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For Angela, who understands…




Prologue

“ZACH, STAY THERE, honey.”

“But, Momma—”

“It’s okay. Momma’s, okay.”

Momma said she was okay and Momma didn’t lie to him, but there was so much yelling and he was scared. How could she be okay with all that yelling? He wanted to scream, but Momma told him to stay real quiet. He wanted to go see what was happening, but Momma told him to stay in the stream and finish washing. It sounded like Momma needed help. But he was just a little boy and Father always told him he was no good at anything, so what could he do to help anyway?

But she was his momma and she was the only one who loved him.

That shouting was getting louder, but he couldn’t hear Momma yelling back now; she was crying and making a funny noise. He was going to go help; he didn’t care if Father said he was a useless little shit. She was his momma. He looked down so he’d put his hand on the right rock to hoist himself out of the water, but something was wrong. The clear water of the stream was all red—the brightest red he’d ever seen.

Zach screamed.

Zach wasn’t sure if the scream in his nightmare carried over into the real world—he hoped not. He sat quietly for a moment, listening. He couldn’t hear anyone coming toward his room. Sweat danced trails down his back and plastered his hair to his head. His body was working through the last of the tremors as his breathing slowly calmed back to normal.

This wasn’t the first time he’d had this nightmare, and it wouldn’t be the last. But it seemed worse this time, and Zach couldn’t quite work out why. Perhaps it was the turmoil of the last few days.

Three days ago, Zach had fled his father’s religious cult with two young girls, one a maybe fourteen-year-old who’d been about to be forced into marriage with his father. The three of them had almost literally crashed into two men, Ben and Ethan, who had been searching for Ethan’s infant nieces. The little girls had been kidnapped by their father and taken to the cult. It had all been such a mess, made even worse by his father’s plans for the mass suicide of the cult members.

But he was safe; the girls were safe; everyone was safe. Ben and Ethan and the FBI—they’d saved everybody.

Right now he was sleeping in the house of Ben’s brother, Cameron. Cameron had also helped in their eventual rescue. Just thinking about Cameron woke up the butterflies in his belly, causing them to flutter around like crazy.

When he’d first encountered Ben out there in the wild, he’d thought him beautiful—and then he’d seen him kissing Ethan. Raised as he had been, secluded from the world in his father’s cult, Zach had no idea men could be together in the same way the men had been with the women of the cult. He hadn’t known such a thing was possible. Suddenly, the way Zach had always watched the men of the cult with such fascination and yearning had made sense. He finally made sense.

But all of that was nothing compared to how his body had reacted when he had seen Cameron for the first time. Beautiful hadn’t seemed a good enough word to describe Cameron. Zach didn’t even know of a word that could define the perfection he saw in Cameron Cronin. All he could think was how he wanted to press his lips to Cameron’s just like he’d seen Ben do to Ethan.

For now, the remnants of the nightmare clung to him, refusing to leave him in peace, so he knew he’d never get back to sleep. In the past, there’d never been anyone to comfort him, no one for him to go to for a few whispered words or a gentle touch to ease him through the lingering terror, but tonight Cameron’s face flashed in his mind, so he pushed the covers back to go in search of him. Everyone had been kind to him since his escape, but there was something about Cameron, something he didn’t understand but knew it made him feel good—safe—anyway.

As soon as he left his room, he noticed lights toward the end of the long hallway and heard soft voices coming from the same direction. Zach walked quietly, unsure of his welcome.

Four men sat in the room at the end of the hall: Cameron, Ben, Ethan and the FBI agent who’d been in charge of the raid on his father’s cult, Alec Banner. They were talking, and none of them seemed to notice his arrival.

“Cameron,” he called softly. His voice was so quiet he wasn’t even sure if Cameron would hear him from across the room, but he must have because he jumped up from his seat, immediately striding forward.

Zach’s tummy churned in that good way as Cameron came toward him. Everything about him was so perfect. He was tall and broad, thick muscles cording his arms and legs. He was so handsome. His face looked hard, as if it had been chiseled from stone, all angles, but it was stunning to look at. He had a bit of stubble covering his jaw, and Zach yearned to scrub his fingers over it just to see if it scratched his skin like he thought it would. Cameron’s pale-blue eyes never wavered as he watched Zach with concern.

“You okay, Zach?”

“Only a nightmare,” he replied, nodding his head.

“Do you want to sit with us for a while?” Cameron asked and Zach looked over his shoulder at the other men, shifting his gaze to each of them.

“No, that’s okay. I just…needed to know you were here.” His words sounded pathetic to his own ear, but he saw only concern in Cameron’s gaze.

Cameron reached out an arm as though he was going to touch him and then just as quickly pulled it back. “I’m right here, Zach. I’m not going anywhere…you’re not alone anymore.”

