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      This serial is rated for mature audiences only. If depictions of graphic consensual sex between adults is offensive to you or illegal in your region, please close this volume. The following pages contain sex between lovers, multiple lovers at the same time, power exchange, primal play, love that heals, bondage, kink, erotic humiliation, consensual non-monogamy, sassy friends, lost souls, estranged natal families, creative uses of a deconsecrated altar, exploitation of adults and children, content around sex trafficking, references to the loss of a parent, on-page psychological child abuse, gaslighting, hurt/comfort, pet play, white knights, white knights who are willing to be dark knights, egregiously comforting use of delicious food, and cats. Also shadow daddies.

      This volume will contain content referencing the impact of incest, not between main characters and not in any sense glorified or condoned. It will not be on page. The emotional fallout certainly will be. There are also moments of minors in peril and some uses of slurs. There will be justice. There will be an HEA, hard-won but most certainly won.

      

      
        
        Blurb for The Residency Boys

        Damian & Jun: Episodes 9-12

      

      

      There had always been a looming threat that this day would come. Now that it had, Damian’s blood was running cold.

      Jun slid his fingers into his hand. “DaSu.”

      Damian flinched. He’d zoned out.

      Jun lifted his chin. “Together, DaSu.”

      Damian swallowed. He should send Jun away. There was enough darkness in his life without Damian’s past adding to it. “You shouldn’t come.”

      Jun’s eyes narrowed, anger bleeding into the lines of his face. “Don’t you dare, Alpha. My fights are your fights. Your fights are mine.”

      Damian’s past has crash-landed into the fragile safety he and Jun have fought for with their chosen family. Now it’s up to Jun and Richard with help from Collin, Émeric, and the rest to keep Damian with them. Damian’s birth family has staked a strong claim, threatening to drag him back into the abuse Richard and Émeric had rescued him from seventeen years before. With Jun’s ongoing battle for his freedom, Damian is afraid to stain Jun with the mire of his family history, a story darker and more dangerous than even he understands.

      Can Jun and Richard hold Damian through the storm? Will they be able to fight both threats even when their enemies try to join forces? Can Jun face his fears? Is it finally the time for Damian to do what he couldn’t seventeen years before?

      This serial is a modern MMM+ BDSM chosen family romance intended for mature audiences only. While Damian and Jun are the central romantic pairing, there are additional characters. There is no cheating. If you like your romance kinky and spicy, then this story is for you.
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            Titles, Names, and Languages

          

          *See back for Glossary*

        

      

    

    
      Readers may notice some inconsistencies in the use of capitalization of titles, such as “sir” and “master” as well as shifts between titles and personal names. This is a reflection of Damian and Jun’s experience and emotional state at the point of interaction and should be read as such. The inconsistencies in this text are purposeful.

      As the author, I’m aware there are certain “rules” and practices that readers may have come across in terms of titles in kink, especially in some fantasy-leaning contemporary novels. These are just practices, not rules or requirements. This story may well upend many preconceptions of the limits of kink. Kink is as varied as those who practice it.
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        * * *

      

      There are several languages spoken by the characters in this book. To ground this story in the culturally rich and complex international world in which it takes place, I have occasionally included a few words of Japanese, Korean, French, and Chinese into the text. They are all beta reader tested for ease of understanding and there is a glossary at the back.

      Characters of Korean, Japanese, and Chinese descent will be referred to by the proper order of their names in their own cultures, with surnames appearing first, and personal name following. For example, Gang Junseo’s personal name is Junseo, shortened to Jun by his friends. Gang is his surname.

      As is common with performers and expats moving between countries, some characters have multiple names. Most notably, Jun’s English name is a translation of his Chinese name, which is related to his Korean name through the history of the writing systems used in East Asia.

      Before Sejong—a Korean king of the Joseon (Yi) dynasty—developed the modern Korean script (Hangul), scholars and officials of the Korean peninsula used an imported Han script from the region we now call China. Japan also adopted the same script into their writing system. Han script, referred by English speakers more commonly as “Chinese” is concept representative, not sound representative.

      Modern Koreans and Japanese nationals still use this Han script to write names. They have their own writing systems and alphabets, but keep this historical artifact in their modern systems. For example, when walking around Guri, South Korea where I worked for a while, I would see the Han character for water on manhole covers in the street, marking what was beneath.

      In this serial, Jun’s family name 江 is written the same in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean, but each language pronounces the same written representation differently. In general I have used romanization of each language’s pronunciation for ease of reading.

      I am grateful to the East Asian department of Denison University, Nanjing University, the Korean National Museum, Wesleyan College, and many others for enabling me to include cultural authenticity in these pages. Any mistakes are my own. Although I have lived and worked in all these countries, I remain an ever-learning scholar with no claims to mastery.
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        Damian

      

      

      “What kind of son are you?”

      “When the good book said man was born in sin, you must have picked a double dose.”

      “Tell that boy he better never darken my door again.”

      “You didn’t send enough.”

      “You good for nothing ****.”

      “Don’t you care ’bout your family?”

      Facing the nondescript office building, Damian forced himself to breathe. The metal placard by the door read Department of Children and Family Services. The SUV behind him drew away from the curb, making space for Richard’s vehicle. His fingers went to the front of his suit jacket, buttoning it. Jun tugged at his own coat and looked toward him. Damian looked away. Jun stepped closer, their arms touching.

      Richard exited his vehicle, Collin following. Holden fell in behind them, tipping his head to Cedric, Damian’s security.

      Cedric cleared his throat. “We should move.”

      Moving was the last thing Damian wanted to do. Unless he could move back time and make that phone call never happen.

