went into overdrive.

“Kyou—”

“You can’t do this,” Kyou blurted out, overriding him. “This is exactly what I was afraid of, why I said dating was a bad idea. I have to protect you, and that means time because I can’t always find an immediate answer, but that always means there’s days where I can’t spend any time with you and you have to let me do that, you have to let me work, I can’t spend quality time with you and find who’s after you at the same time, there’s only so much of me to go around and I just can’t—”

Brannigan pulled him around, then knelt between his legs, cradling his head with both of his hands. He maintained eye contact firmly and spoke in a low, soothing tone. “Caro. Name three things you can see.”

The request didn’t make sense. It stopped Kyou dead in his tracks, and he stared at Brannigan, not understanding what he was asking. Or why. “W-what?”

“Name three things you can see.”

His hands were shaking. Kyou’s hands were shaking, he could feel them now for some reason. His breath was high and frantic, his heartbeat so loud in his own ears that he couldn’t hear Brannigan’s voice properly. Was he hyperventilating? A cold sweat poured down the center of his back.

“Please, caro. Three things.”

“Y-your eyes.” Kyou blinked his own, trying to focus. “My hands. Your shirt.”

“Good, that’s good. Three things you can touch.”

Grounding. That’s what Brannigan was trying to do for him. Kyou recognized the technique; he’d researched and used it a few times on himself, preventing himself from having an attack. His mind dreamily reported all of this, but the information didn’t seem to make it through the wall of panic surrounding his emotions. “My jeans, they’re rough. Your skin is smooth and warm. The desk is cool.”

“Good. Three things you can smell.”

“Your cologne. My stale coffee. Mint?”

“I had mint chocolate earlier.” Brannigan flashed him a quick there-and-gone-again smile. He leaned in to press a chaste kiss against Kyou’s forehead. “Alright. Better?”

Kyou no longer felt like the world was spinning out of control. He couldn’t say that he was feeling much better about the situation otherwise. And having an anxiety attack right in front of his lover was beyond embarrassing. “Yeah. I guess. Bran—”

“Shh. I can see the apology already on your face and you shouldn’t be the one apologizing. You were very clear the night we started dating what your needs and fears were. I wasn’t listening to you properly, and I should have been. We’ll talk more about this, and I swear I’ll do a better job the second time. But for right now, I want you to call your friends in. If for no other reason than to tell them that something is wrong.”

That was fair. And Kyou felt better for having something constructive to do.

He turned back to the computer and texted everyone at once. Someone’s targeting me. Don’t know who. Return to safe house ASAP.

The response was more immediate than he’d planned for, as he had Ari, Carter, and Ivan all in the living room in under ten seconds. Then again, everyone else had been resting after last night’s shenanigans and leisurely packing the place back up. Kyou would have thought they would be gone by now, but as previously demonstrated, he hadn’t been paying attention to the outside world.

“What do you mean, someone’s targeting you?” Carter was the first to demand. He strode in barefoot, making it clear he hadn’t even left the house that day.

Not seeing Remi with them, Kyou asked, “Where’s the princess?”

“She’s watching Togo; she won’t even notice we’ve left the room, trust me.” Ari moved to stand at Carter’s side, watching Kyou with alarm written all over his face. “Targeting you?”

Kyou ran a hand over his face, loath to repeat his explanation but not seeing a way around it. “I’ve caught whispers on multiple forum boards and a few websites. Someone is trying to hunt me down. The first foray failed, so now they’re trying to figure out how I tie in with Bran. I’m afraid they’re going after him next as he’s the more visible target.”

All three shared a speaking look with each other, as if they knew precisely what this was really about.

To Brannigan, Ari said, “No offense, but can you give us fifteen minutes?”

Brannigan searched his face for a moment, then glanced back at Kyou. Whatever he saw in the men’s expressions settled it for him, and he gave a nod. “I’ll go watch Togo for a bit.”

“Thanks, man.”

Kyou’s shoulders hunched in defensively. “Is this an intervention?”

“Looks like one, doesn’t it?” Ivan agreed. He came around to put his hip against the desk’s edge.

“It’s fine, I just need more time.” Kyou found himself strangely reluctant to share that he’d had a minor panic attack and his lover had needed to talk him down.

Carter put a hand on his shoulder, leaning in with a gentle smile that looked strangely sad. “You’re aware that you have sweat on your forehead, and your breathing is a little off?”

Fucking shit. That would be a dead giveaway.

“Kyou,” Ari sighed, and he looked disheartened. “God knows we all demand too much of you, but dammit, can’t you tell us when you’re at your limit? And it’s obvious that Brannigan’s worried but not sure how to handle you right now.”

Reluctantly, he admitted, “I may have had a minor melt down in front of him.”

“Ouch. Yeah, no wonder he’s worried. What set you off? Not knowing who’s looking for you?”

“Not just that, I bet.” Ivan was in that scary mode where he wasn’t joking for once. He eyed Kyou with the wisdom of a sage, not a trace of the joker in his face. “I’ve only seen you in that chair now for two days. He came to pull you out of it, da?”

Kyou winced and hunched in a little further.

Ivan shook his head, not even surprised. “Aiden expected this to happen. He warned me it would. Kyou, my brother, I think it’s time we put stop to this madness. You’re working yourself into the ground.”

Throwing up his hands, Kyou demanded, “What do you expect me to do, here?! I can’t just magic up answers!”

“We expect you to use your fucking head,” Carter shot back, exasperated. “You’re taking on the world, and you don’t need to. You know what I did before I had you to run intel for me? I delegated. I contacted two different information brokers to dig up what I needed, compared their notes, and used the intel.”

Ari gave his fiancé a nod. “Same. Kyou’s spoiled me, I think; I forgot I used to do that. But that’s exactly what we should be doing.”

Kyou wasn’t following. Or rather, it sounded bad. “So you’re replacing me?”

“No, you doofus.” Carter shook him gently. “We’re saying you need to learn how to delegate. Don’t you want to have time to spend with that gorgeous man?”

“Of course I fucking do, I’m not a moron. But his safety is first on my priority list.”

“No one ever said that you have to be the sole line of defense.” Ari gestured to all of them. “We’re all willing to help you, you idiot. I know we’re not the only ones you trust to give you information. Wouldn’t creating an information web give you all the intel you need and free up the bulk of your time?”

Kyou’s mouth was open on a hot retort that never quite materialized. Actually, it would. He could think of three or four people off-hand who might be able to help with this very situation. “You mean for this problem or…?”

“Permanently. Or for however long you’re in the game.” Carter pointed to the other side of the townhouse, where Brannigan had gone. “I know you want to protect him. I understand why, as he’s a great guy. He adores you to bits. You’re not going to lose him if you depend on other people to help you protect him.”

Ari tacked on smoothly, “But you will lose him if you don’t start delegating. Your relationship will not only break down, but you’ll get so tired and stressed you’ll make a mistake, and it might end up with him taking the brunt of the fallout. Taking everything on is a sure-fire way to ruin.”

Wincing, Kyou muttered, “That was brutal.”

“Truth hurts. Suck it up, buttercup. There’s always going to be people after him, and you. Using that as an excuse is just giving in to your fears. You’re better than that, Kyou.”

Kyou hunched even farther. Really, at this rate, he’d need a turtle shell soon. “Maybe I’m not.”

“You are. I had this fear with Aiden, da? I was wrong then. You’re wrong to think it now. We’ll help you,” Ivan promised him, his smile warm and sincere. “You deserve that good man, and he deserves the chance with you. The chance you promised him. Do not let fears get the better of you.”

Kyou swallowed hard. “You’re saying even though I’m afraid, do it anyway?”

“Fear of the thing is often worse than what it is.” Ivan shrugged, hands splayed. “Trust me, I know. We’ll set this up with you so that you’re comfortable with it. We’ll help you figure out answer to this, too. You’re not alone in this, Kyou.”

Sometimes, Kyou honestly forgot that. He looked at all of his brothers, who were worried but determined to help him, and felt a little stupid for not reaching out to them before this point. Why did he always have to learn things the hard way? “I think I know who I want to start with. But I need to talk to Bran first.”

“Good decision. We’ll watch the place and put out our own feelers while you do that.” Carter gave him a nudge, urging him silently out of the chair. “I promise, no one will get past us.”

Reassured, Kyou let out a breath and finally moved. He was to the garage door before he thought to warn, “Ivan, you’re not allowed to touch my baby!”

Carter shooed him along. “I’m calling Remi over here, she’ll fill in for you. Go to your man.”

He’d take that compromise. Kyou nodded and walked out.

Although god knew, he wasn’t looking forward to the upcoming conversation. Not one iota. He went through the connecting garage like a man marching for his own execution.

Brannigan looked up as Kyou entered the living room. He had a guarded look on his face, but a little hope peeked through the mask.

Kyou ignored him for a moment and bent to address Remi first, as she was already skipping past him and toward the door. “Rems, everyone over there will give you instructions. But the search parameters are up and running; you should be able to figure out what I’ve been doing the past two days. I’ve logged all the search variations under K-B, the file’s on the desktop.”

Nodding, she said, “Okay.”

“And I’m not getting anywhere, so reach out to Tricksy, ask what she knows. Or if she can get her ear to the ground for me.”

Since Remi would take any excuse to talk to Tricksy, she lit up with a smile. “I’m on it.”

“Thanks, princess.” Kyou let her go then, and she was running by the time she hit the garage door. Trusting that things were in hand for now, he turned to face his lover. Brannigan was standing now, waiting on him. Kyou forced himself to breath slowly, steadily. Swallowing around the lump in his throat was hard.

“I’m not angry with you, Kyou.”

“Thank Christ,” Kyou blurted out. No, wait, Brannigan had every right to be upset, didn’t he? Previous boyfriends always had. “Uh, why not?”

“Because the only reason why we were arguing in the first place is that I’m your priority. And I can’t be mad about that.” Brannigan approached him on a soft tread, like he would a startled animal that he didn’t want to frighten. “But I think we’ve got our wires crossed, and I don’t want to repeat that scene again.”

“No. I really don’t either.” So Brannigan was (yay!) no t mad at him and willing to talk things through. This situation was really looking up. “So, um, the guys kind of talked sense into me. It’s funny, I think we’ve all hit this panic moment before with our guys—not sure why that’s the case, it just seems to happen. Anyway, they said I was taking too much on. That I should be delegating. I might have been called an idiot a few times.”

Brannigan’s hands slid around his waist, holding them loosely together, and Kyou melted a little. He couldn’t explain why being in contact with the other man like this made things better. It was some combination of being soothing and grounding. Or maybe it was because it gave him a better connection to his lover. Or maybe it was the silent reassurance that no matter what insanity Kyou threw at him, Brannigan was willing to work through it.

“You can delegate some of what you’re doing?” Brannigan sounded intrigued by this.