Zach nodded, suddenly embarrassed a dream had chased him out here to these men like a frightened child. He nodded and turned to walk back to his room.

When he got there, he pulled his blankets onto the floor, hoping the familiar hardness of the ground would help him sleep. Comfort wasn’t something he was used to.

Cameron had told him he wasn’t going anywhere. He’d also offered for Zach to stay here with him until he got himself sorted out. The rest of the cult members were staying together. They’d set up a campsite just outside of town until the FBI had interviewed them all, but Zach didn’t want to go with them. He’d always been invisible to most members of the cult—an outcast even among outcasts.

Zach had accepted Cameron’s offer because he’d need help learning how to live in this strange new world he’d been dumped in. He’d lived on the periphery growing up, knowing there was another world there but not really understanding it. Hushed and whispered conversations of the decadence and sinfulness of the world had often reached his ears. Awed stories about televisions and phones and other such evil inventions of mankind had often enthralled him. Regardless of the threads of knowledge he had, though, he really knew so little of this world he’d suddenly been thrust into since his escape. And with his father arrested and the cult disbanded, there was no going back behind the closed walls of their commune. He’d have to find his way in this world, and he’d have to find it alone—or perhaps not as alone as he’d thought, if Cameron was truthful with him.




Chapter One

CAMERON

 

“Come on in, Zach. Cameron, you can wait out here if you like.” Alec Banner spoke with the kind of calm authority you’d expect from the FBI.

“Zach?” he asked because as far as he was concerned Zach was running this show and Cameron would follow his lead.

Zach looked at him, his eyes wide with nerves. “I’d rather you come in with me if you can.”

It was settled. Cameron would be going in whether Banner liked it or not if that’s what Zach wanted.

It had only been a week since the raid on Arnold Piper’s cult, and the FBI was finally getting around to interviewing Piper’s son, Zach. Cameron glanced at Alec, who gave a stiff nod and led them into the stark interview room. From the looks of the room, if Cameron didn’t know better, he’d think Zach was the criminal here. The space was cold and imposing, designed to unnerve those who entered.

“Take a seat. We’ll be taping the interview. Okay, Zach?”

Zach nodded and Alec got right to business, officially beginning the recording and asking his first of probably many questions.

“Zach, what is your relationship to Arnold Piper?”

“He’s my father.”

“And you’re the eldest child?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Think so?”

“I’m not positive my father has any children older than me because he kept me out of his life, but I do have younger brothers and sisters.” Zach glanced at him nervously. Cameron knew Zach wasn’t shy, but he also didn’t enjoy talking about his father. Zach wore his shame, because of who his father was, like a badge of disgrace.

“And what is your understanding of your father’s position in the Star of Life Commune?”

“Um…he’s in charge. The leader. My father believes he is god’s representative on earth.”

“I see.” Alec looked at his notes and tapped the page with his pen. “Could you briefly tell me about the day-to-day life of the cult? Who did what, etcetera?”

Zach flicked another glance toward him, and Cameron could tell he was a little lost by the broad question. Where did you begin with something like that? Alec was astute enough to pick up on Zach’s confusion and rephrased his question.

“Start by telling me what your father’s job was. What did he do each day?”

“Father preached a lot. He’d get everyone together and talk about god every day for hours. He’d tell us what god expected from us, what we needed to do to please him. He’d talk about the world outside our camp. Father would tell us the worst parts of it; twist it so we were afraid to leave his camp. He’d talk for hours on the evils of the cinema and technology and such. I don’t even know if half the stuff he said was true. When he finished, we all had chores to do, but Father never worked. After he preached, he either went to meet with Mr. Watson and Mr. Lloyd and some of the other older men or he’d go off with one or more of his wives.”

“How many wives did your father have?”

“Seven.”

“Was that common for the men to have more than one wife?”

“Yes. But no man was allowed more than Father. The number of wives showed his importance. And for the women, it was supposed to be a great honor to marry Father or one of the other higher-up men.”

Cameron shook his head at the arrogance of men like Arnold Piper. If he lived to be a thousand, he didn’t think he’d ever understand the desire some people had to hold such power over others.

“And can you tell me the ages of your father’s wives?”

“Not for sure. We don’t know our ages, don’t celebrate birthdays, but I’m sure his last wife couldn’t have been more than fifteen when he married her two years ago because I remember her as a baby.”

“What did the cult members call your father?”

“We all call him Father. Even his wives call him that.”

Cameron watched as Alec shifted uncomfortably on his seat, his gaze quickly ghosting over the deformed fingers of Zach’s left hand. Cameron suspected he wasn’t going to like the question that came next.

“What about you, Zach? As the eldest son of ‘Father,’ how many wives did you have?”

“None.” Zach’s response was fast and sharp like a whip crack.