      “Mr. Sathers, this is John Welwick with the Department of Children and Family Services. I’m calling about your nieces and nephews, Armada, Betti, Howser, Kimbo, Rue, and Habibi. Your sister was arrested earlier this afternoon. We need to make an emergency placement either with you or someone you can refer us to.”

      “Is there anyone else?”

      “Your number is the number your sister had for extended family. She didn’t offer any other contacts.”

      That was just like Dalia. Using her drama to trap him. She knew he couldn’t go near the kids, not as long as she was living with their father.

      “Where’s their grandfather?”

      “The children have been removed from his house pending further investigations into both their mother and grandfather. For now, he is not allowed near children, any children.”

      A stone sank in Damian’s stomach. Too late. They should have done something before, something seventeen years ago. Before even that. Before Thaddeus Kramer had sent Armada sprawling across the kitchen floor in her high chair, mashed peas gripped in her little fist.

      There was no guarantee the law would come down on the side of righteousness now. Damian couldn’t promise the kids on the other side of that door anything, not safety, not love, not hope. A decade previous, he’d dreamed of getting a real job and going back, rescuing his sister and Armada. Time had worn that hope away. As long as his sister was determined to embrace the brokenness of their family, there was nothing he could do short of offering to buy the children from her. And then she’d just have more.

      He’d built a life with little room for the drama and misguided choices of his natal heritage. His life was spent traveling and belonging to his chosen family. Émeric’s family in France, when they saw each other, was closer to him than his sister. Ami’s children were all the niece and nephew he needed. He’d seen them grow up and met them. They knew his face and greeted him with hugs and demands for eating out and playing. Yes, his heart had found room for little Dana when she’d shown up, scared and clinging to Alice’s hand, but she wasn’t all his to care for alone. She was The Residency and Linda’s clan to care for together, a united front.

      The children on the other side of that door didn’t know his face. They had no reason to trust him. For years, legal orders had kept him from even approaching their home. He knew the kind of stories his sister, father, and community, like Pastor Doyle, would have told about him.

      He’d ripped any hope of having a relationship with his natal family out of his imagination, picked at the roots, and discarded them as the years of his legal restraint stretched on and his home with Richard grew deeper. Barriers built on grief and betrayal didn’t just disappear. They’d grown in the heart like empty barnacle shells on rocks along the beach, turning smooth surfaces into empty razor-sharp beds. There was nothing living left, only empty homes marked by jagged open mouths ready to bleed any uncovered skin that might approach.

      Walking through that door was an appointment with fate. There had always been a looming threat this day would come. Now that it had, his blood was still running cold, thirty minutes after the call.

      Jun slid his fingers into his hand. “DaSu.”

      Damian flinched. He’d zoned out.

      Jun lifted his chin, eyes dark and strong. “Together, DaSu.”

      Damian swallowed. He should send him away. Jun had enough darkness in his life. He didn’t need the filth of the Kramer name to touch him. “You shouldn’t come.”

      Anger bled into the lines of Jun’s face. “Don’t you dare, Alpha. My fights are your fights. Your fights are mine.”

      Damian stood in the moment. There was only Jun’s burning eyes and Jun’s grip on his hand, crushing his fingers.

      “Got it, DaSu?”

      “It’s ugly.”

      Jun smirked without mirth. “I know ugly.”

      He did. His wolfling had faced ugly down and bled for it.

      He gripped Jun’s hand back. “Together, then.”

      Jun nodded and glanced at Richard. “We’re ready.”

      Richard inclined his head to Jun. He signaled Cedric to open the door.
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        * * *

      

      The receptionist, a diminutive woman in her fifties, stood and lifted her hands in a universal sign of surprise and nervousness. “What’s this?”

      Habit kicked in. Damian stepped past Cedric. “Damian Sathers, ma’am.” He extended his hand. “I was called down here by Mr. Welwick.”

      “Are you here for the Kramer kids?” Her eyes passed over Holden and Cedric and stuck on Richard before pausing on Jun and Collin. “I don’t know if all of you are…”

      Cedric extended his hand. Technically, he wasn’t allowed to shake hands on detail, but there were times when it was expedient. “My name is Cedric, ma’am, and this is Holden. We’re Mr. Sathers’s security. Please don’t mind us. We’ll do our best to stay out from underfoot.”

      Damian gestured to Richard, Collin, and Jun. “My family and my partner.”

      The receptionist blushed. “I’ll just tell Mr. Welwick you’re here.”

      She sidled out and clattered in her clogs down the hallway. Three minutes later, she was back, motioning them to follow.

      Cedric held up his hand, going first. Damian fell in behind him, Jun at his side, with Richard and Collin following. Holden held up the back.

      The receptionist showed them through a pair of double doors into a plain, multipurpose space. Portable cubicle walls were set up here and there. Voices filtered from behind a few of them. She stood nervously, shifting her weight, until a tall, thin man stepped around one of the walls and approached.

      He looked over Damian’s entourage, brows coming together. “Mr. Sathers?”

      “Mr. Welwick?” Damian stepped forward, offering his hand.

      “Yes.” Welwick looked over the group again. “We didn’t realize you’d be bringing security.”

      “We’re not all security.” Jun offered Welwick his hand. “I’m Sathers’s partner.”

      Welwick shook Jun’s hand. “Partner, as in…?”

      “Life partner,” Damian clarified. A bit of joy bloomed in his chest at the way Jun was staking his claim.

      “And everyone else?” Welwick looked toward Richard and Collin. His eyes widened as he got a full look at Richard’s face. “Mr. Reevesworth?”

      Richard extended his hand. “I apologize, if we’ve met before?”