“Well, yeah. I mean, it’s pretty par for the course, really. Before they joined up with me as a team, they all used different information brokers.”

“So why don’t you? Outsource like that.”

“Because I’m a control freak with anxiety problems.” Kyou sighed. “Especially where you’re concerned. I didn’t want anyone else to make the connection that you were important to me. I didn’t like the idea of anyone knowing that. You’ve always sort of been mine. You’ve been my focus my entire adult life. I’ve invented multiple programs just for you.”

Brannigan startled, looking down at him with wide green eyes. “That is an incredible gift of devotion, caro. You spent that much time and thought on my welfare that you developed programs just for me?”

Kyou shifted a little under his regard. He found himself blushing. “It wasn’t that big of a thing.”

“It’s an incredible thing. You’re like that man who invented Band-aids for his wife’s sake. Or the man who invented rubber gloves for his nurse wife. It’s an amazing sign of love that you think that much of me.”

“Well. Um. I guess that says it all, then.” Kyou peeked up at him under his lashes. “You’re the world to me, Bran. I might have traded the world for you.”

“And that’s my issue. I wish I could hack that brain of yours. Maybe I could figure out how to say this right.”

Kyou snorted. “You want to hack the hacker?”

“I do. I don’t want to undermine or dismiss everything you’ve done for me. Far from it. I’m awed by your devotion. But at the same time, I don’t like what it’s cost you. I want you to live, Kyou. I don’t want you chained to that computer and watching the world go by. I want you to live a full and free life.” Brannigan framed his face with one hand. “Tell me how to help you manage that. Let me move the world for you, for once.”

Kyou’s eyes burned. Really, what kind of karma had he collected in a previous life to deserve this man? Had he saved a nation? “I have a plan. I’ll tell you all about it, I swear. But that’s going to take a full conversation with the guys, too.”

“Ah. Then let’s not repeat it. We’ll pull them back in. First, though—” Brannigan leaned in and kissed him, a wicked smile on his face. “I think makeup sex is in order.”

Kyou might have melted a little further under that smile. “I like makeup sex.”

“Just make me one promise first? Promise me to live and love first. To always put that as your priority.”

It was an easy promise to make, as Kyou really wanted that above all else. “I promise.”
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Kyou

Everyone decided to return to their own houses the next morning. Hiding in the safe house didn’t make sense at this juncture, and everyone was craving the chance to sleep in their own beds. Brannigan, naturally, chose to help Kyou carry all of his computer equipment back up to his apartment.

Kyou recognized the excuse for what it was, but if he was going to let this man properly in, it had to start somewhere. Letting Brannigan into his apartment seemed as good of a place to start as any.

Brannigan entered his apartment with a monitor under each arm, looking a little wide around the eyes. “Holy hell, you really do live in one of my apartment buildings.”

Casting an amused glance over his shoulder, Kyou admitted, “I liked the irony of living right under your nose. And it’s a nice apartment.”

Brannigan looked around curiously, brows drawing together a little as his head panned the open room. “But it doesn’t look like you’ve lived here long?”

“About…eight months. I think?” Kyou wasn’t sure of that himself, as he lost track of time rather easily. Not difficult to do when all of the days blended together. “I’m not one for decorating, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“In part. It looks sort of empty in here.”

Kyou put the computer tower back down on his desk, avoiding looking at Brannigan as he answered. “We all have multiple houses. We don’t spend a lot of time in any of them. So, collecting stuff and decorating isn’t exactly high up on the to-do list.”

Setting the monitors down, Brannigan freed up his hands so that he could reach out and run a hand down Kyou’s spine in a warm caress. “Will that change now?”

“It already has, really. Partially for Remi’s sake—we want her to be in a school system for a full year. And Aiden’s, as he’s locked into that hospital another two years.” Kyou shot him a shy smile. “I guess it’s a sign we’re growing up. Or something.”

“I think it’s more a sign that your hearts have finally found a home.” With a gentle touch, he drew Kyou into an embrace, leaning down to touch their foreheads together. “I know it unsettled you a little to have me come in here.”

“Unsettled isn’t…the right word. I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience. Or déjà vu. I’ve dreamed of this happening so many times, but didn’t have any expectation that it really would.” Kyou closed in, wrapping both arms around Brannigan’s waist and settling his head against that firm shoulder with a sigh. The man was warm and smelled good. For once, Kyou wasn’t in a hurry to set up his computer. He liked it right where he was. “I like having you here. My brain’s just not sure how to process it yet.”

Brannigan kissed the top of his head. “I’m relieved to be here. I was afraid it wouldn’t ever happen.”

“Fortunately, Remi betrayed me.”

Brannigan snorted a laugh. “I knew I liked her for a reason. She was the one who texted me, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. Then she blabbed your name and number to Ari. I’d spank her for it, but I want to hug her at the same time, so I’m rather conflicted.”

“I’m rewarding her. She did us both a favor.” Brannigan drew his head up and kissed him lightly, teasingly. “I want today with you. With nothing hanging over our heads. I want good Chinese and bad TV and way too much sex.”

That sounded like the best offer of Kyou’s life. “We can always unload the car later, I guess….”

“Much later,” Brannigan purred. He kept one hand planted on the small of Kyou’s back even as the other came up to card his fingers through Kyou’s thick hair. He kissed Kyou with promise and heat, and it sent tingles of pleasure dancing lightly under Kyou’s skin.

Kyou urgently kissed him back, pulling their hips together so he could grind into the man. They’d now had sex precisely thrice, and that seemed such a sacrilege right now. Why hadn’t they been fucking like bunnies? He was half-hard from the kiss alone, and he could feel Brannigan steadily hardening even as he ground into the man. It felt good but unsatisfying. This contact through two layers of clothes wasn’t what either of them really wanted.

Tearing his mouth away, Brannigan asked desperately, “Bed?”

“Too far,” Kyou growled, already impatient at the idea of going all the way to the other end of the apartment. Never mind that was only twelve or so steps away, it was far too much distance to cross. He turned and shoved the monitors to the far side, giving him enough room on the surface of the desk.

Brannigan stayed planted, watching him, those clear green eyes slowly widening. “You’re not suggesting…”

“You seem to have this opinion about me”—Kyou stripped his shirt off without fanfare, tossing it carelessly to the floor. He liked the look on his lover’s face, and it brought out his own sense of mischief—“that I’m shy about sex. Not the case. I’m bad at flirting, so I don’t normally have sex. There’s a difference, Bran. And right now, I really want you to bend me over this desk and fuck me.”

Brannigan’s mouth moved, but no words emerged. He gave up trying to speak and wordlessly dug his wallet out, including the packet of lube and a condom, slapping them on the desk next to Kyou’s hip. Then he tackled Kyou’s jeans.

Kyou enjoyed immensely that he’d turned the man’s brain off so thoroughly with lust he couldn’t even form words. He tugged and pulled at Brannigan’s clothes too, until they were both naked. Kyou thoroughly appreciated getting his hands all over that warm, taut skin, stroking Brannigan up to full hardness. He leaned in to bite at a nipple, gently, and Brannigan huffed out a sound of pleasure. He was still learning how Brannigan liked to be touched, and where, but he’d discovered Brannigan was a bit more sensitive there than Kyou himself was. Brannigan made the best sounds, earthy and guttural with his pleasure, and his eyes turned stormy green, like an ocean during a storm.

They were that color now, filled with lust and need as they looked down at Kyou. With both hands spanning Kyou’s waist, Brannigan lifted him up onto the desk, planting his ass on the edge. Kyou went without protest, happy with this position too even though it wasn’t what he had in mind.

Brannigan slid both hands underneath his thighs and pushed, shifting Kyou fully onto his back. He went easily, pillowing his head on both hands, fully on display for his lover and not at all shy about it. Well, maybe a touch. His head turned, and he looked at Brannigan under his lashes, a trace of heat in his cheeks. He’d shortly find the little surprise Kyou had slipped in after his shower this morning.

Lowering his head, Brannigan licked him from root to tip. The wet heat of that tongue felt delicious. Kyou shivered a little under it, eyes falling completely shut so he could focus on the sensation. Brannigan had such a sinful tongue, and he knew precisely what to do with it. As he moved lower, Kyou wanted to spread his legs a little further, give the man more room to work with. He definitely wanted Brannigan to linger there for a few minutes as he enjoyed the attention far too much.

However, Brannigan had a firm grip on both of his legs, and he wasn’t budging. Kyou liked his dominance and chose not to argue, just lying back and enjoying for now. He’d pay back the attention later. At length.

Then those hands pushed his thighs up, shifting him, and Kyou’s eyes popped open. Oh. Was he planning to…?

A deep, delighted chuckle poured from Brannigan’s mouth. “Oh-ho. What have we here?”

“A little gift for you,” Kyou panted, lifting his head so he could see Brannigan’s expression. His lover was entirely too pleased, his expression naughty. The embarrassment of discovering Ivan had put Kyou’s butt plug in his evac bag had just become totally worth it. “I wanted you to just bend me over and fuck me without the prep.”

Shifting one of Kyou’s legs over his shoulder, he freed up a hand so that he could trace around the rim of the butt plug. The soft touch made pleasurable tingles dance up and down Kyou’s spine, a whisper of promise of what was to come. “I like my present very much. Definitely feel free to wear it more often.”

Kyou had some witty response flirting on the tip of his tongue when Brannigan pulled the butt plug free with a soft pop. He lost it entirely when the man lowered his head and gave a lingering swipe over the hole he’d just emptied. Kyou flopped back down, neck arching at the sensation. He’d never, ever been rimmed before. Ivan had talked about it, Ari had admitted he loved it when Carter did it, but the secondhand accounts were as much as Kyou really knew.

Now he understood precisely why both men spoke of it with such lecherous smiles. This was fabulous, truly amazing. Kyou’s hands clenched and unclenched in his hair under the force of pleasure singing along his nerves. Then Brannigan slid his tongue in and started fucking him with it, a hot, wet glide in and out, and Kyou about lost his mind. His hand found the edge of the desk and latched on there with a white-knuckled grip. He had to hold onto something. He felt like he was flying.

Some part of his brain heard and catalogued the sound of wrappers being opened proceeding the removal of Brannigan’s mouth. He whined in the back of his throat, not willing for it to end yet. Two fingers slid into him—a sharp, prodding motion—spreading lube. Kyou understood then that his lover was on the edge as well, that he needed to connect them. His mouth worked for a second before he could articulate words. “Bran—Bran, come on.”

Brannigan was on his feet in a second, pressing in, steady and without resistance. Kyou’s legs were over his shoulders, both of Brannigan’s hands wrapped around his knees as he drew back and thrust in again, hard. He was a little wild, breath coming in pants. Kyou locked eyes with him as the man snapped in and out of his body. Stormy green eyes stared back at him; lust shone there, but shining even more brightly? Overwhelming affection. Kyou had to close his eyes to keep from being swept away by it all.