“None? We know younger men than you from the camp already had at least one wife, so I find it hard to believe your father didn’t have you married off. As his eldest son, there must have been some prestige, some importance attached to it. Weren’t you being groomed to take over one day? Perhaps you married little girls as well and simply don’t want to confess. Don’t want to get in trouble for it.”

“Alec!” Cameron jumped to his feet as the name flew indignantly from between his lips. What the hell was this?

“Sit down, Cameron, or I’ll have you escorted out.”

“He’s not the one in trouble here,” Cameron retorted, leaning over Alec who remained seated, completely unimpressed with Cameron’s attempt at intimidation.

“And I have to ask these questions to make sure. So, please. Sit down.” Alec gestured to Cameron’s seat with his eyes, but Cameron remained standing and continued glaring at the FBI agent.

“Does he need a lawyer?” Cameron asked through gritted teeth.

“It’s his right.” Came Alec’s indifferent answer.

“It’s okay, Cameron,” Zach said as he pulled on Cameron’s fingers. It was his gentle tug that finally had Cameron’s ass back in his chair, though his anger remained potent; he wasn’t fond of Banner’s insinuations, and he sure as hell didn’t like the hurt in Zach’s eyes because of them.

“I had no wives because Father never believed I was good enough. I was a disgrace. He either pretended I didn’t exist or took out his anger on me, but I wasn’t important, and he’d never have let me have a bride.” Zach kept his head down as he spoke, waves of shame seemed to roll from him.

Cameron glanced at Alec as he took in Zach’s words, evaluating them for truth. He’d heard the vulnerability in Zach’s voice, the pain, and had known instantly he was being honest, and his anger at Arnold Piper for what he’d done grew like a living thing.

“All right, let’s move on,” Alec conceded. “How did the Star of Life Commune come to be living in tents in the Shoshone National Forest?”

“Until just a while ago, we were living on farmlands. I’m not sure where. Father never shared those details with me. There was a big farmhouse where Father and his wives and youngest children lived. Everyone else lived in cabins, and we had cows, chickens, horses and such. We grew our own food, did our chores, and went to Father’s sermons. We weren’t allowed television or anything too modern. We lived simply. I don’t know what happened, but one day Father told us we needed to leave, so we packed up what we could into the buses and just left. Father said we’d camp until god provided us with a new home. It’s happened a couple of other times I can remember.”

“So this wasn’t the first campsite since you left the farm?”

“No. We’d moved around a few times. Father said god was guiding him to our new home.”

“And no one argued with your father about leaving the farm or moving campsites?”

Cameron kept his gaze on Zach as he took his time, considering his answer. The emotions playing across his face were a mixture of disgust, amusement, and anger.

“Nobody argued with Father over anything. Father told you who to marry and when. He told you who and what was good and who and what was bad. Arguing with Father was the same as arguing with god.” Zach took a steadying breath and continued, “I remember this one man stood up to him once. Told Father he wasn’t gonna let him marry his sister because she was too young. My father beat that man bloody for going against god. Kicked him out of the commune. Nobody ever saw him again, and Father married his sister the next day.”

“What was her name?” Alec asked.

“Cathleen,” Zach replied. “She’s still married to Father, but she won’t help you. She said it was the greatest honor of her life marrying Father—even after she’d watched him beat her brother.”

Cameron’s fists clenched, his nails digging into his palms. Zach’s handsome face looked haunted, as though he’d never get over the fact that his father had been such a monster. Cameron itched to reach out and touch him, hold him, offer him some sort of support, tell him none of it was his fault—his shame. He dug his nails in farther.

It was dangerous for him to feel too much for anyone, let alone a man he was so drawn to. And he was drawn to Zach, not just physically—even though he was gorgeous—but something about Zach spoke to Cameron. His naiveté, his sweetness, or the way he looked at the world through almost childlike eyes? Or maybe it was his strength of character. Cameron couldn’t pin down what called to him, but something did.

“Ben Cronin and Ethan Stone have made a statement that a week ago they came across you, Sophia Jacob, and Mary Jacob in the bush, approximately ten miles from Hawk’s Rest. Can you explain why you were there?” Alec continued.

“Phia—Sophia—came to me because my father was going to marry her sister, Mary. She’s only around fourteen or fifteen, we think, and she was scared. I offered to help them get away.” Cameron noticed Zach shaking as he spoke, so he leaned over and gently squeezed his shoulder to remind him he was there, and he wasn’t alone.

“Was that the only reason you fled?” Alec asked.

Zach looked at him and gave a tiny smile. “No. Father had always let it be known he had what he called the Jonestown Protocol. It meant that on the say-so from god—so really on Father’s say-so—we were all to go to god.” Zach finished abruptly.

“What exactly does that mean—go to god?”

“The parents were to give the children a ‘special drink’ that would put them to sleep and send them to the lord, and Father had pills for the adults. Anyone who didn’t go through with it—well, Father had his soldiers who would take care of them with their guns.”