      “Not met, but we’ve been at the same functions.”

      Richard smiled easily. “Damian is part of my immediate family. We came as soon as he got the call.”

      “The mother didn’t seem to think that the children had this kind of support.”

      “Dalia didn’t care to know,” Damian clarified.

      Welwick led the way over to the far side of the room.

      Damian walked beside him. “Where are the kids now?”

      “Here.” Welwick motioned to the opposite side of the room. “We need to talk before you see them.” He showed them around some of the temporary cubicle panels. There was a small round table and an insufficient amount of chairs. Cedric and Holden scoped out the area, and Holden stepped away from sight.

      Welwick took off his glasses, set them on the table beside a stack of files he had been holding, and rubbed his face. “Dalia Kramer was arrested a couple of hours ago for assault and battery of her daughter Armada. During the arrest, she also assaulted two police officers. She’s being held until tomorrow, potentially, but likely through to Monday. I honestly don’t have details on that.”

      “Criminal case details aren’t your area of concern.” Damian nodded. “If we want to know, we can contact the precinct and the court.”

      Welwick’s shoulders dropped a fraction in relief. “Appreciated. Not everyone understands how this works.”

      Damian grimaced. “We have some experience. Seventeen years ago, I made a child endangerment report concerning Armada to this department. I’m only surprised it’s taken this long for you to contact me.”

      “I saw that on Armada’s file. We’re looking at needing temporary placement for the children tonight. We don’t have anywhere we can keep all of them together. Are you willing to take them?”

      No. A need to step back and hold up his hands to fend off an incoming danger filled Damian’s body. Just no. If he could just stay out of their reach.

      “I don’t live alone, and I would need consent from the other adults I live with before I could commit.”

      Welwick rubbed his face again. “What kind of information do you need?”

      “How long and what are the requirements?”

      “Depending on the investigation, we could be looking at permanent placement. Parental rights could be severed. Or this could be over in a few days and the kids returned home. Placement is needed through the weekend, at least until sometime Monday. Since Dalia requested we call you, we don’t have to worry about background checks immediately. For now, all you need to provide is food, shelter, and supervision.”

      Welwick was sweating. There was something he wasn’t saying. His eyes kept dancing over Richard, Jun, and Collin. He was holding back.

      Damian glanced toward Richard. “Mr. Welwick, do you think we could speak more frankly in private?”

      Welwick’s shoulders sagged. “Yes.” He pointed at a door. “We can use that room. There’s only one door in and out.”

      Damian caught Cedric’s eye. Cedric nodded.

      Welwick led the way into a private room.

      Damian followed and closed the door after them leaving Cedric right outside. “Why did Dalia attack Armada?”

      Welwick dropped into a chair and motioned Damian to another one. “Sorry, my migraine is coming on.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out a prescription bottle, and swallowed a dose dry. “This is HIPPA-protected information, but as a potential temporary guardian, you have to know. Armada alleges her mother assaulted her because she’s pregnant. She procured medical abortion pills through the mother of one of her friends at school, but Dalia found them in her bag before she could take them yesterday. This morning, Armada reported the assault to her school nurse.”

      The muscles in Damian’s jaw. They were going down the same road again. Nothing ever changed.

      “Will the charges stick?” If it was just Armada’s word, it might all just get swept under the rug. He’d have the kids for a few days while the legal wheels spun, then Dalia would get them back.

      Welwick rubbed his forehead. “Armada caught part of the assault on video and saved it to the cloud. The police have it. I expect there will be some sort of mandated anger management and parenting classes.”

      Hold, boy. Richard’s voice came to Damian from the past, steadying his hands and forcing his breathing to stay steady.

      “If she’d hit a woman in the grocery store, she’d be looking at more.”

      Welwick scowled. “We all know parents can do a lot worse to their kids than they can do to other adults.”

      They really could.

      “How is Armada now?”

      “Bruised and battered. The ER released her. But that’s not the reason we need placement for all the kids. Dalia could be looking at much bigger charges or at least some sort of limit on her parental rights if Armada’s accusations are true.”

      Welwick paused, biting his cheek. He studied Damian for a moment, then looked away. “There’s no easy way to say this, but who would you say was your mother?”

      The skin on the back of Damian’s neck rose. “Helen Kramer. She changed her last name, though. I don’t remember it right now. That’s what’s on my birth certificate.”

      “Did you ever meet her?”

      “She left before I started school. I can’t give exact years. Don’t really remember her.”

      Welwick pulled a pen out of his pocket and played with it between his fingers. His eyes stayed on the pen. “Armada reported her grandfather as the reason for her pregnancy.”

      Well, fuck. The old man couldn’t stop cursing those around him.

      “You don’t seem to doubt her,” Welwick said.

      “My father is a selfish man. He didn’t observe the boundaries of those in his house for other things. Why would he observe that boundary?”

      Welwick’s lips thinned. “Armada said you were alienated from the family.”

      “My father had a restraining order against me because I stood up against him when I was seventeen.”

      “Is that still in place?”

      “It ran out seven years ago.”

      “Did he ever…go further than violence?”

      Damian tilted his head to the side. “I can send you my testimony at the time. And you should have the report I filed on Armada’s behalf.”

      Welwick rubbed his head again. “Armada is alleging that she’s not the first daughter Mr. Kramer has used. She thinks you and her are full siblings. Same mother. Same father.”

      The blood in Damian’s veins chilled further. “Dalia is eleven years older than me.”

      “It wouldn’t be the youngest pregnancy I’ve seen.”

      “She think’s Dalia is my sister and my mother?”

      Welwick nodded.

      There…he… His thoughts stuttered around, trying to restructure a lifetime of history.