Feeling that hard, firm length thrusting into him was blissful. Kyou’s own cock was demanding attention, but he didn’t drop a hand to it, yet. He was far too heated up as it was. Even a touch might send him over the edge.

He wasn’t ready for that yet. He wanted to prolong this, enjoy it. The delight was so intense, nearly overwhelming, and his rational mind couldn’t get any distance from it. All he could do was feel and moan.

Shifting his hips up a bit higher, Brannigan changed their angle, and the next thrust in nailed Kyou’s prostate sharply. With a shocked gasp, Kyou came, splattering semen all over his belly and chest. Stars danced behind his eyes before his vision went white for a second. Oh god. That was…that was…

Brannigan’s head touched his shoulder, and he gave a hoarse cry before slamming once more into Kyou and coming hard. He shuddered under the force of it, panting in hot breaths against Kyou’s bare skin. Then he sighed as he relaxed and lay on top of him for a long minute.

With idle hands, Kyou sketched meaningless patterns along the man’s back, tracing down to Brannigan’s truly incredible ass. He was still deep in Kyou, which was nice. It was incredibly warm and satisfying to have his lover close like this. Turning his head, he kissed the man’s ear.

Brannigan sighed again, this time with immense satisfaction. “You’re so incredibly sweet to take. You really prefer to bottom, don’t you?”

“I do,” Kyou admitted easily. “I’ve topped on occasion, but it’s not really my preference. So feel free to take me anytime.”

“Oh, I plan to. For now, let’s clean up a little bit and snuggle on the couch.”

After that incredible round of sex, Kyou needed a few minutes to get his breath back properly. Not to mention full function in his legs.

They unwound from each other, using Kyou’s discarded shirt to wipe off with, then found their way to the couch. When Kyou had gone shopping for furniture, he’d tested the couch for naps as he often ended up crashing there instead of his bed. It held both men comfortably, and Brannigan drew the throw over both of them as Kyou settled into his arms.

Or tried to settle. He felt a touch empty, and antsy, and he kept micro-squirming because of it.

“What?” Brannigan prompted, sliding a hand over Kyou’s waist.

“It’s just, um.” Kyou bit his bottom lip, trying to figure out how to phrase this without sounding kinky in a weird way. “I put the butt plug in during my shower this morning, and…well, that was three hours ago….”

“And now, without anything filling you, it feels a little strange and empty?”

“Something like that.” That sounded good. Brannigan didn’t seem to think that he was weird.

A hand slid down over his ass, then one slender finger found its way into his hole, entering in a smooth glide. Kyou groaned softly in pleasure and relaxed against Brannigan like a puppet with its strings cut. Ahh, perfect.

“Is that better, caro?”

“So much better.” Kyou kissed his chest, then closed his eyes and rested there. “Thanks.”

“I’m perfectly alright fingering you any time.” There was a smirk in Brannigan’s voice. “I also like that you’re a little kinky.”

Smiling, Kyou murmured, “Only for you.”

Brannigan went taut for a moment before he forcibly relaxed. “Caro. I want us to date openly. I want to introduce you to family, friends, colleagues. I don’t want you to be this secret, hidden affair I’m having.” Brannigan was back to holding his breath.

Kyou knew very well why Brannigan feared bringing this up. “You think I’ll say no because of what’s happening now, with someone trying to find me.”

“Yes.”

He’d thought he was right in that stance for years. It was what had kept him away from Brannigan all this time. But… “When you were on the phone with Ghostshot, you said we were lovers. You told the man precisely who my team is. It was that, more than anything, that made him back down. The guys pointed out that there’s always going to be enemies. But I also think that just as many people will steer clear of us because they’ll know who they take on if they mess with any of us.”

There was hope in Brannigan’s voice as he asked, “Then you’ve changed your mind?”

“I…I think I have. The guys made it clear I should never have assumed the burden of trying to protect all of us at once. It was a stupid decision to make, really. Or maybe it was just habit, I don’t know. For so many years I only had myself to depend on. But when shit hit the fan, everyone pulled together to push through it. If I had tried to handle it all myself, we’d still be working through the problem. Maybe—” This was a little hard to admit because relinquishing control wasn’t something Kyou was good at. “I know we’re still working out the finer details of how to build my information web, but I feel good about how that’s coming along.”

With his free hand, Brannigan tilted Kyou’s head up and kissed him sweetly. “I’ll do everything I can to make it safe for you. Safe for us. I want a life with you, Kyou.”

Kyou found this far easier to admit. “I want one with you, too.”

“I promise to stop picking fights with the Irish Mob,” Brannigan tacked on brightly.

Snorting, Kyou rolled his eyes. “That would help, yes.”

“So we’re doing this? Really doing this?”

“We’re really doing this. God help us all.” As nerve-wracking as it was, Kyou strangely looked forward to it. “In fact, I think I have an idea how to go about this more easily.”
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Kyou called for Chinese and invited everyone over for a strategy meeting. For the first time since he’d moved into the apartment, the dining room table was clear. Kyou may have done a speed cleaning on the place, slightly embarrassed for Brannigan to see it in such a sorry state.

They arrived in time for food, Carter bringing some beers. With lo mein and eggrolls making the rounds about the table, Kyou cleared his throat. “So. I know we’ve talked a little about it, but I think I’ve figured out a way to do this where my anxiety doesn’t spike but I’m working only eight or so hours a day.”

Carter accepted the carton of lo mein from Aiden but his eyes were on Kyou. “I never thought I’d see the day. Alright, lay it on us. I know you want to use Tricksy.”

“She’s half-information broker, half-thief and she’s got her ear to the ground. Plus, we can trust her with the truth. She’s around us often enough that she’d figure out the situation pretty quickly anyway. Why not pull her in?”

Remi clapped, so excited she was giddy with it. “She already said she’s digging at who’s looking for you. She’s mad that she didn’t know there were problems.”

Considering how fond the woman was of Remi, Kyou wasn’t the least bit surprised by this. He’d gotten a few messages from Tricksy already, clarifying what Kyou knew. Which, sadly, still wasn’t much. They’d only split up and gone to their own homes because it was clear that whoever was looking for Kyou still hadn’t found him. Staying in the safe house didn’t make sense until they knew what the danger actually was.

Aiden took an eggroll, eyeing them all. “But who else do you trust aside from Tricksy?”

“Back in the day, before I met these guys, I actually worked as an information broker alongside two other people. We worked in tandem, exchanging information with each other at a discounted rate. I still do it, sometimes. We’ve kept in touch over the years.” Suspecting the names might mean something to at least half of the table, Kyou clarified, “Dutch and Kimmie.”

Ivan snorted a chuckle. “Of course you know the best.” To his husband, he explained, “Dutch has been in game many years. He’s at point now where he has his own hub of information. He sits there like spider in web, letting all information flow to him. I think we’ve all used him at least once.”

“Oh, it was more than that,” Ari agreed. “Kimmie’s a little newer, about as long as Kyou’s been around, but she’s good. Quite good. I’ve bought intel from her often as well.”

Carter was already nodding, a smile spreading over his face. “Yes. Yes, I can see this working. With those three feeding you information, you’ll be more than set. In fact, with Dutch doing it, you might run into information overload.”

“Quite possibly.” Kyou shrugged, not bothered by that. He’d rather have too much intel than too little. “I can set up an online storage system, let them dump their intel in there every day. That way they’re not having to type up a report just for me. I let my system do a quick scan of it, see if any keywords spark, then I can take a closer look. Saves me from having to read it all.”

Brannigan followed closely, his hand coming to rest on Kyou’s shoulder for a moment, the warmth of it spreading through his thin turtleneck. “How much time does this buy you?”

“Quite a bit, really.” Kyou had to think about it. “Maybe six hours or so a day, I’m just looking for intel. Having it delivered to me once a day will cut that down to an hour. Maybe more, if it’s a light week.”

Brannigan’s eyes went wide in his face. “Six hours a day?!”

“There’s a reason why we told him to outsource,” Carter piped up, voice dry as a martini. “Okay, are we all in agreement that this is a good plan? Any objections?”

“Not an objection, but a question.” Brannigan looked to Kyou once again for the answer. “How long will it take to set all of this up? I know you’re worried about not knowing who’s after you.”

“Yeah, I’m only getting slightly closer to the answer. I think it’ll only take me two hours or so of talking to Dutch and Kimmie, not to mention Tricksy, setting it all up, then the information will be pouring in.” Kyou rubbed his hands together, a feral smile curling his lips up. “And between the four of us, we’ll figure out who this bastard is.”
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Brannigan

Brannigan sat with Carter in the park, watching the people walking by in a manner that hopefully looked idle. In truth, he was avidly looking for the woman they were all about to meet.

He was all for the outsourcing plan, as he didn’t want his lover dead from a stress-induced heart attack at forty. And he wanted, selfishly, to spend time with Kyou. Two of those informants had already been hired, and Kyou had done it remotely with nothing more than an hour-long interview and an automatic payment system.

This informant, apparently, was special. “Carter, I’m not sure why this woman warrants a face-to-face interview when no one else did. And why are we all meeting her?”

Carter turned his head to give him a surprised glance. “I thought Kyou explained.”

“Not everything. He tried, but we got interrupted twice. This woman, Tricksy, he said she was friends with Ivan and that she knew everyone. Ivan said she’s quite a good thief. That’s about all I know.”

“Ah.” Carter went back to searching their surroundings with a slow pan of the head. It was a lively day at the park with children running around, people walking dogs and playing frisbee in the green area nearby. Their group of adult men and one little girl didn’t even warrant a second look. “Tricksy has the added benefit of knowing us all personally. She’s met everyone but Kyou in real life—even Remi.”

Brannigan let out a low whistle. Alright, that definitely explained a few things.

“She and Remi adore each other. They call each other and talk, and there’s a lot of giggling going on in those conversations. Tricksy is something of a female mentor for my daughter. When Kyou told us about his plan, my first thought was Tricksy—not only because she’s good, but because she’s fond of us. She’s got a personal investment in making sure we’re alright. That’s hard to come by in this business.”

New pieces of information whirled and fit into an overall picture. Brannigan inclined his head slowly, accepting this. “Gotcha. So the meeting with all of us here?”

“Partially so she can meet Kyou face to face. Partially so she can take Remi shopping afterward.” Carter rolled his eyes, but there was an indulgent smile on his face. “I have been reliably informed by both women that I don’t know how to pick out the right stealth clothes for girls.”

Brannigan pondered that for a moment. “I’ve got a sister and mother. I don’t argue with them about shopping.”

“Same. A wise man just lets them do as they like. Ah-ha, there she is.”

A blonde bombshell of a woman walked up to them along the sidewalk, her gait casual in heels that could double as weapons. She looked stunning, really, and part of Brannigan did notice that, but what really caught his attention were the little signs of her being armed—a gun, two knives at least.