“I see.” Alec cleared his throat. “Go on.”

“I’d overheard Father telling Mr. Watson, on the same day Phia came to me, it was time for Jonestown on the Friday. I’d planned to get out, anyway, to try to bring back some help.”

Cameron didn’t hear too much more after that. His mind was stuck looping around in the terror Zach must have endured knowing his own father was going to order the deaths of every person Zach had ever known—including his own sons.

What felt like hours later, Alec finally asked his last question—at least for now. Zach would be answering questions about his father for the rest of his life.

“Interview concluded at three twenty-nine p.m.” Alec clicked off the recorder. “Thanks, Zach. You did well. I’m sorry if it got a little rough, but we have to make sure we get this guy.”

When the three men stood, Cameron offered Alec his hand. “Thanks, Alec. Sorry about before.”

“I understand, and believe me, I hate having to ask those things.”

“Can he expect another interview soon?”

“With Maggie’s testimony, and others from the cult, we’ve probably got enough for the indictment hearing, but once we get the indictment, the prosecutor will go through things far more thoroughly. We know where he’s staying if we need him, anyway.” Alec said.

“Good. Okay, we’ll see you later then.” Cameron wanted to get Zach out of there.

“Take care, Zach. See you, Cameron.”

Cameron put his hand on the small of Zach’s back and guided him out the door and down the hall. They reached the large room they’d been waiting in earlier, and Cameron recognized two young girls waiting in there. Phia and Mary were sitting with an older lady whose resemblance to them told Cameron she was probably their mother.

Zach moved quickly toward them and all three stood. Only Mary wore a smile. As Zach reached them, the older lady stepped forward and raised her arm, bringing her hand down, with a sharp crack, on Zach’s cheek. Cameron lurched forward and grabbed Zach’s shoulders as he flinched back.

“Don’t you speak to us, Zachary Piper. You are a disgrace to our lord and your father.” The woman spat.

“Mother—”

“No, Mary. Our Father Piper has been shot and may be going to prison because of this—” she gesticulated with her hand toward Zach as though she couldn’t come up with a word bad enough to call him. “Many of our men are in jail because of him. You ruined everything, Zachary. Father should have gotten rid of you, too, when he—don’t come near us again. You are unwanted by any of us, Zachary.” The woman grabbed the girl’s hands and yanked them back down on their seats and deliberately turned her head away. The older one, Phia, looked at her feet, but Mary looked at Zach, her expression grim.

Cameron had heard more than enough. He understood being blinded to somebody’s faults, but the first steps to freedom involved facing the truth, and this woman needed to hear it.

“He saved your life, lady, these girls’ lives—all of your lives. He stopped a pedophile from getting his hands on your fourteen-year-old daughter. You should be on your damn knees thanking him,” Cameron hissed through gritted teeth. He didn’t think he’d ever wanted to throttle someone before, and he couldn’t say it was a pleasant feeling.

“It’s okay, Cameron. Let’s just go.” Zach’s voice was so soft as to be barely heard. Cameron followed him as he headed for the door, the hunch in his shoulders easily discernable and making it even harder for him to walk away from that woman without giving her more of his mind.

They reached his car without a word passing between them. Zach silently climbed in, his face turned toward the window.

“Zach, I’m so sorry. You didn’t deserve what she said.”

“I ruined their lives.”

“You saved their lives, and one day they’ll damn well understand that.” Cameron was so angry he thought he may actually snap the steering wheel, which he currently held in an iron grip.

“Thanks for being there for me.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Zach. I told you I’ll be here whenever you need me.”

Zach turned to him then and their gazes held. “I might need you a lot.”

“It won’t be a problem. I promise.” He winked.

Zach scrutinized him for a while before finally smiling, the tension in his shoulders easing. “Still gonna teach me how to drive this thing?”

“Soon as you get your permit,” he answered and revved the engine.




Chapter Two

ZACH

 

“So it’ll be like what we watched on your TV but really big?” Zach asked, completely unable to contain his enthusiasm. Cameron was taking him to the movies. His first visit ever and he was wide-eyed with excitement.

“Yeah, and louder. Sometimes the seats actually vibrate with the sound.” Cameron kept his eyes on the road as he drove. He hadn’t said as much, but Zach knew Cameron was taking him today because his father’s court hearing was only a few days away and because he was still reeling from the run-in with Mary and Phia’s mother a few weeks ago.

What she’d said about him ruining everything and being a disgrace had hurt. All he’d wanted to do was keep them alive. He’d never stopped for a second to think maybe they had wanted to go to god. Even if he had, he’d have done the same thing because of the children. They at least deserved to have more of a life, a longer one.

“So we’ll be seeing another Thor movie? The third one?”