      He stood and took the two steps he could away from the table. “Does she have any evidence?”

      “She says her mother talks when she’s drunk. And that your father has implied…things. There were a few suspicious phrases that the video of the assault caught. Armada says that Dalia is jealous.”

      Jealous? It made no sense.

      Except that it did, in a sick, twisted way. Dalia had always sided with their father, no matter what it was. Even when the murder charges had been laid down against him, she’d said whatever their father had told her to, claiming Damian’s story was fake and Armada had never been in any danger. If their father had preyed on her when they were young but then cast her aside for her own daughter, he could almost see the jealousy. What did that say about him, that he could almost understand? Did that make him sick, too? He shuddered, trying to shake off the twisted psychology of his childhood.

      “How long until you have an answer? I can pay to rush a legally valid DNA test.”

      “Armada is asking for DNA testing. Dalia is refusing the test. As is Mr. Kramer. But if you are willing to be tested, that would go far toward fast-tracking a court order to override their consent sooner rather than later. If you are full siblings, it would mean you share a father. Armada doesn’t have a father listed on her records.”

      “And he is listed as my father.” Damian nodded, mind racing ahead down the branches of possibilities and potential outcomes.

      Welwick nodded. “That would be solid grounds to force a test.” He went back to rubbing his head. Clearly, the meds had not started working yet.

      “If Armada is correct, what would your agency then recommend to the court?”

      “Dalia can make the case she didn’t know. It will depend on the judge. She could retain parental rights with counseling, anger management and parenting classes, as well as some supervision. Mr. Kramer may or may not be offered bail if he is arrested.”

      “Dalia will likely be offered pretrial release.” Damian forced himself to breathe deep and slow. “She’ll go back to the house, meaning the children may or may not be able to be there during that time.”

      “A full DNA test proving predatory behavior on the part of Mr. Kramer could take a month to process, so Mr. Kramer would also be at the house.”

      “Which he owns. He could mortgage it to pay his legal fees, leaving the kids nowhere to live.” Damian ran his palm over his head. “You want me to take the kids indefinitely, not knowing if I’m going to have to give them back to an abuser.”

      “We have to work to keep as many families together as possible. Reconciliation and restoration is always the goal, unless it’s impossible.”

      “You forget this is my family,” Damian snapped. “Some families shouldn’t be preserved.”

      Welwick’s face settled into a mulish look. “That’s what an investigation will have to determine.”

      Damian forced his hands to remain still. “I don’t need an investigation to know. I’ve lived it. Dalia tried to blackmail me just last week.”

      Welwick’s eyes sharpened. “What could she hold over you?”

      “Nothing, actually. I told her to go to the press with whatever she wanted to say. She thinks spilling to South Korean media that I date men is somehow damning.”

      “Are you going to need to distance yourself from these kids for other reasons? Is the security unusual?”

      “My partner was kidnapped last month by a sex trafficking ring in Seoul. That case is ongoing, both here and in South Korea. Until that and other things are considered settled, we have twenty-four seven security.”

      Welwick deflated. “Oh.”

      “If I take the kids to my primary residence, this case will make front-page news somewhere.” And even if he did want to take the kids in, that was not something any kids needed.

      Damian pulled out his phone. “I’m going to call a testing agency I’ve used before for clients. They can do a legally valid DNA test over the weekend. I’ll have them come here.”

      Welwick raised both eyebrows. “Money must be nice.”

      “Sometimes.” Damian grimaced. “Then we talk about what to do for tonight.”

      “I’m going to go check on the kids,” Welwick said. “Come out when you’re ready.”

      Damian’s personal assistant was just leaving the office. He readily agreed to turn back and found the number for the testing agency within minutes. Damian thanked him and called the agency. He winced at the quote and agreed.

      Stepping back into the general area, Damian made straight for where he’d left Jun, Richard, and Collin.

      Richard was sitting at the small table. Collin was reading on his phone. Jun appeared to have been pacing.

      “I don’t want to be here.” There were half a dozen other things he’d intended to say. That was what came out.

      Richard stood, all the strong, solid height of him. Damian went to him, pressing his face into Richard’s shoulder. He smelled like home, like safety. Like everything that Dalia and his dad—Thaddeus Hayden Kramer—were not.

      A more slender, somewhat shorter warmth joined him on one side and then a second. They encased him.

      Richard touched his head to Damian’s. “We got you, Pup.”

      Jun bit him lightly through his coat. Collin found his hand and squeezed.

      “I called the agency we used for Dana. They’re coming to do a DNA test.”

      Collin and Jun gave Damian enough room to stand back a little. Richard let go more slowly. Damian gave him a grateful smile. Richard could be ninety and bedridden and the man was still going to be his dom.

      “Armada is pregnant. She says the father is my father. Her grandfather. But…maybe not. We’re going to find out if she and I are full siblings.”

      Each of the three men processed that more slowly. Collin’s hands made motions in the air as he ran through the relationship ladders. Jun’s eyes tightened with anger. Richard was the only who remained unmoved. He slid his hands into his pockets and waited.

      Damian waited for Collin and Jun to finish digesting.

      Collin spoke first. “Dalia isn’t your sister?”

      “She might be. And she might be my mother. That’s the allegation.”

      “That’s…” Collin lost his words.

      Damian pulled a chair toward him and leaned on the back with his hands. “It’s Kramer fuckery.”

      Jun leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. “You believe her.”

      “Unless she’s stupid, then she’s gambling everything on this. Sounds like she brought receipts. She’s pregnant. Her story can be proven true or false. If her mother or her grandfather get custody of her after she’s made a report like this, they might never find the body.”