Remi popped up from the opposite bench where she’d been sitting with Ari and ran for her. “Tricksy!”

“There’s my girl.” Tricksy ducked down to hug her, rocking back and forth for a moment before letting go. “I swear you grew again. No wonder your stealth clothes aren’t fitting right. Carter, Ari, Ivan, Aiden, nice to see you. Heard about your trouble up here. I bet it was Ivan’s idea to blow it sky high.”

Ivan shrugged and didn’t deny this. “Was fun.”

“You crazy man.” Shaking her head, she faced Brannigan, her eyebrow arched a little in question. “Brannigan Genovese. Nice to meet you. I’m Tricksy.”

Brannigan extended a hand, taking hers in a firm shake. That handshake alone told him he didn’t want to piss this woman off. “The pleasure is mine.”

“And who’s this cutie?” Tricksy regarded Kyou with a puzzled frown.

Kyou seemed amused by the description, if his smile was anything to judge by. He did look scrumptious today in a black turtleneck, leather jacket, and form-fitting jeans that hugged him in all the right places. “I believe this is the first time we’ve met in person, Tricksy.”

It took her a second, then her eyes flew wide. “Holy shit. K?!”

“The one and only.”

Her jaw stayed dangling for a full second. “Oh man. Fucking damn. When you called for a meeting out here, I assumed you’d be attending via phone, like you normally do. What the hell, warn a girl!”

Kyou shrugged. “Sorry. I don’t want to advertise who I am until more protections are in place, and since you’re one of those protections…”

“Yeah. Okay, sure, I guess I can see why you’d keep that on the down low. Wow. What’s brought you out of the woodwork?”

Brannigan reached out and caught Kyou’s hand before bringing it to his mouth and kissing the back of it. Kyou gave him a sweet smile in return.

Not slow on the uptake, Tricksy whistled low. “Shit. A lot of things suddenly make more sense.” Then she looked around at all the men standing in a loose circle watching this play out, and she repeated with more force, “A lot more sense. This group has zero chill about anything affecting one of their own. Poor Irish Mob had no idea who they had pissed off. I feel like I need to sit down. K, you said you wanted to outsource information gathering. I assume so that you have an actual life outside of a computer chair?”

“In part,” Kyou admitted freely.

“Makes total sense. I’m not blaming you. Am I the only one you’re contracting with?”

“No, you’re one of three.”

“Hmmm. Guess that’s reasonable. We’re all going to hear different things.” Tricksy’s eyes went down to the little girl still standing at her side. There was a moment when fierce determination flashed across her face. “You know, kiddo, I won’t let anything happen to these guys. I know what it’s like to lose family, and you’re not living through that hell.”

Remi wrapped both her hands around Tricksy’s hand and swore, “We’ll protect you, too.”

Her blue eyes softened as she stroked hair back from Remi’s face. “Thanks, kiddo. Nice to know it goes both ways. Okay, guys, walk me through exactly what you need. Remi and I have shopping to get to.”
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Kyou felt that the meeting with Tricksy went well. It went well enough, at least, that when Brannigan suggested meeting the family for dinner, Kyou agreed. And that was a landmark event Brannigan never thought would actually happen.

He arranged it for Friday, partially because he still had the aftermath in Roxbury to deal with. Partially because Kyou needed to get things properly set up and rolling, and that required space to work in. It was nice, having his lover’s voice in his ear and getting the usual texts and emails from him as Kyou updated him on things during the work day. It was even better to be able to just pick up the phone and call him.

Brannigan may have abused that ability a little.

Come Friday, Brannigan was in high spirits. It seemed everything was finally going right for him, and he really couldn’t be happier. He swung by Kyou’s apartment with the intention of picking him up. The family dinner with the Genoveses was set, and he knew his father was beyond excited to finally meet the man himself.

He entered with only a knock, calling out as he came inside, “Kyou, I’m here! Are you ready?”

“One second!” Kyou called back from his bedroom. “Do I need to wear a tie?”

“I said wear something nice, not go formal,” Brannigan responded, already shaking his head. Kyou was very nervous about this whole thing. And yes, this was a dinner party, but it wasn’t something that required black tie. He ducked into the bedroom to find his lover glaring at the tie in his hand.

Kyou cleaned up very, very well. He looked incredibly sharp in the black suit, with his hair styled in a sweep from his forehead. Downright lickable, really. Brannigan’s fingers twitched with the urge to strip that suit right back off of him. Brannigan had a compliment lurking in his mouth, but he couldn’t voice it because, at the sight of him standing like this, it hit him that he’d seen this very image before. “Holy shit.”

Looking down at himself, Kyou seemed bewildered by this reaction. “What? I’m wearing pants!”

“Holy shit,” Brannigan breathed, the memory flying through his mind. “The date you crashed. You were literally sitting four tables from me.”

Kyou startled, staring back at him with wide eyes. “You noticed me?”

“A hot man sitting nearby looking like a damn model without a date at the table? You bet I noticed you. I kept wishing I was on the date with you instead of what’s-her-face. And it was you the entire time. Damn. I really should have just gotten up and gone to your table.”

“I would have had heart failure if you’d done that.” A smile lifted Kyou’s face. He seemed delighted that, even then, Brannigan had noticed him. “I thought I was being incognito.”

“You are far too cute to ever pull off incognito.” Brannigan shook his head at the thought. “Now, come on. We’re going to be late.”

Kyou went amiably enough, his hand in Brannigan’s as they left the apartment and rode the elevator down. But there was a frown on his face and he kept checking his phone.

Knowing the signs, Brannigan sighed. “Out with it. What’s wrong?”

Sighing, Kyou shoved his phone back into his pocket even as the elevator dinged. “Tricksy texted me about a half hour ago. She’d heard something, and it may be our not-so-friendly stalker. It might not. We’re still pinning that down, but it spells trouble either way.”

“On a scale of one to ten, how troublesome is this going to be?”

“Maybe a six? Let me back up and tell you the story from the beginning. I don’t think you know how Carter joined us.”

Brannigan shook his head. He hadn’t heard this story yet; he just knew Carter was the one who’d instigated them forming an official team. He led them out of the small elevator room in the parking garage, heading for his own car parked near the front entrance.

“Right, so about two years or so ago, Carter was approached by a broker to reclaim a stolen painting. A Monet, to be precise. It was illegally housed in a very, very secure vault, and the museum it belonged to wanted it back. Carter took the job but knew very well he didn’t have the necessary skillset. He’d heard, though, that two men had gotten into this vault before—Ari and Ivan. Ivan he couldn’t track down, but he managed to find Ari and pitched the job to him. Ari pulled us in, as it took all three of us to do that particular job.” A reminiscent smile softened Kyou’s face. “The job was a freaking pain from start to finish, but that’s when Ari and Carter fell for each other. Anyway, the broker who initially contacted Carter was not a good one. We’d had a run-in with him before, and the man was basically a scam artist. Mid-job, we belatedly realized that it was the same guy.”

Brannigan opened the door on the passenger side for Kyou, riveted by this account. “Was he using a different name?”

“Different name, different photo on the website. He’d burned too many people, see, and he had to change up his profile and do everything remote so people wouldn’t put it together. But of course, we did. Thankfully before the job was done.” Kyou eyed him holding the door open. “Are you seriously opening a door for me?”

“Because I’m a gentleman.” Brannigan said with amusement. “No one’s ever opened a door for you?”

“Well, no.” Kyou slid into the car with the air of a man who expected a snake to leap out and bite him.

Brannigan let this go. He’d get Kyou used to being taken care of at some point. It was just a work in progress at the moment. Jogging around, he slid into the driver’s side before prompting, “So you didn’t finish the job with the broker.”

“No.” Kyou clicked his seatbelt in place and settled back into the conversation. “Technically, we’re supposed to deliver the goods to the broker, and the broker turns that in and collects the payment from the client, then disperses our take to us. But see, that’s what went wrong last time working with the guy. He didn’t give us a fair cut and took the lion’s share for himself. There was no way in hell we were going to turn anything over to him. So Ari and Carter delivered the painting back to the client themselves. I handled the money transfer. We did pay Emura—the broker—because we didn’t want to get in trouble with the job site admins. They keep things regulated and fair, and it’s bad news if you do a double-cross. But I did report Emura and explain what he’d done. The site admins were not happy. He’s now permanently banned from posting or taking jobs. I don’t think he even has viewing access anymore.”

Brannigan looked both ways before pulling out of the parking garage. His mind churned as he took in this story, putting all the facts together. “So, in other words, Emura can’t work as a broker anymore.”

“Well, he can, but he’s having to work with some seriously sketchy people. People I wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole and a loaded gun. The site admins make sure there’s a layer of…protection? Rules, anyway, to keep things from getting really gnarly. Emura doesn’t have that safety net anymore, and he’s completely on his own. It’s the sort of lifestyle that leads to coffins in short order.” Kyou sighed wearily, head turning to look aimlessly out of the window. “Cutting him out of a quick payout was bad enough, but he’s apparently more upset that he’s now banned. No more easy jobs or marks for him to scam. I know he’s been looking for us ever since that job. Tricksy reported to me he’s been really digging the past two days. We made enough of a wave up here that people picked up on the story. I’ve taken precautions against him finding us, but…”

“But you think he’s going to find us anyway.” Brannigan frowned. That didn’t sound good at all. “What can he do?”

Kyou snorted. “What can’t he do? Depends on how mad he is. And how far he’s willing to push things to get revenge. I’m having a hard time tracking him right now because he’s staying very, very low profile.”

“So what you’re saying is, you’re not sure where he is, what he’s planning, or what his resources are.”

“Basically. You can see why I’m a little worried. And I suspect he’s the very guy who’s been ghosting, looking for us.” Softly, Kyou pleaded, “So let’s take some precautions, okay?”

“We’ll take precautions.” Brannigan shot him a firm look. “But that doesn’t mean either of us are hiding. We can’t turn ostrich every time a boogeyman starts making threatening noises.”

“I know, I know. I’m not suggesting that. But I do want to put in some extra security measures, just in case. I really don’t know when or how this guy is going to hit us.”

“That’s fine. We’ll talk about what to do after dinner tonight.”

Kyou looked around and seemed to realize in that moment that they were in his parents’ neighborhood. His expression changed from worried to slightly panicked. “Oh. Um…”

“You were so focused on the other problem that you didn’t think about the dinner tonight,” Brannigan guessed wryly.

“I, uh, maybe did that? Bran, with all that’s happened, maybe dinner tonight—”

“Dinner tonight is happening.” Brannigan knew he had to put his foot down now. Kyou was nervous about this meeting and would never agree to actually reschedule it. He’d postpone it until the grave. But if Brannigan could just get him through this initial meeting, and prove that Kyou’s fears were groundless, then they’d be over this hurdle with no problem. And while Brannigan liked Kyou’s family, he wanted to prove to his lover that his family of choice weren’t the only ones who wanted Kyou.