“Yep. You’ve watched the first two at home so I thought it might be good to see the next one on the big screen. I hear it’s the best—and the Hulk’s in it.”

“From the Avengers.” Zach enjoyed television—well, movies anyway. He wasn’t as sure about reality TV, as Cameron had called it. He didn’t really get the purpose of it and couldn’t for the life of him see anything real—or entertaining—about it.

“We’ll get popcorn… Have you tried it before?” Cameron asked.

“No. I’ve had corn, though.” Zach flushed. Sometimes he didn’t know whether or not to be embarrassed about how little he knew or how few things he’d tried, but Cameron always told him it was what it was and not to worry. There was plenty of time for him to try stuff.

“Really not the same thing, but I’m sure you’ll love it.”

They pulled into the parking lot and Zach slid out of Cameron’s truck. It was bigger than a lot of the cars he’d seen on the road, but its size suited Cameron.

Together they walked the short distance to Big Horn Cinema and Zach stood back while Cameron bought tickets for them. He’d had no idea how money worked until he got away from the cult, and he really needed to ask Cameron how he should go about getting some. Seemed you needed it for everything.

“Okay, let’s get some snacks.”

Zach followed Cameron over to an area of the lobby that smelled amazing. He could see some of the chocolate candy Cameron had given him that first day at his place, and his mouth watered. He loved the taste but tried not to be too greedy. He didn’t have money to buy more.

“All right, so shall we get a jumbo popcorn to share and a couple of sodas?” Cameron asked.

Zach looked at the popcorn behind him. It was where the wonderful smell was coming from so Zach couldn’t wait to try it. He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please. It smells really good. And could we… Could we share a candy bar?”

“I think we can manage one each.” Cameron smiled.

Cameron handed over more money and then gathered their items before leading him into a large room filled with seats all facing toward a huge screen.

“Oh wow. It’s enormous,” Zach gasped. How did they make the picture fit on the screen? He remembered his father’s rantings on the evil of cinemas. His father was so wrong about everything. Zach was betting he’d be wrong about this too. There was nothing evil here.

“Come on,” Cameron called, and Zach followed him toward the rear. There were a handful of other people spread throughout the room, but Cameron led them to the middle of the empty back row.

As they took their seats, Cameron showed him the drink holder. They set the popcorn between them, and Zach popped a handful into his mouth. It was salty and soft but kind of chewy. He hadn’t had anything like it before, but it was amazing.

“Good?” Cameron asked.

“Mm-hmm,” Zach grunted around his mouthful. “Delicious,” he said when he’d finally swallowed what was in his mouth.

He watched as Cameron took a handful and popped a few bits in his mouth. His jaw worked as he chewed, and Zach stared, fascinated, as his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. It was really quite difficult to look away from Cameron sometimes.

“Explain to me about Father’s court hearing again? What will happen?” Zach asked. He shouldn’t have because he didn’t want to ruin the mood by bringing the topic up, but he didn’t understand what was going on. Sure Agent Banner had tried to explain, but it was all big words and meanings he didn’t know. Cameron would explain in a way he understood.

“Well, I’m not big on the law, but my understanding is the prosecutor—that’s the man who is going to fight to put your father in jail—has called a grand jury to get an indictment.” Cameron kind of rolled his head and shrugged his shoulders. “It means a group of people will listen to evidence—including what you’ve told Alec regarding your father—and decide if he should be charged. That’ll be happening in the next few days.”

“And if he is charged?”

“Then he will go to trial where somebody will decide if he’s guilty or not.”

“But he is guilty.” He’d told them all what happened. Cameron had explained marrying young girls was illegal, so his father was guilty. Why didn’t he just go to jail?

“The legal process can be very long, Zach. Everybody is entitled to a fair trial. Your father will get a chance to defend himself.”

How could he possibly defend what he’d done? How could it be excused? In the commune, Father decided if somebody had done something wrong, and you certainly weren’t allowed to defend yourself. Knowing how bad the commune was, though, maybe the way things were done out here was better.

The lights were dimming, and Zach wasn’t going to let thoughts of his father ruin his first theater experience, so he put Father and crimes and juries to the back of his mind and turned to the screen.

The giant screen lit up, revealing an advertisement Zach recognized from the TV. A few more played, and then the screen got even bigger as music began, and Zach knew from the credits that the movie was starting.

It was so loud and so large that the booms of explosions and the loud music rocked his entire body and sent shivers up his spine. He grabbed Cameron’s hand, not because he was scared but because he wanted to share this with him in a physical touch. He didn’t let him go for the entire movie. And Cameron didn’t seem to mind at all, only turning to him several times and smiling when Zach jumped or gripped tighter as he was carried away by the action on screen. Touch had never been a big part of his life—especially not gentle touch—but holding Cameron’s hand was far better than he ever would have thought.

 

“ALL RISE,” THE stern-faced bailiff called out into the quiet of the courtroom.