      Damian looked back at Richard. His mentor met his gaze, solid, unmoved. There was anger there, but not for Damian.

      “They want me to take the kids. It could be for the weekend, for months, forever. Depends on whether or not Dalia loses parental rights.”

      An uncomfortable silence filled the space.

      Richard broke it first. “Where are the children now?”

      “Here, somewhere.”

      Jun shoved his hands in his pockets. “We should ask them.”

      Damian frowned. “Ask them what?”

      “Where they want to be.”

      Richard nodded in approval toward Jun. “They may know something neither we nor the social workers know.”

      It was a good call, actually. They might have someone they felt safer with than a long-lost uncle who had never been allowed to visit them. “I want to talk to Armada, alone, first.”

      “I’ll go see if I can find someone,” Collin said.

      “Take Cedric,” Richard ordered.

      Collin blushed and nodded.

      Cedric rumbled in approval, exchanging a look with Richard. Richard turned his face away, hiding a half smile.
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        * * *

      

      Heart in his throat, Damian nodded to Welwick and stepped past him into the room where Armada waited for him. The other kids were elsewhere, but Armada had asked to speak to him alone before anything else.

      So many years. She’d been a baby when he’d last seen her. The woman sitting at the white office table wasn’t grown yet, but there were markings of the adult she would be. Her hair was in small red and brown braids. There was a baby in her arms, less than a year old, and she was holding a bottle to his mouth.

      Damian paused in the doorway, hand on the handle. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” She jiggled the baby and tapped the nipple of the bottle against the baby’s lip so he would latch again. “Sorry, I just got him nursing. If I stand up, he’ll get distracted and stop and then he’ll cry.”

      She looked tired. There were dark marks near her eyes, reminding him of Jun, and there was the edge of a white bandage showing along the collar of her shirt.

      Damian shut the door, careful not to draw the baby’s attention. “Is that Habibi?”

      “Yeah.” She sighed, looking down at the baby. “Let’s hope he eats and sleeps. He’s been off all afternoon.”

      “You keep him on a schedule?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I try. It’s hard when I’m at school. Mom and Gramps don’t bother to follow it.”

      “Is Habibi yours or⁠—”

      “Not mine.” Armada rolled her eyes again. “That’s why we’re here. I know better. Mom just keeps having kids.”

      Damian sighed. He sat down on the edge of a chair across from Armada.

      She looked back down at Habibi, cooing to him a little. His eyes were on her face, and his little hands were wrapped around hers and the bottle. “He might as well be mine. Every day I leave for school, I wonder if he’s still going to be in one piece when I get back. You’re a lawyer, right?”

      “I am.”

      “So, can you tell me if Mom’s going to get off and get him back, or are we free of her?”

      Damian’s heart ached. “I don’t have all the facts. I can’t promise that she’ll lose her parental rights.”

      Armada’s lip curled. “I’m more of our mother than she is.”

      “I know.”

      Armada stared at him, weighing some question in her mind. “I’m right, though, about us being brother and sister. I mean, you’re my uncle in my head, but science and all that. You believe me?”

      “I believe you. There’s a technician coming down right now. I’m paying them to rush the results. They should have legal proof by Monday afternoon.”

      She continued watching his face for a moment before Habibi moved his head and the bottle popped out of his mouth. Adjusting him broke her focus. “I did my research on you, you know. Saw your videos online, read about you. Mom said you were a no-good loser, but I’m guessing you made out.”

      “I have a good mentor. He got me out, helped me get started.”

      “Mom talked a lot of shit about you to some Asian-looking guy. He paid her money.”

      “I figured she would. She told me she was going to if I didn’t pay her. I don’t give in to blackmail.”

      “Was any of it true?”

      “I don’t know what she said, so I can’t tell you.”

      “That you abandoned us to sleep with some older man and his husband.”

      Damian busted out laughing and shook his head. “I didn’t leave. My father, our father, had me arrested and then got a court order saying I could never come back.”

      “Why?”

      Damian weighed his words. “I don’t expect you to believe me, but I have witnesses. When you were a baby, he hit you.”

      She snorted, not surprised.

      “I hit him and told him not to do that again. We fought so hard we ended up in the front yard. The cops came. Dalia testified that I started it and our father pressed attempted murder charges.”

      “Did you spend time in prison?”

      “A few days in jail waiting to see a judge. I had a man I worked for part-time. He got me a lawyer and bailed me out. I was seventeen. He took over as my legal guardian until I was eighteen.”

      “He hasn’t changed, Gramps. He hasn’t changed.” She looked away, bouncing Habibi gently against her.

      “I’m guessing Dalia hasn’t either.”

      Armada snorted. “She only had them call you because she’s embarrassed, and I deleted some of the other phone numbers from her phone.” She drew in a deep breath. “I can’t go back. None of us should go back. But I can’t. You’re the lawyer. What do I have to do to make sure they don’t send us back?”

      “The judge has to find Dalia at fault sufficiently to sever her parental rights. She can lose them temporarily but work to gain them back. If they think her issue is just with you, she could lose parental rights to you but not the other children.”

      “That’s fucking stupid. If she fucks up with me, why don’t they think she’ll do it with the others?”

      Damian grimaced and shrugged. “The law is a blunt instrument.”

      Armada snorted in disgust. “Tell me that Gramps at least won’t be around us. Rue is getting old enough to attract his attention.”

      “Your testimony and the DNA should be sufficient to keep him away from you. It could take months, though, to work through the courts. I can’t say for certain he’ll be arrested right away, or if he is arrested, if then he’ll be held until sentencing. If he isn’t held till sentencing, he’ll still legally be allowed to stay in his house. Probably required to.”