Kyou didn’t see it that way yet. He gulped nervously. “You sure?”

“Trust me, caro. Tonight will go very well.”
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Kyou

Kyou regarded the house—mansion was a more accurate term—in front of him and seriously considered bolting. Changing his name, disappearing for a decade, and maybe guzzling some sake. Cold sweat pooled at the base of his spine. He, of all people, was meeting the parents.

There was something cosmically out of alignment in the universe.

Brannigan’s warm hand slid around his waist, hugging him into his side. He leaned in to speak in a confidential tone, “Caro, you look like someone just walked across your grave. Then did it again just for kicks. There’s no need to be nervous.”

Kyou shot him an incredulous look because that was such a lie, he didn’t even know where to begin.

His lover’s face scrunched up a little as if he were trying not to show amusement. He failed. Badly. “I’ve seen you take out the Irish Mob with a smile on your face, and this unnerves you?”

“Excuse you very much, I didn’t care if the Irish Mob liked me. I could blow them to hell. Here, I have to be charming, and you do remember that my social skills are practically nonexistent?” Yeah, this whole thing was a bad idea. Kyou should save them all the embarrassment and just cancel, go back to his apartment, and hide in that mythical blanket fort he hadn’t built yet.

“Caro,” Brannigan said with a deep well of patience, “I know that in-person isn’t your strong suit. But remember that my parents already like you.”

Kyou frowned up at him. “They do?”

“You’ve been guarding their children for six years; of course they do. My father’s been very excited to meet you. The man’s pestering me on a near hourly basis. My mother’s a little harder to read, but even she’s texted me twice to make sure she serves food you’ll like.”

That settled his nerves. By about five percent, maybe six.

With that arm still around his waist, Brannigan hauled him up the steps leading to the front door. Kyou went along in spite of his better judgement. This was going to go so poorly.

The door opened before they could reach it, and Isabella appeared with a bright smile on her face. “There you are. Well, damn, Kyou. You are handsome. I see why Bran’s been so smug, now.”

Kyou flushed a little under the compliment. He’d put on the one suit he had, the same he’d worn to Brannigan’s train wreck of a date. He knew he looked good in it, but the way both siblings had reacted made him feel like he was a notch above ‘good.’ “Thank you.”

She reached out, grabbing his hand and giving it a squeeze. Isabella didn’t really look like her brother in many respects. They were superficially alike with the same lean, graceful build and olive skin tone. But in this moment, with that warm affection on her face, she looked startlingly like him. “I’m so very glad to finally meet you in person. Let’s make this a regular thing, alright?”

Kyou gave her a more genuine smile. “I’d like that very much.”

“Good. Come in. Papà is beside himself, he’s so excited. Mom’s threatened to sit on him several times.” Isabella turned and led the way in.

The foyer was damn impressive with the Italian marble columns, the highly polished tile floors, and the multi-million-dollar art casually decorating both walls. Kyou found himself automatically cataloguing every visible doorway, the back of his mind charting out an escape route, and he mentally slapped himself. This wasn’t a place he needed to run from. Old habits died hard, apparently.

They went into the room directly to the right of the front door.

Two people stood waiting on them. Of course, Kyou knew them both, although they’d never met. Mattias Genovese was the epitome of a gracefully aged gentleman, his hair now silvery in tone and softly brushed away from his face. There were more than a few wrinkles, but they only showcased the striking apple-green eyes in his face. He was incandescent with delight, practically shining under the force of it like a beacon.

In contrast, his wife was much more reserved. She stood next to him with a restraining hand lightly on his arm, her expression more curious. Deidra Genovese had been a model, once upon a time, and it showed even now in her bearing. She was undoubtedly who her children got their height from, standing a few inches taller than her husband, and the tasteful dark-blue evening gown set off her platinum blonde hair in a very studied way. Frankly, she intimidated the hell out of Kyou.

Brannigan introduced them in a steady tone, hand lingering on Kyou’s back. “Papà, Mom, this is Kyou. Kyou, I’m sure you already know my parents, Mattias and Deidra.”

“That I do.” Kyou appreciated the introduction regardless, as it served as a semi ice-breaker. He sucked in a breath and faced Mattias head-on. He stood at the same eye level, which perversely made it harder to do. “I’ve been waiting thirty years to say this to you. Thank you.” He felt the words burning in his chest, but said aloud, they didn’t impart all the emotion he felt. Kyou had dreamed of this moment sometimes, and the reality felt almost surreal now that he was in it. He’d prepared a short speech in his head, something impactful, but now that he was here, it vanished without a trace. All he could do was repeat those pitifully inadequate words, voice turned husky under the force of his emotion. “Thank you.”

Tears stood in Mattias’ eyes. He shook off his wife’s hand and grabbed Kyou up in a firm grip. Mattias kissed both cheeks, moving Kyou physically to do this like he was a doll, then hugged him hard. “Figliolo, you’ve no idea! I’ve wanted to see you for so long.” He pulled back, kissed both of Kyou’s cheeks again, then hugged him even harder, rocking him a little back and forth.

Kyou startled and felt awkward for a second. He was not used to hugs. Or men kissing his cheeks. But it strangely made him happy? Tentatively, he put his own arms around the man’s shoulders. Actually, this was nice. Strange, but nice. Was this what it was like, to be embraced by a father figure?

Hell, no wonder Remi was constantly ambushing them all for hugs.

“You,” Mattias said huskily against his shoulder, “are the first child I tried to save.”

Kyou startled all over again. “I am?!”

Drawing back, Mattias kept his hands on Kyou’s shoulders. There was nostalgia there, a memory long past lived. “When I chose to straighten out my life, I did so for the sake of my own children and beautiful wife. I didn’t want a life of violence for them. I thought, what better way to prove my good intentions, to atone for my many sins, than by trying to safeguard the next generation? But I didn’t know where to start. I went to the nearest foster agency, but they wouldn’t have anything to do with me. They didn’t trust me. It was a problem no matter where I went in Boston. So I hired an advocate for me, someone who would help me find children who needed help. He spent two weeks looking before he brought me the first case. Colorado.”

“Colorado Springs,” Kyou confirmed hoarsely. His mind whirled. He’d always wondered why someone from Boston had started in Colorado, but none of the records he was able to access had given any hint. It was prejudice? That’s what had driven Mattias so far out?

“My advocate found a case that seemed hopeless and made the appointment for me with the social services employee in charge of the case. The woman I met with was tired, so exhausted trying to manage so many cases with such little resources. I sat there in her cluttered office, offering her whatever she needed. I’m not sure if she believed me. I think she assumed I didn’t understand the scope of that promise. It was urgent, as you were very sick, in the hospital with no money for the surgeries you needed. She was ready to just give in and drink, I think, she was so stressed out from the situation. I told her I’d be wholly responsible for your medical bills. And she put me to the test—she agreed. I went straight to the hospital with her, talked to the many doctors and surgeons about you, and we came up with a treatment plan.”

Mattias gave a soft, watery chuckle. “They even let me hold you for a few minutes. You were so tiny and still, it unnerved me. You felt so fragile. You were only six pounds.”

Kyou did another double take. He’d had no idea the man had actually met him personally. He’d been held as a child?

“When Bran relayed to me what you’d said, that I’d saved your life, I kept casting my mind about. Who could it possibly be? I’d helped so many, but few of them were life-altering. You crossed my mind more than once, but I’d lost all track of you when you turned eighteen. It’s like you just vanished.”

“I basically did.” Kyou still reeled at this revelation. He felt like sake was definitely in order. Hell, he’d make do with wine at this point. Mattias’s eyes roved over his face like he couldn’t quite believe what his own eyes reported. Kyou found himself speaking without any real intent of revealing everything. “My last foster home, the parents were both engineers. They let me play with their computers, even build one from spare parts lying around. I learned a lot from them. I even worked summers at their company and picked up more. By the time I was eighteen, I’d been hacking here and there, and I was just good enough to be dangerous. In retrospect, I jumped the gun rather badly, but I went dark at that point. I wanted to repay you. I wanted to start building my own rep. I started keeping tabs on Bran”—he turned and cast a quick smile at the hovering Isabella who was watching this play out with wide eyes—“and Isabella. I couldn’t do much at that point, but I wanted to make sure your family was doing alright.”

“You started watching me at eighteen?” Brannigan demanded, tone rising with incredulity.

Kyou waffled a hand back and forth. “Not like now. I was just trying to keep tabs on you in a general sense. I had no idea what I could do to repay the favor at that point. And I wasn’t exactly top grade at eighteen. But by twenty-two, I’d gotten good enough to do a decent job. I based myself in Chicago. For reasons. That’s about the time when you started making really stupid decisions.”

It took a moment, then Brannigan lit up in remembrance. With a fond smile, he said, “Ah, yes. The Burton Project.”

“I lost hair over that hot mess express, so you can wipe that smile right off your face.” Kyou glared at him. A tic tried to develop at the corner of his eye just from the memory of that. “At that point, I realized that my intention to safeguard all of you had just become a monumental task, because this idiot likes to play with fire.”

Brannigan pressed in for a quick kiss. “Love you, caro.”

“You’re truly terrible and I do not know why I put up with you.” Kyou rolled his eyes to cover his embarrassment. Brannigan really didn’t think anything of being affectionate in front of an audience.

Someone cleared their throat from the doorway. “Dinner is served.”

Deidra responded, “Oh, thank you, Charles.”

Had Kyou somehow fallen into an old black and white movie? It would explain a lot.

With a graceful wave of the hand, Deidra said, “Shall we?”

Kyou followed them out. Brannigan took his hand for the short trip to the dining room, giving him an arch look as if to say, See? It was all fine.

Oddly enough, it did seem to be.

Dinner progressed far more smoothly than Kyou had feared and better than he had hoped. After they ate, they lingered around the table, conversation flowing freely. Kyou sat between Brannigan and Mattias, with Mattias asking Kyou one question after the next with absolutely no sign of slowing down.

Kyou ended up telling him the story of how he acquired his family, one person at a time, even Remi. He felt no qualms about doing so. If there was anyone who could be trusted to safeguard a child, it was this man.

Mattias listened with keen interest, a half-smile on his face. “It’s all so fascinating, what you’ve done with your life. I was so focused on making sure you reached adulthood, I guess I never thought to wonder what you’d be like as an adult.”

“Are you—are you disappointed? I didn’t walk a straight path.” Kyou’s largest fear was that Mattias would somehow regret his choice in Kyou.

The fear was dispelled instantly as Mattias shook his head, expression firm but with a paternal warmth. “Perish the thought, mio figlio. You are so much more than I hoped for. How could I possibly judge you and find you lacking?”

Those damned tears were back. Kyou was going to end up bawling at this rate.

Mattias looked like he wanted to hug him again. “You’re a blessing in so many ways. I’m happy to have you with us properly. And to hear that you have family too, that makes me beyond happy! The people you speak of, they sound like good men.”