Everyone quickly ambled to their feet, apart from Zach’s father. Arnold Piper had earlier declared the law of man did not apply to him. Therefore, these proceedings did not concern him. Only the law of god meant anything to him—though Zach noticed it was his father’s own twisted interpretation of god’s law he seemed to follow.

Even as the elderly judge entered the room and turned a baleful glare upon his father, Zach could see he remained seated. His father was completely unwilling to give any legitimacy or respect to this court.

“Mr. Piper, I see you remain unwilling to stand. That’s okay, sir. We can just tack on another contempt of court charge for you,” Judge Harrow boomed as he took his seat. The judge was a loud man, and even when he was speaking calmly, his voice thundered through the courtroom. Zach would hate to be around if the man chose to really let loose and shout at someone.

Once the judge was seated, the others in the courtroom took theirs. It was a large room, made to look small simply because of the number of people who had squashed themselves inside. Even more were waiting in the halls, trickling through the building and out the front doors. There was a sea of people; many of whom had come to gawk at the crazy cult members. Even more were here to see the Hollywood stars who had somehow become embroiled in this horrible scandal. They were all here to see if his father was going to be indicted for his crimes.

The stars, Ryan and Lucas, sat behind him alongside Ben and Ethan. Cameron was at his side, just as he had been for the last several weeks through this nightmare of his existence. Zach hadn’t known what a Hollywood star was when he’d first met Ryan and Lucas. He hadn’t even seen a television. Whispered stories from people who had come to join his father’s cult and his father’s fire and brimstone ranting had brought the outside world into the sanctuary of the commune but seeing things—experiencing them—had been unlike anything he could have imagined.

Zach often watched repeats of the Witches’ Hammer over and over again, pausing on the faces of the men he actually knew in the flesh and desperately trying to make sense of how it was possible. For a while, he had thought of technology as some kind of magic, but he loved it all—especially the movies.

In any event, they were all here today—these men who surrounded him. The famous stars, Cameron, who hadn’t abandoned him since he’d been practically dumped on his doorstep, and the two men who’d rescued him and the rest of the cult.

Ethan looked awful. Zach knew his sister, Maggie, was gravely ill. Ethan and Ben were guardians to her twin daughters during her illness, and it was obviously taking its toll—the man’s pain was carved into his face. Zach was touched Ethan had taken time away from his sister to be here for him today. He’d never been cared for in his father’s cult, but he had people who cared now.

“I’ll make this quick so the media can get their headlines out on time. Mr. Piper, the grand jury has returned a true bill finding sufficient evidence to send you to trial for charges of rape of a minor, deprivation of liberty, and conspiracy to commit murder. Mr. Saunders, you’ve already put forward another bail request for your client and I am again denying it immediately.”

“But your honor, my client has no previous convictions—”

“Let me save us all the time, Mr. Saunders. Your client has made it abundantly clear he has no regard for the law of this court. Given he is also used to a transient life, I find there is nothing to compel him to remain for trial if he were to be released on bail. Therefore, he will be remanded in custody until the trial date. That is all.”

The gavel thudded on the bench, making Zach flinch at the harsh sound. Before he’d even comprehended what had just happened, Zach was following everyone else to their feet again as the judge left the room with the same fanfare and swiftness as he’d arrived.

“Are you okay?” Cameron quietly asked.

“I’m not sure what just happened,” Zach admitted, turning to look at the man beside him. Cameron was watching him with the same compelling intensity that he often did. It did funny things to his insides when he caught Cameron looking at him like this.

Cameron was perhaps an inch or two taller than Zach, but despite having put on weight since escaping his father’s cult, Zach still could have used a few pounds. Cameron was much broader and heavier.

“Your father is remanded to trial, so he’ll be going back to jail now and will stay there until his trial, which will probably be a few months down the track.”

“So he won’t be getting out today? He can’t get me?” He hated the vulnerability in his voice, but where his father was concerned his weakness was ingrained.

Cameron’s warm fingers quickly touched his cheek before he pulled his hand back, as he always did, and then rested it on his shoulder. “No, Zach, he can’t get you. I’d never let him hurt you, anyway, even if he did get out.”

The funny little feeling fluttered in his insides again. He wanted to say something to Cameron. Something to assure him he was grateful for everything Cameron had done for him.

“Great news, Zach,” Ben said as he approached from behind.

Zach turned to face him. Despite being Cameron’s twin, they didn’t look much alike at all. Ben was much shorter, but Zach knew he wasn’t a man to be messed with. Behind the almost perpetual smile he wore, there was danger lurking in Ben. His partner, Ethan, only ever looked happy when he was looking at Ben.

“Yeah. At least we’re all safe for a while longer.”