      “Which makes us homeless. Great. That sucks. Mom will try to move us back in with him in a heartbeat.”

      “If she did that, she would lose her custody rights, at least for a while.”

      “It only takes one night.” The look of absolute certainty in her eyes reminded Damian of his own lostness before escaping. “Look, I need to know I can have an abortion, and I need to make sure Mom and Gramps don’t get us back. What do I need to do?”

      “DNA test. I expect–with or without that report–they’ll make an arrest sometime next week. If we can prove that Dalia knew our father was a predator and knowingly allowed him access to you and others, as well as abused you, we can build a case for suspending Dalia’s custody rights.”

      “But they’re going to want her to do stupid classes and stuff like counseling so they can send us back.”

      “That’s typically what they want, yeah.”

      Armada grimaced and looked down, rocking Habibi against her chest. He truly looked like her child. “Can you take us?”

      Damian pressed his lips together. Fear and a desperate desire to escape crawled up his throat. “I travel for my work. My life isn’t designed to be a parental figure right now.”

      “You don’t need to be. I’m already the mom. We just need someone to sign on the dotted line and give us a place to live. I do everything else. I can get them to school, shop for food. We don’t even need that much.”

      “You need a home, and you shouldn’t have to be the adult.”

      “Should doesn’t matter. I am. And I’m not asking you to change that. I just need to not go back.”

      Only years of training as a client-facing lawyer and etiquette training with Richard and Émeric kept Damian’s nervous tics from spreading to his hands. He kept them folded loose and still on the table. All the old habits he had as a teenager were bubbling just under the surface. Even his old accent from before he had speech coaching was trying to edge its way into his tongue. He wasn’t that boy anymore. He’d trained and disciplined that person out of himself. He’d fought too hard to not be that.

      And yet he morally couldn’t turn his back on Armada and Habibi or any of the others. There was no good solution. There might not even be a solution. The life that he loved might be over—the peace and lifestyle he’d worked so hard to build—or his self-respect and his conscience might die a withering death of self-loathing.

      Why did Dalia have to be such a bitch? Why did she have to keep having kids? Kids she clearly shouldn’t have. Kids she didn’t care about. At some point, individualism had to give way to the reality that one person’s fuck-ups were everyone’s problems.

      “To not go back, we need to prove to a judge that Dalia is unfit and that she will remain unfit.”

      “I’m guessing a black eye and some cuts and bruises aren’t going to be enough.”

      Damian shook his head. “Parents can get away with a lot. There are additional things you can bring up. Does she make sure the baby eats? Does she take you all for medical? Does she make sure you all get to school? Do you have clothes? Did she know about what our father was doing?”

      “She had to have known. He did it to her.”

      “The case can be made that she’s suffered sufficient unmitigated trauma that she can’t be trusted with decisions.”

      Armada closed her eyes and sucked on her lip. “I’ve been trying to build a case for a while. I have pictures. She’s drunk a lot around the kids. And she brings strange men around when Gramps isn’t there. Sometimes she’s gone for days. She and Gramps have been fighting for years.”

      “I’ll get you a lawyer. One that works for you and the kids, not me. Not Dalia. Just you.”

      “All right.”

      “Welwick wants me to take all of you kids tonight. I’m not comfortable bringing you back to where I live. For one, there’s not enough space. And two, there are cameras on it all the time. We have enough news articles being written about us.”

      “Your mentor. He had a husband and a boyfriend, yeah?”

      “He has two partners, yes. Émeric and Collin.”

      Armada sniffed, looking down at Habibi again. The baby was getting close to finishing the bottle. “But you’re not?”

      “We’re family.” Damian laid the words down flatly. “The details are private. Richard and Collin are here as is my partner, Jun.”

      “He’s the pop idol right, the one from Korea?”

      “He’s a K-pop idol, yes.”

      “He dances good. I like his choreographer. She’s fire.”

      Damian smiled. “Gigi is one of a kind.”

      “So, what do we do if we can’t go with you? Are they going to split us up? That’s what they said earlier. They didn’t want to let me keep the baby, but he kept crying.”

      “A hotel for tonight. Somewhere close. I was hoping you would have better ideas.”

      Armada sucked on her lip again. “We all have different fathers. None of them are good men. The kids can’t go to them.”

      “I can’t promise the government won’t try.”

      “It won’t matter for Howser. His father is in prison, and he won’t be out anytime soon.”

      “They’ll ask the extended family then.”

      “I don’t know about the extended family. Kimbo’s dad is dead.”

      “Betti, Rue, and Habibi?”

      “Habibi is mine.” Armada’s eyes tightened with a threat. “I’m what he knows. Betti has some friends she stays with a lot. They might be okay with having her stay. I’ve been trying to not have her at home.”

      “We’ll do a hotel for tonight. It’s late. You all should eat. The technician for the test should be here soon. We’ll figure out getting a paternity test and ending the pregnancy.”

      “You can do that, right, without Mom saying yes?”

      “You do not need a legal guardian’s permission for an abortion in Illinois.”

      “I thought so. Wanted to make sure.”

      “As long as a doctor says it’s safe after what happened to you, we can work on getting it done Monday. And making sure we preserve paternal evidence.”

      “Okay. Good.” She bit her lip and turned Habibi around, putting him up on her shoulder so he could burp after feeding. “I guess we’re really messing things up for you.”

      Damian paused. He could lie, but the girl sitting across from him deserved something other than lies. And lying wasn’t something he did anymore.

      “Our birth family messed me up. Their lies could have put me in prison for life. Dalia is a liar. Our father is a lot worse than that. I don’t want to be anywhere near them or anything about them. Or anyone who lives like them. I’ve worked hard to be who I am today. I have a partner in my life to worry about and a family to look after.”