“Some of the best.” Kyou meant every word of that. “It’s just like having four brothers, I think. Not that I ever had brothers. But it feels that way to me.”

“Then that’s what they are, don’t question that. Will I be able to meet them?”

“They’d love to meet you. They’ve all told me that. My niece especially wants to meet all of you. She’s helped me safeguard Brannigan and Isabella several times.”

Mattias blinked at him like a man suspecting his leg was being pulled. “At ten years old?”

Kyou snorted. “Wait until you meet Remi. Then you’ll understand. She’s incredibly sharp, and frankly, I fully expect her to outstrip me in time. When Ari first adopted her, she swore she wanted to be an assassin like he is. But the more time she spends hacking with me, the more she loves it. I think she’s going to change career paths.”

Popping his head around, Brannigan inserted, “I’ve seen her work, Papà. She’s amazing. And it’s not that she’s mimicking what Kyou is doing. She’s explained things to me when I’ve asked. Frankly, she’s going to be a holy terror when she turns eighteen.”

Shaking his head, Kyou corrected, “She’s a holy terror now. Fortunately, she has a very firm sense of morals. Otherwise we’d all be in trouble. But yes, Mattias, please meet her.”

This pleased the older man. “I will, then. Do you think I could be a grandfather to her? I’d like a granddaughter,” he added wistfully.

Kyou felt like that might be jumping the gun. Just a bit. He almost said so, but instinct held the words in check. He considered how excited Remi had been to finally meet Brannigan in person. How few contacts she had outside of her immediate family. He thought, too, of what excellent care Mattias showed for every child he helped. “I’ll let you work that out with her. I’m not sure if she really understands the idea of grandparents. She’s met Carter’s parents, and they’re nice to her, but they didn’t connect very well.”

Mattias nodded, a gleam of determination in his eye. “We’ll see how things go.”

He placed a personal bet with himself then and there that Remi had just gotten a new grandfather. Whether she knew it yet or not.

Brannigan once again leaned around him. “Papà, we might have some trouble coming. An old enemy of Kyou’s has tracked him down because of what happened—”

Kyou turned and hissed at him. “I can handle that.”

Eyeing him, Brannigan didn’t even slow down. “—and we’re not sure what the man’s up to or how he’ll strike. Just that he will as he’s going through considerable trouble to find Kyou’s whereabouts.”

Such a disobedient boyfriend. Kyou would have to punish him later.

“We’ll help this time.” Mattias must have seen the disagreement on Kyou’s face as he informed him in a thou-shalt-not-argue tone, “Kyou, you are mine. Not just because you’re dating my son, either. You’ve always been one of mine. I’m not content to sit on the sidelines and watch you struggle when I can help. I let you handle the last problem because you knew precisely what to do. This time, I want to be involved as well.”

Kyou stared at him, struck by those words. He really felt that way. Mattias looked at him and saw someone he wanted to protect and care for. Kyou sat, stunned at the warmth spreading through his chest, gripping his heart. Why had he ever feared he’d be rejected by this man? Why had he ever hesitated to reach out to him? Mattias had been waiting this entire time for Kyou to do exactly that.

This had been here, waiting for him to claim it, all this time. Kyou felt like an idiot for not realizing it earlier.

Mattias put a fatherly hand on his shoulder, tone gentle and coaxing. “I still have quite a few friends and contacts from the old days. Let me put some feelers out and see what information I can dig up. Alright?”

“Okay.” Brannigan Genovese had been right. Kyou had nothing to fear here and everything to gain. A brilliant smile broke out over his face. “Looking forward to working with you, Papà.”

Kyou got kissed on both cheeks again for that.
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Brannigan

Brannigan surveyed the scene with immense satisfaction. Everyone had met up at his townhouse to have a meeting on what to do next. His parents were here, as well as an old friend of his father’s, Piero. All of Kyou’s team were in attendance, including Aiden and Remi. The doctor looked tired, and a coffee cup seemed to be permanently attached to his hand, but he steadfastly refused to go home and sleep, even though he had just gotten off shift.

The first ten minutes of introductions, Brannigan wasn’t quite sure how things would go. His parents were keen on meeting people, and vice versa, but personalities didn’t always mesh well, even with the best of intentions. Remi especially was a question mark for him as he didn’t know her well enough to guess.

But Remi had surprised them all by walking right up to his parents and greeting them with a bright hello. In Italian. Mattias’s face had lit right up, and he’d immediately responded, bending down a little to her level. He’d asked her multiple questions, running the gamut from how she liked Boston and had she walked the Freedom Trail yet, to did she have the right computer to learn everything from her Uncle Kyou? No? Whyever not? It’s alright, Nonno will get that for you.

They ended up with his father in his favorite wing-backed chair, Remi sitting on the ottoman in front of him, both of them seriously discussing computers and tasers and where to find all the bad men in the city.

Brannigan watched this play out with an amused smile. Even his mother was charmed by her. She lingered nearby and fetched Remi a drink and cookies several times.

It wasn’t a serious meeting, not yet, and everyone was happy to get plates of desserts and finger foods while they waited on the last informant to arrive. Brannigan was glad everyone seemed comfortable in his home. He’d re-arranged the couch and chairs and brought in a few more chairs from around the house, trying to accommodate so many warm bodies. It seemed successful. People were relaxed and eating, chatting with each other. It felt strangely more like a party than a meeting.

Ari drifted up to his side, a slice of lemon iced cake in one hand, his eyes on his daughter. There was a certain amount of fond resignation in his expression. “Your parents just adopted my daughter, didn’t they?”

“Indubitably.” In a confidential tone, Brannigan admitted, “Between four uncles, two doting fathers, two enchanted grandparents, and Tricksy, I don’t think there’s any hope for Remi. She’s going to be utterly spoiled.”

“Five uncles,” Ari corrected with a long sigh. “My brother is just as bad. I think once Carter’s parents and siblings get to know her better, and vice versa, things will pick up there, too. Maybe we need more kids in this family to spread the love around. Remi’s case will be hopeless otherwise.”

That was a very intriguing idea. “You and Carter?”

“Eh, maybe. We’re talking about it but no decision there yet. Ivan and Aiden fully plan to once Aiden’s done with residency.” Lips pursed, Ari stared at his thief brother cuddled in next to Aiden on the couch. “Limits need to be imposed there, I think. Ivan’s the type to go hog-wild once he gets enthusiastic about a project. I fully expect to go over to his house and find he’s suddenly got a dozen kids.”

Ivan clearly heard him as he drawled, “You say this like it be problem. No problem.”

“Problem!” Aiden jerked in semi-panic, frantically shaking his head. “I am not raising a dozen kids. No. This is me, putting my foot down.”

Ivan tilted his head to look down at Aiden’s face, eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Okay. Half a dozen. Only six is good, da?”

“Are we negotiating this now?” Aiden rolled his eyes expressively. “Seriously, now?”

Looking about at their setting, and amused audience, Ivan shrugged. “Perhaps later be better.”

Aiden’s look at his husband conveyed, You think?

They were saved by the doorbell. Literally. Brannigan went to the front door to answer it and suddenly acquired Carter on the way, who oh-so-casually guarded him as he let Tricksy in. She noted the guard and grimaced.

“Good that you’re taking precautions. You’re not going to like this.”

Brannigan winced. “That bad?”

“Well, it’s certainly not good.” She sailed past him and into the living room as if she already knew the layout. (She probably did. Brannigan chose not to think too hard about that.) To the group already gathered, she gave a smile. “Hello, all. I bring bad tidings of no joy.”

“That’s not how that Christmas song is supposed to go.” Shaking his head, Kyou introduced her with a wave of the hand. “Tricksy, this is Mattias and Deidra Genovese and their friend, Piero. This is Tricksy, a good friend and one of the informants I hired.”

“Hello, everyone.” Tricksy sauntered over to shake hands and give Remi a quick hug. “Nice to meet you, wish it were under better circumstances. Is that cake I spy? God, I need sugar.”

Ari, being a wise man, fetched her a slice and handed it over.

Taking it, she inhaled the smell with a blissful expression. “You’re now my favorite. Let me eat a bite of this, then I’ll tell you how stupid things just turned.”

Brannigan didn’t like the sound of this at all. He went to join Kyou, sliding in next to him on the loveseat. Kyou shifted to allow this but didn’t take his eyes off the woman.

Tricksy in fact ate two bites before groaning in pleasure. “I want either the recipe or the name of the bakery before I leave tonight.”

“Done,” Brannigan promised her.

She shot him a quick smile of thanks before the expression was chased off by aggravation. Tricksy shifted to the only open chair, putting her near Remi. “Okay. So Emura, in his desperation, stupidity, and general depravity, did something I never thought a sane man would do. He’s started the criminal version of a GoFundMe with the intent of hiring an assassin to take K out. He claims he’s found exactly where you live. That he can track you through Brannigan. Probably isn’t wrong on the second part, not sure about the first. It hardly matters. He can find K.”

Kyou’s wince was so hard it was almost audible.

“Now, this is where the stupidity comes in. He’s made this visible, probably so people can readily find it, but that meant I found it. K and I both did, I should say. The idiot didn’t take the necessary privacy precautions when he set up the page.”

“I didn’t even have to hack into it,” Kyou pitched in with another wince. “It was a little alarming how much money he’d gathered and how many donors there were.”

Tricksy regarded him with a tilt of the head. “How many people have you pissed off in your career, anyway?”

Kyou shifted under all of the curious eyes, about as comfortable as a novice fakir on a bed of particularly sharp nails. “Too many. Apparently. Anyway, we called the meeting because donations came to something of a standstill yesterday, and Emura seemed to be on the move, looking for an assassin. Without physically getting out there to track him, I can’t figure out who. He’s being very careful to stay offline right now.”

Brannigan thought the reason for that fairly obvious. Anyone trying to take out a hacker would keep their online footprint as nonexistent as possible.

“This man is evading everyone I associate with,” Mattias informed the group. “I’ve found no word of him outside of the website.”

And it frustrated his father; Brannigan had seen him swear more than once. “Tricksy, were you able to figure it out?”

“I’ve been tailing him since last night.” She lifted the plate with her half-eaten cake in illustration, as if to explain why she needed the sugar rush. “The people he was meeting with are not people you’d even tell the time to, let me tell you. Seriously bad guys. He finally found someone to take the job sometime around o’dark thirty this morning. Ari, it’s a man by the name of Edgar Lewis. Ring any bells?”

Ari’s lips curled back from his teeth in a slow, menacing manner. You could call it a smile, if said smile was held between a stone wall and a spear point and forced to beg for its life. “I do indeed. Oh, this will be a downright pleasure.”

Ivan perked up, as hopeful as a dog eyeing a bag of new treats. “Is it playtime?”

“It’s totally playtime,” Ari assured him with dark promise.