“He won’t be getting out, Zach. Too much evidence against him. Especially with a few of the members willing to testify,” Ethan said. He liked Ethan, even with his sometimes terse demeanor. He’d caught him a couple of times this morning goofing around with his toddler nieces, and a man who loved kids and was willing to make a fool of himself to amuse them was okay in Zach’s eyes. Especially after the childhood he’d endured with his coldhearted and cruel father.

“Let’s go celebrate. My treat,” Lucas enthused as they began making their way toward the exit. It had taken them a good twenty minutes to get into the building when they’d arrived earlier because of the media chaos surrounding all of them—Lucas and Ryan in particular. Ryan had had some kind of attack afterward, and he and Lucas had spent a good fifteen minutes in the restroom so he could recover.

From the noise coming through the closed doors, Zach suspected it was going to take just as long to get back out. He wondered if Ryan would have another attack while they were leaving.

“I’m taking Ryan through the underground parking garage. I called Harry earlier to get a car in there. We’ll meet at Two Doors Down. I made a reservation earlier—just in case.” Lucas said.

“Right. See you there,” Cameron replied.

Lucas and Ryan turned right, heading for the stairs to the garage while the rest continued toward the front exit. As they’d done earlier, Ben, Ethan, and Cameron somehow managed to surround him so the press of the crowd was kept mostly away. There wasn’t much they could do about the microphones and cameras shoved in his face but putting their bodies between him and the mob helped.

Cameron was at his back, his heat noticeable. Occasionally the scuffle of bodies pressed Cameron up against him, and god, his hard, firm body was so strong and stable along his length. Zach’s body responded to the stimulation so he did everything possible to will it back under control. Nothing seemed to be working as whatever he was feeling for Cameron had its way with him.

He’d thought some men from the camp beautiful, and some had stirred feelings in him, but those emotions had been like pale moonlight in comparison to the bright sunshine he felt around Cameron.

It took them a good ten minutes of pushing and shoving their way through the crowd before they reached Cameron’s car. Zach was thrust into the back seat and Ben slid in beside him, leaving the two bigger men to take the front seats. No one spoke as Cameron fought the traffic surrounding the courthouse and made his way to where they were meeting Ryan and Lucas.

The Hollywood stars were already there, seated at a table in the very back of the restaurant, by the time they arrived. Cameron ushered him into a seat beside Ryan and then took the one next to him. Ryan looked pale and his eyes were wide, but regardless of his discomfort, he offered Zach a smile.

“You okay, Zach?” he asked softly.

Zach nodded, unsure if he really was, but he was getting there. “Are you?” he asked in reply.

“Don’t like crowds—at all. It’s getting better but…ugh.” Ryan gave a dramatic shudder and smiled at him.

“How’re you settling in, Zach?” Lucas asked from the other side of Ryan. “Ben tells us Cameron has been teaching you all about this grand old world of ours.”

“I’m getting used to everything. We rarely ever had modern appliances, so lots of things have been a shock. It’s been kind of like…I knew things but had just never experienced them. My father and some of the senior men talked about the outside world, so I knew about it, had been in cars, but to see it…experience it. I was overwhelmed at first.”

“He’s doing great,” Cameron offered and gave him a warm smile.

“Are you planning on studying?” Ben asked.

“I’m going to try to get my GED, I hope. Cameron has spoken to me about it, and he’s found a lady, an old teacher, to come and help me.”

“He’s very bright. He’ll be able to do anything he wants.”

Zach’s cheeks warmed at Cameron’s words and he knew there’d be a pink stain on them. He wasn’t used to praise, but Cameron had told him he just needed to smile or say thank you whenever someone offered it to him. He smiled widely at Cameron now.

Over the past several weeks, the feelings he got around Cameron had only intensified. He hated being apart from him and loved every moment they spent together. Though he knew Cameron thought of him as innocent and naive, he’d never treated him like a fool. He’d opened his home to Zach, but as welcoming as he’d been, he hadn’t opened his heart. And Zach had come to realize that’s what he wanted from Cameron more than anything else. Now he just needed to find the courage to go after it.

“How’s the business going?” Cameron turned and asked Ryan, no doubt perceiving Zach needed the attention off him for a moment. He always seemed to understand what Zach needed.

“We’re almost ready to go. The Krispins are helping fund us. Ben is itching to get into it, and he’s trying to convince Alec to join us now that he’s wrapped up the case with Zach’s father and the cult.” Ryan’s voice was riddled with pride as he spoke about the venture he was going into with Ben, Ethan, and now possibly FBI agent Alec Banner.

The four of them were opening a private investigation agency specializing in missing children. The experience with Ethan’s nieces being kidnapped by their own father had prompted it.

“Yay, Agent Banner,” Lucas snorted.

“You don’t like Alec?” Zach asked, surprised. He’d always found Alec Banner to be a pleasant man.