      “So, it’s not us; it’s what we represent. What we drag you into.”

      “I’m not going to live stepping around proverbial bombs or trying to make myself acceptable to a shitty person just so I can be around. I can’t. If Dalia gets custody of any of you again, I won’t be there. I’ll make sure you know how to contact me when her legal rights end, but I won’t play Kramer family games. I changed my name for a reason. And anyone who wants to stay in the family drama and play like that isn't going to be my family.”

      “But if we want out. If we want to get out like you did?”

      “Then I’ll do my best. What I won’t tolerate is anyone who goes around making a lot of kids who are going to grow up uncared for. No drugs that aren’t legal in the state. No crimes. No verbal abuse. No hate on other people for being different.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me doing that. I already got enough kids. I don’t want no more.”

      “If you keep Habibi, I won’t tolerate violence towards kids.”

      Armada snorted. “Hitting kids don’t work. Though sometimes I have to smack Howser around. He and Gramps have started to get close, and he thinks he’s the little man of the house. He bullies the younger ones and tries to tell Betti how to behave.”

      Noted. Armada shouldn’t be placed in a position where threatening violence was the only option she had. He’d have to assess Howser carefully. The nearly teen might just need space, or he might need something more structured and straightforward.

      Funny how terrible father figures could push a young man toward running away from being awful or propel him straight into some of the worst of masculine behavior.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t as a simple as announcing they were going to a hotel, but between Damian, Richard, and Collin, with some official jargon and instructions from Welwick, they made it happen. Jun ingratiated himself with the kids. He showed Howser, Kimbo, and Rue dance steps while Armada and Damian finally finished up their private conversation. Betti hovered by Cedric. She’d seemed to have decided the big, sarcastic bodyguard was a safe person. Which wasn’t wrong. The only reason he wasn’t engaging more with her was because he was on duty.

      The hotel stay required calling in several more security guards for the night. Damian set Armada up in one room with Habibi, Betti, and Rue. Howser and Kimbo got the room across the hall. It wasn’t ideal, but there were no hotels with suites available. Collin fell asleep after dinner on one of the beds in Armada’s room. He hadn’t meant to, but he’d been playing with Rue and Kimbo until he was yawning and the movie Armada put on to calm Rue down was more than enough to make him pass out with her playing with his hair.

      Richard and Damian peeked around the corner. “I’ll get him,” Richard said.

      Armada looked up from where she was feeding Habibi again. “He can stay.”

      “Would you rather someone stayed in the room with you?” Richard asked.

      Armada sucked on her lip. “I mean, kinda.”

      Richard and Damian exchanged a look. “I’m sorry.” Richard shook his head. “That’s just not a risk I can ask Collin to take, especially without his consent. I do have a woman on the security staff that can stay here tonight.”

      Armada looked reluctant, but she nodded. Richard lifted Collin from the bed. Collin didn’t even wake. He turned toward Richard and tucked his head in against Richard’s neck, muttering something that started with an M.

      Richard carried Collin into the other room.

      Jun bumped shoulders with Damian. He held up a gym bag. “Let’s go for a run.”

      “A run?” Damian frowned. They couldn’t leave. Richard needed to take Collin home and someone had to stay with the kids.

      “Richard’s going to stay till we get back. Émeric sent down running clothes.”

      “It’s freezing out there.”

      Jun smirked. “Colder than Seoul? You passing up a chance to catch me?”

      “Security?”

      “Cedric scoped out a school track two blocks away. They’ll have eyes on us the whole time.”

      “You thought of everything.”

      Jun shrugged. “You need to run. Come on, let’s change.”
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        * * *

      

      They headed out in one of the SUVs. The school track was somewhat lit and mostly fenced. There was no one there. Damian shivered in the night air as they got out. It was above thirty degrees, warmer than it could have been for January in Chicago, but it was by no means warm. Cedric swung out of the SUV wrapped in a massive coat. “Sweet Jesus, glad I have hot packs.”

      Damian chuckled ruefully.

      “Don’t need them.” Jun bounced up and down on his toes, eying the track and rubbing his arms with his gloved hands. “We’ll be moving.”

      “Better you than me.” Cedric shook his head and moved off, speaking into his mic to the rest of the detail.

      Jun jogged to the track and made a show of stretching. He leaned over, the fabric of his dark-blue sweats pulling taut over his ass. “Da?”

      “Yeah.” Damian dragged his feet over to join him. It was cold. And dark. This was going to be one of those runs that got done whether or not he wanted to move. Just rote work, muscle-building, calorie-burning movement you sometimes had to do whether or not you wanted to.

      Jun spread his legs and grabbed his ankles, bending his knees on one side and then the other, waggling his butt in Damian’s direction. “Maybe this was a bad idea. I forgot you were old.”

      “Old?” Damian’s shoulders drew up. His eyes narrowed.

      Jun smirked at him upside down, looking back through his legs, still folded in half. Damn, he was flexible.

      “Yeah, you’re old! What are you, forty?”

      Damian dragged in a slow breath. It bit but not like it had before. “Thirty-four.”

      “Oh, the dreadful thirties.” Jun unfolded himself and shook out his arms. “Too young to be pretty, too old to be distinguished.”

      “You’re about to be thirty.”

      “Naw, still solidly in my twenties.” Jun smirked and started jogging away backwards, light and bopping high on his feet. “Old, slow, and cold.”

      He laughed and took off.

      The brat!

      Damian tore off after him. He’d show him old and slow.