Eyes bouncing between the two of them, Brannigan suddenly felt concerned for Boston. Hell was apparently about to break loose. He could not imagine what the man had done to garner this reaction.

Mattias cleared his throat. “I think we skipped ahead, gentlemen. Why don’t we go back a few steps and you explain?”

“This was, oh, some number of years ago. Kyou and I had done a single job together, so I knew him and Ivan by that point. I took a job to kill the head of a cult, and was happy to do it, as I hate cults. What I didn’t know at the time was that the person who hired me had, in fact, contacted three other assassins about the job before contracting me to do it. I spent a week planning, as the cult had a compound with some tight security. The night before I was set to go in, Edgar Lewis beats me to the target, but he doesn’t target just the cult head. Instead, he blows the compound to hell. It was not what my client wanted; he wanted to free his daughter from the cult. She gets very hurt in the blast, and the cult head wasn’t even there that night, so he goes to ground and is never seen again. I get in trouble because the client thought I’d blown the place sky high and injured his daughter in the process.”

Kyou picked up the story with an expression like a dark thunderstorm. “He contacted me for help, and I was able to prove his innocence, so the client forgave him. Still, it dinged his rep and jobs were hard to come by for about a year there. I remember you having to do some nasty jobs just to stay financially afloat.”

“It wasn’t a good year for me.” Ari raised his head and stared at Carter. A silent communication passed between the two men, emotions being conveyed without words at a level only lovers could achieve.

Carter gave him a serious nod. “Then let’s deal with this bastard. Is dynamite his signature weapon?”

“His fallback,” Ari corrected. “When the security is too tight for him to get through, he grows impatient and will blow it all to hell.”

Brannigan envisioned bombs being delivered to his office, possibly his home, or—worse—to his parents’ doorstep. He’d take a hard pass on that one. “I don’t like the idea of having to guard against bombs.”

“Oh, I’m not really suggesting it.” Ari had that evil gleam in his eye again. “There’s a reason, you see, why the client chose me over Lewis. It’s because I’m better. Even six years ago, I was better. And now…” He trailed off and looked around with a smirk at the men and women gathered. “Now I have a far better support base which makes all the difference. So, I repeat, I think Ivan and I should go play.”

Piero cleared his throat. “You want to assassinate the assassin before he can reach you.”

Ari was fully aware that Piero, in the old days, had been the main enforcer for the Genovese family. Now he was head of their security and he did a very good job of protecting his parents’ and their interests. It was why Mattias and Deidra had both insisted on him being at this meeting. But it was only partially to the Piero of today that Ari spoke. His words recalled a darker, more violent time. “Which is easier, Signor Piero? Defending or attacking?”

The old enforcer grunted. He’d never been a big man, but in that moment his short stature seemed as solid as any tank. “Then attack, Signor Benelli. I will defend.”

“Merci.” Ari turned to Tricksy next. “You know where both men are?”

Tricksy took a bite of cake, her arch look informing him just how stupid that question was.

“Apologies, dear lady.”

“Lady? Really?”

Ivan cleared his throat and intoned, “Fearsome siren who commands the wind and tides.”

“Much better.” Tricksy inclined her head toward him in a regal movement, accepting this as her due. “Only question left, how quickly do we want to move on this? Emura is paranoid and moving to a different hotel every night, so my intel on him is only good until tomorrow morning. I followed him to his new hotel so I know where he’ll be tonight. Same hotel for Lewis, too. Although he’s not acting as paranoid, I think he’ll stick with the same hotel until the job is done.”

Brannigan knew how he’d play this, at least, but this wasn’t his call to make. He had a vital stake in it, yes, as his heart was on the line. But so were the other men’s hearts, and their lives as well.

“I don’t see any reason to wait.” Carter looked from face to face as he said this, gauging reactions. “Right now, we have the element of surprise. They haven’t set up yet, they’re not ready to take us on. We’ll be flying by the seat of our pants if we go now—”

Kyou snorted. “This makes it different from other jobs, how?”

Point taken, Carter shrugged in agreement. “Not that our plans ever survive first contact anyway. But I think we should go now. Tricksy, you said they’re in the same hotel?”

“Same hotel, different wings, so they’re not close to each other,” she clarified.

Kyou seemed to think this was settled as he asked Ari and Ivan, “Who’s taking who?”

“I want Lewis,” Ari stated firmly.

Ivan pouted at Ari. “I want Lewis.”

Aiden gave him an odd look. “Why would you want Lewis? The man hasn’t done anything personally to you.”

“He’s more of a challenge to take out,” Ivan explained with a shrug.

Ari had his eyes on the ceiling, clearly praying for patience. “So how are we going to work this out?”

“Leg wrestle,” was Ivan’s bright idea.

Brannigan fully expected this to be shot down, but instead Ari set aside his plate and went straight toward the floor. Chuckling like a demented elf, Ivan promptly joined him.

To the older adults in the room, Kyou stated dryly, “I promise they’re not complete children. Evidence notwithstanding.”

Mattias looked at the two men with their legs earnestly locked, desperately trying to flip the other one, and there was laughter lurking at the corners of his mouth. “Let them have their fun. They have hard work waiting for them tonight.”

Personally, Brannigan thought they’d view getting rid of two dangerous thorns in their sides as a distinct pleasure. But he wasn’t about to say so. Aloud.
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Kyou

Once again, Kyou had Brannigan sitting in the chair next to him. Remi insisted on helping out, so she was across from Kyou in her own chair, with her laptop and set-up. They’d rearranged things in Kyou’s apartment so that they had enough room to put all of the computers next to each other and still have room to seat the peanut gallery. She had Mattias and Deidra on either side of her. Both of them were invested in how this night went, of course, but they were also rather captivated by the ten-year-old who explained in no-nonsense terms how she was hacking into hotel security and piggy-backing on their video feeds.

Kyou trusted her to do that as he tried to keep his finger on everything else. He had a message prepped to put on Emura’s site for after they took both idiots down. But that was for later. He was watching everything else—the streets and entrances to the Genovese family homes, and their main businesses, his own apartment, and of course tracking Ivan and Ari’s progress as they ghosted across the street and onto the hotel’s grounds.

They were set up in Kyou’s apartment to give the men after them a red herring. Make it seem like a normal night, with family and friends over, and K supposedly none the wiser that he had a target on his head. It was something of a gamble, this target, but they needed to buy themselves a little time. And as Carter often mentioned, time was a very hard thing to buy.

Ari’s voice spoke into all of their ears. “Widow, status on target.”

“Target meeting with someone in the lobby; they’re trading suitcases,” she reported promptly. Ivan had lost the leg wrestling match, and he was in charge of Emura. Ari was a little smug at having Lewis.

“Sounds like prep to me; he’s buying supplies.” Carter gave a slight grunt. “Alright, I’m set. How are we doing, guys?”

“I am sad and upset that hotel windows are sealed and won’t open.” Ivan did sound thoroughly put out about that.

Kyou winked at Brannigan before teasing in a mock-worried voice, “Oh no, Eidolon. Does that mean you can’t get in?”

“I will do bad, bad things to you later for saying that.”

Kyou snickered. Ivan was so fun to tease sometimes. Especially now, when he was already miffed that he had to go for the ‘softer’ target.

Aiden came out of the kitchen and handed him a cup of coffee before joining in on the teasing. “Baby, we understand if you need a minute to figure out another plan.”

“Betrayed!” Ivan howled in a low tone. “Betrayed on all sides!”

Remi giggled at the theatrics. She reassured the hovering grandparents. “Don’t worry, he’s teasing. Uncle Eidolon can always get in.”

“I have only my solnishko. Solnishko, my target in the room?”

“Yes,” Remi confirmed easily. “He’s eating pizza and drinking lots of little bottles. Room service dropped them off ten minutes ago.”

“Probably vodka. Bah, he make this too easy.”

“Ivan,” Kyou warned. “Don’t get bored and try to complicate this. Easy in and out, okay?”

“Da, da, no worries.”

Kyou and Aiden shared a speaking look of worry. All the worry. Because a bored Ivan Azarov was a dangerous creature, not to be trusted.

Aiden cleared his throat a little. “Let me put this a different way. Honey, if you get done early at work, there might be a surprise waiting for you at home.”

There was a weighty pause. “Is it the fun kind of surprise?”

“The very fun kind of surprise.” Aiden’s smirk spoke volumes.

“Oooh. I’ll be done like lightning.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“Smiley,” there was mischief in Ari’s voice as he asked, “do I get a fun kind of surprise too?”

“I’m sure Lollipop will do that for you,” Carter drawled back.

Aiden’s face compressed as he fought not to laugh. “Threesome, huh? I wouldn’t be opposed.”

“Ew!” Ivan protested. “Sex with a brother. Ew, gross. I need brain bleach now. Smiley, shame on you.”

“I love how this is suddenly my fault and not your husband’s.”

Ivan wasn’t in the least apologetic. “I can’t get him upset with me just now, future fun depends on it.”

“Daddy, what’s a threesome?”

You could practically hear Carter’s and Ari’s wince. “How about I explain that to you later? Like when you’re thirty?”

“Awwww.”

Kyou didn’t let the banter distract him. He assumed those two were fine, as they were chattering on like this, but of course had no idea where Ivan or Ari were. Ivan was a ghost on a regular basis, but Ari had his own tricks, and he’d picked up even more hanging around Ivan. They avoided all cameras with ease, even without Kyou helpfully pointing them out. It was why Remi was able to handle the hotel itself because her father and uncle had the situation well in hand.

He reviewed the footage of his own apartment, all of the Genovese properties, and still saw no sign that anything was wrong. “Tricksy, talk to me.”

“I still have found absolutely nothing to indicate that Emura hired anyone other than Lewis. And the rest of donors seem content to watch how this plays out. It’s looking pretty quiet out here, K.”

“Alright, then let’s get this over with. Malvagio, Eidolon, status?”

“Waiting,” Ari murmured in a voice so low as to be almost inaudible.

Remi’s head popped up over the line of monitors. “He’s in the right room, waiting on the target to get in.”

“Gotcha. Eidolon inside too?”

“I think so.” Remi’s shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. Ivan was hard to track.

A ghost of a whisper from Ivan, “Go dark.”

Kyou’s fingers immediately darted over his keyboard and turned everyone else’s ear mics off except his own, Ari’s, Ivan’s, and Carter’s. They’d talked about this and agreed beforehand that there were certain people that should not listen to a murder being committed. Remi was definitely one, but Aiden didn’t need to hear it either. The gentle-hearted doctor was accepting of them all, but there was no need to fuel his nightmares. He had enough bad dreams as it was.

Kyou listened intently, but aside from a gurgle and a hard thump against a wall, he couldn’t hear much of anything. They waited in taut silence for several seconds, Kyou straining his ears, not even daring to rest his hands on the keyboard for fear that the clacking of keys might cover up something. Brannigan sat just as tensely beside him. They were all tense as they waited.