Lucas smiled fondly at Ryan before answering. “Oh no, I like him just fine. I just don’t like the way Ryan looks at him.”

“Hey, he’s a good-looking guy, and I seem to remember you couldn’t take your eyes off your new costar for a while there,” Ryan answered.

“You’re jealous?” Zach asked Lucas. They weren’t allowed to be jealous in the commune. Wanting what someone else had was a sin, except for Father, of course. But then he just took whatever it was he wanted.

“Doesn’t hurt to make him a little jealous sometimes.” Ryan winked. “Keeps him interested.”

“Oh, that’s rubbish, Ry. I’m always captivated by you.”

“Oh god,” Ben groaned and smacked his forehead.

So it was a good thing to make someone jealous? It made them pay attention. That was interesting.

“Got a name for the business yet?” Cameron asked no one in particular.

“We’re leaning toward Chasing Hope…” Ethan looked to Cameron as he spoke.

Zach leaned forward a little in his seat as talk turned to the generalities of the new business and the types of cases they might take on—thoughts of jealousy momentarily forgotten.

After hearing Cameron talk about the business over the last few weeks, he longed to, maybe one day, join Chasing Hope in some capacity, though he hadn’t found the courage yet to tell anyone of his dream. And he thought now how appropriate the name was. After all, that is what all these men at the table had done for him—helped him chase hope.




Chapter Three

CAMERON

 

“He seems to be doing well, Cam,” Ben said around a mouthful of hot dog. It was perfect weather for a cookout in the backyard and for Cameron to spend some time with his brother and his family. They were also celebrating Zach’s father’s indictment. Ryan and Lucas had flown home this morning because Lucas was due on set. Cameron didn’t know any other “big stars,” but he couldn’t imagine too many were as low key and unpretentious as those two.

“Yeah, he is.” Cameron’s gaze was fixed on Zach even as he spoke with Ben. “Everything has been an eye-opener for him, but he’s taken it all in stride.”

Zach was playing with Ethan’s three-year-old nieces. It was some type of tag game Cameron didn’t understand. He had zero experience with children—though neither did Ben until several weeks ago. Ben had taken to his father-type role with relish. Of course, Ben was just a big kid at heart anyway.

The little girl’s mother was too sick for them to have been left behind with her while Ben and Ethan came out here to support Zach at the indictment verdict. Cameron knew it was killing Ben to see his boyfriend’s pain at the imminent loss of his sister. He’d told Cameron it wouldn’t be too much longer—Maggie was fading fast now, which was a blessing because she was suffering.

“He’s still got heart-eyes for you, big brother. You know that, right?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Cameron hedged. He was terrified to get into this conversation with Ben because he’d make him face the issue like he always did. Cameron didn’t really like reality—it hadn’t been too kind to him in the past.

“It could be something, Cam. Why couldn’t it be? Because of Jimmy?” Ben spat the name out with pure hatred like he always did. Cameron couldn’t even begin to imagine what might happen if Ben and Jimmy ever found themselves face-to-face again.

“I don’t want it to be anything,” Cameron mumbled because he knew Ben wouldn’t like his answer.

“Cam, it’s been—”

“It’ll never be long enough, Ben. No amount of time could pass to make me want to risk my heart—my life—again.”

Cameron’s gaze followed Zach as he ran after the twins. Their chubby little legs were pumping hard while Zach was almost running on the spot so he wouldn’t actually catch them. It was the chase they all enjoyed.

Zach was the first real test of Cameron’s resolve to keep his heart locked away since Jimmy. In fact, he’d kept himself away from most people, the occasional random hookup out of town the only sex he’d had in years. And the only requirement then had been that his partner was willing; he didn’t even need to be particularly attracted to them. But, he lusted after Zach—he was honest enough to admit it to himself. Regrettably, though, his fear was greater than his desire.

“Okay,” Ben sulked. “I’ll leave it alone for now.” He shifted uncomfortably. Cameron knew how hard this was for him. He knew Ben wanted to fix it—fix him, but Cameron wanted to stay broken because if he was put back together then…then he might risk love and love could always break him again.

“How’s Ethan doing?” Cameron changed tack, knowing Ben could talk about Ethan for hours. Ben idolized Ethan, and that would frighten Cameron if he couldn’t see Ethan adored Ben right back.

“Remember Mom? The last few months of her cancer?”

Cameron nodded because he’d never forget the wasted scarecrow who had once been his vibrant, loving mother.

“Well Maggie’s there. It’s fucking pitiful. Heartbreaking. And I can see every time we visit her another little piece of Ethan’s soul shrivels and dies. He won’t let the girls see her now—and Maggie agrees. They don’t want them to remember her like that.” Ben’s voice hitched at the end, evidence he wasn’t immune from the pain of the situation.

“Jesus. What can I do?”

“None of us can do anything now; you know that. I fucking hate being helpless, Cam.”
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