A voice he didn’t know burst out, “The hell—”

Two thumps, hard and meaty, then a gasped, half-strangled swear word. Thrashing as feet kicked against the floor in dull thuds. Silence.

“Done,” Ari announced quietly. “Eidolon?”

“Also done. Emura didn’t even notice me.”

“You didn’t say anything to him. Why?”

“What use is talking to a dead man?”

“Huh. Guess that’s true.” There was a weighty pause, and then Ari whistled. “Porca troia! I’m so glad we got to him tonight. You wouldn’t believe the ordnance in this room. He’s got dynamite, C4, several boxes—dude was legit going to blow us all up to smoke us out.”

There were several swears from both Kyou and Carter.

“What?” Brannigan demanded, echoed by the other four.

Kyou turned sound back on even as he explained, “Malvagio reports that there’s a lot of ordnance in the room. Enough to blow up several buildings.”

“And then some,” Ari confirmed faintly. “Holy shit, I’m so glad I didn’t use a gun. I’d have blown us sky high. Okay, I’m out of here. Eidolon, get down to the car. I absolutely do not want to be anywhere near here as of five minutes ago. K, I don’t feel comfortable leaving that stuff laying around for anyone to trip over.”

“I’ll give you three minutes to get clear then get an anonymous tip in to the police. They can handle it.”

“Sounds good, man. Okay, I’m out of the building in ten seconds.”

“Already out,” Ivan said smugly.

“Well, Eidolon, next time you can tell me it’s a race and then we’ll see who’s faster.”

Mattias shook his head, a bemused smile on his face. “You all must be very, very good. Only the best can joke in situations like these.”

“Why thank you, Mattias.”

“Modesty, thy name is Eidolon,” Carter retorted.

“Why yes, it is, thank you for noticing.”

“Will you just get in the damn car already.”

“I’m in, I’m in, so bossy.”

Doors opened and slammed shut.

Ari sighed. “Alright, we’re out and gone. Do your thing, K.”

“With pleasure.” Kyou shifted priorities and picked up a burner phone first, putting in a tip with the police hotline and giving them the precise details, pretending he was an employee of the hotel. With that done, he pulled up Emura’s page and took down the top banner, replacing it with a very poignant message.

To those of you who donated with the intent of removing me, I have your names. Emura didn’t give you any privacy protection. He and the assassin he hired, Edgar Lewis, are dead. We took care of them.

We’ll take care of you shortly.

K

Eidolon

Malvagio

Carter Harrison

He posted, refreshed the page to make sure it showed up correctly, then sat back with a sigh of relief. “Done.”

Mattias stood so that he could see over the monitors. “I stand by what I said. I’ll help you clean this up.”

They’d already argued about how much the Genovese family should be involved in all of this. Kyou was of the opinion that supplying information was fine, but they shouldn’t do anything else. It would damage all of the hard work they’d already put into straightening up their lives, and he was loath to do that. Mattias didn’t agree.

“I still think the only good enemy is a dead enemy,” Deidra surprised him by saying. She had a very fierce expression as she looked down at not only her son, but the little girl at her side. “I do not like leaving things at a warning.”

“We’ll hit the larger donators; there were about six of those. They’re seriously bad men anyway, so we’ll be doing the world a favor.” Kyou looked at Brannigan as he said this, weighing probabilities. “But I think by the time we handle those six, the rest will go so thoroughly to ground that it will be impossible to find them without doing a lot of digging. They’ll be running scared for a while.”

Brannigan watched him with the same evaluation. “I think it’s alright to focus on the six and then keep open feelers out for the rest. Take care of them as they surface.”

“It’s the only sane approach,” Kyou agreed with a faint smile. “Otherwise I’ll be fused to this chair twenty hours of the day trying to find everyone.”

“No.” Brannigan’s stance was adamant. “You promised.”

Kyou softened, smiling helplessly at this man he was so completely head over heels for. He’d promised to live and love, and he’d hold to that promise. He had no desire to break it. “So I did. Let’s finish this cleanup and get back to doing what we really want to do.”


Epilogue

Kyou

It was safe to say that Kyou had never taken a vacation in his life. Sitting here on the beach, shades on, the waves gently crashing against the shore, with a cold drink in his hand, Kyou couldn’t remember what had been so important that it had kept him holed up in his various apartments like a hermit.

Especially with that view.

And no, he wasn’t talking about the ocean.

Brannigan had dipped into the water to cool off a little, but he was walking back now. With his dark hair slicked back, water still glistening on his skin, and the very, very skimpy Speedo, he was a vision. Kyou almost popped a boner from the sight alone. He lowered the sunglasses on his nose to take his lover in without any obstruction. Damn, the man was fine.

Seeing his reaction, Brannigan paused under the umbrella and struck a pose. “Enjoying the view?”

“You are utterly shameless, and yes, yes I am.”

Dropping to his knees, Brannigan leaned in to kiss Kyou with sweet, lingering heat. “Regretting not coming to a beach with me before this?”

“So many regrets,” Kyou bemoaned before kissing him back. He seriously entertained the idea of tackling the man to his back, but sand. Sand and sensitive skin did not a good combination make.

Brannigan pulled back, and there was a serious light in his eyes. “It’s been three months, my love. How are you feeling?”

Three months. Three months of hunting down the men who’d wanted Kyou and his family dead. Three months of stress, elation, and victory. Three months of oscillating between insanity and bliss. In those three months, he’d changed his world, including Brannigan in it. He’d seen two of his brothers marry as Ari and Carter spoke vows to each other in a wedding at the Genovese family home. Mattias and Deidra had firmly insisted on throwing them a wedding, and Ari, for one, was happy to let them as he frankly admitted he had no idea what to do. It had been quite the party. The Genoveses knew how to entertain, and they’d pulled out all the stops for the event. The ballroom had been decorated like something out of a fairytale. Kyou kept expecting a princess and a missing slipper to make an appearance at some point.

After the reception, he and Brannigan had retreated to the other man’s townhouse to indulge in drunken sex. Sated, sleepy, and still tipsy, Kyou had been on the verge of falling asleep in his lover’s arms when Brannigan had asked if Kyou would move in with him.

Kyou hadn’t known how to respond. Part of him wanted to. Part of him feared it was too soon. He’d asked for time to think about it.

Apparently, time was up.

Seeing his hesitation, Brannigan gentled his tone even further. “If you need more time, that’s alright. I’m just selfish. I want to come home to you every day.”

Blowing out a steady stream of air, Kyou turned to look out over the ocean. It was a little hard to meet Brannigan’s eyes just then. “I didn’t want to think about it before because I wanted us all safe first. Everything else was secondary to that. Now…holding myself back from you is a habit, I think. Even when there’s no reason for it, I still find myself doing it.”

Brannigan’s hand found his and laced their fingers together. Kyou’s eyes were drawn to their hands, and he stared for a long moment. He wondered if Brannigan meant for that to look as symbolic as it did—because he was sure the man wanted to twine their lives and hearts together, just like this, so that one couldn’t separate from the other. His head came up and he locked eyes with the man who had been the central focus of his entire world for nearly a decade. Funny, he didn’t think that would change much for the next fifty years.

Kyou informed his heart in needed to gather some courage. He was tired of fear keeping him from this man. Sucking in a breath, he found words. Maybe not the right words, but words regardless. “I want to move in with you. But I want more. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right.”

Delight lit up Brannigan like a second sun, rising in stages until he was blinding to look at. “Can we get married, then?”

“Yes. I—” Kyou had no chance to get what he wanted to say out next, as he was immediately hauled into an impassioned kiss. He responded just as ardently, but a little impatiently, as there was still something he wanted to say.

Brannigan eventually reined in his excitement enough to pull back and talk. “You said when we first met in real life that you didn’t have a true surname. Will you take mine?”

“You’re stealing all of my lines,” Kyou complained.

Laughing, Brannigan kissed him again, sweeter this time. “Kyou Genevese. I like it.”

“It sounds weird, but of course you like it.”

“I now feel this urge to cut vacation short and drag you home so we can get married immediately.” Brannigan tapped a thoughtful finger on his chin. “But I like seeing you so relaxed. Decisions, decisions.”

“How about you climb over here”—Kyou patted the spot on the large beach towel next to him—“we can try to avoid getting sunburned for another hour, then retreat back to the hotel for engagement sex?”

“Or,” Brannigan murmured as he threw a leg over Kyou’s waist, straddling him. There was a very determined glint in his eye. “We can have engagement sex now and even more engagement sex later before we call up friends and family to tell them the news.”

Kyou’s libido was still aroused, so truth be told, this idea wasn’t off-putting. Except… “Sand.”

“I promise we’ll be safe on the towel,” Brannigan murmured before he zeroed in on a particularly sensitive spot on Kyou’s neck and gave it a nice, hard suck.

Arching into it, Kyou’s eyes fluttered shut in pleasure. Still, he couldn’t help but rag on Brannigan a little. “If you get sand somewhere I don’t want sand, you’ll never hear the end of it.”

Brannigan laughed softly against his neck, and it had a rascally edge to it. “I like to live dangerously, you know that.”

That he did. And Kyou wouldn’t change it for anything.


To the fans who wanted Ari and Carter’s wedding scene:

Never fear, you will get it this Christmas! They deserve to have their moment, it just didn’t fit here.
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Dictionary

Russian Dictionary:

Bliat’ – fuck

Chert – damn

Da – yes

Der’mo – shit

Durak – fool

Horosho – good

Lyubimyy - beloved

Milij – dear/precious

Njet – no

Ohuenno – awesome (can be used sarcastically as well)

Pozhaluysta – please

Prosti menja – forgive me

Skotína – brute, boor, dolt

Solnishko – sunshine

Svoloch – bastard

Tvar’ – vile, mean, worthless

Vot zapadlo – an exclamation when a situation isn’t going your way

Yob tvou mat’ - motherfuck, fuckshit (used as an interjection like “Oh my god!”)

Zanuda – very boring person, pain in the neck

Zasranets – asshole

Italian Dictionary:

Basta ti prego – Stop, please!

Buonanotte, caro – Goodnight, dear.

Capiche/capisci/capisco – got it/understand

Caro – dear

Cazzo – dick (used like “Shit!”)

Davvero – really

Figliolo – son

Figlio di puttana – son of a bitch

Merda – shit, crap

Porca troia/porca putanna – shit!/son of a bitch!

Quanto sei bello amore mio – You’re so beautiful, my love.

Quello non va bene/ non va bene – That’s not right.

Scusa, parli italiano – Excuse me, do you speak Italian?

Stronzo – asshole

Ti voglio bene gattina di papà – Papa loves you, kitten.

Ti voglio, Papà – Love you, Papa.

Vaffanculo – fuck off
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Author

Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain if it’s 4 stars, honest.)

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group:  AJ’s Gentlemen!
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