      Jun glanced back. Damian grinned with his teeth, eating up the space between them. Jun shrieked. His head swung forward, his shoulders bent, and his strides doubled. Damian growled. Fuck! He was fast.

      Laughter filled the air in front of him. His boy was laughing. At him. Maybe.

      Damian pushed his stride. “I’ll show you slow, brat!”

      Jun made peace signs with both hands, his long legs chewing up the track. They were almost all the way around already. Damian made a swipe for Jun’s ass. His boy danced away from his fingers, giggling. He shot Damian a sideways glance and ducked under Damian’s next grab.

      Running beside Jun wasn’t quite as fun as watching the boy’s ass. Damian let his stride slow a fraction. Jun pulled up in front. He looked back again, just a bit of prey-like fear in his eyes. No matter how much you trusted the person behind you, there was still that back-crawling cold sensation of being chased.

      Damian barked. Jun yelped. His head went down, and he churned up the next length of track. This, this was living. There was nothing like a beautiful man running flat out in front of him to feed the wolf inside his chest. He might or might not be able to catch him, but he wanted the moment to extend. There was nothing but the two of them, the burn of the winter night air in his nose, the whip of the wind on his cheeks, and the internal heat as his body warmed, well-trained and aware of its job.

      “Don’t let me catch you, boy!”

      Jun growled, leaning into the turn ahead. The darkness wrapped around them, blanking out thoughts of other places, other people, other things. He was just a wolf chasing his boy, running down his prey, appreciating the flex of Jun’s legs, the way his foot struck the track, the flow of his shoulders, the way his hoodie rose and fell with each breath. Breath was life; they were both breathing so hard, dragons in the night, trailing out white plumes.

      He needed more. The tempting man in front of him was dancing just out of reach. He pushed, his fingers brushing against Jun’s ass. Jun swore, putting more distance between them. But he was at his limit. They were moving too fast. There was no air left to laugh with. Damian grinned into the cold. He eked out a little more speed as they came down the side of the track yet again and snagged Jun from behind, spinning him around and off his feet. Jun shrieked, feet fumbling. Damian turned in a circle with their force, lifting Jun from the ground. He backpedaled into the chain-link fence by a tall tree. His back hit it first. Jun struggled, but he was still off the ground. Damian rebounded from the fence, switching their places. He pressed Jun up against the mesh.

      “Caught…you.”

      Jun threw his arms around Damian’s neck and grabbed the collar of his jacket. “You. Did.”

      They grinned at each other, chests heaving.

      “That too old for you?”

      Jun shook his head, giggles punctuating his gasps. “Didn’t think that would get you going.”

      “Guess it was a rough day.”

      They stared at each other, the moment growing bigger and bigger around them. The black night was a caldron, and they were brewing something dark and strong.

      “I don’t want this. I want you.”

      Jun wiggled, sliding down Damian’s front until his feet were on the ground. He pulled Damian closer against him. Damian gripped the fence, pressing Jun between his chest and the barrier. They were almost face-to-face. Jun wasn’t much shorter than he was. Just enough.

      Jun tugged Damian’s face toward his. “You have me.”

      “This feels like a fantasy. That, that mess”—Damian jerked his head in the general direction of the hotel—“that feels like real life. But you, even Richard and Émeric and Collin, that feels like a dream I’m going to lose.”

      “You have me.” Jun jerked the glove off one hand with his teeth and wrapped his fingers around the back of Damian’s neck under his jacket. “You’re not my fantasy, DaSu. And I’m not yours. I’m real. This isn’t us having stolen hours in the middle of the night. This is everything. This is forever. And this is shitty because I’d much rather be stuck in that swamp of a bed of yours than sleeping in a random hotel. But I’m here, sleeping in yet another random fucking hotel, because you and I, this is real.”

      Damian dragged in a shuddering breath that smelled of heat from Jun’s lungs. “The shitty and the shitty.”

      “The shitty and the amazing.” He pressed his lips against Damian’s. “And the cold.” He pulled a sweatband out of his pocket and held it up. “Drag me somewhere warmer?”

      Could he love this wild boy any more? Damian tangled the band around Jun’s wrist and wrapped the other end in his fingers, holding Jun’s hand in his own, their jackets hiding the make-do leash between them. “I can do somewhere warmer.”
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        * * *

      

      Richard and Collin left as soon as Damian and Jun arrived, leaving them the room to themselves. Cedric and the others had watch. Damian shut the door with his foot, eyes on Jun, walking his prey backward toward the first of the two queen beds. Jun gave way until his thighs hit the mattress. Damian pushed him. Jun bounced on the white comforter. Damian crowded over him, their hips meeting on the edge of the bed.

      Damian growled, burying his face in Jun’s neck. He still smelled of the cold wind and fast runs. “We haven’t even finished the list.”

      “That’s what safe words are for. I don’t need a list to play with you.”

      “When I realized I was a dom, this wasn’t how I saw it going. I want to give you what Richard gave me. I want the long scenes and the time. The togetherness. Learning each other.”

      “I am getting to know you.” Jun tugged Damian’s face up and kissed him. “I’m getting to know you inside the crucible.”

      “Crucibles are supposed to come one at a time.”

      Jun raised both eyebrows. “Do they ever?”

      Damian growled. “We’re not going to know what normal is.”

      Jun laughed. “I don’t know what normal is. A month ago, I was an invisible slave on stage for the world to watch.”

      “Do you want normal?” Damian pulled them both up on the bed. They kicked their shoes off together, curling up facing each other, Jun’s wrist still tethered to Damian’s grip.

      “I want you.” Jun’s eyes softened with affection. “I want my music, my friends.”

      “I want to have you. I want to watch you sing and go backstage and grab you off your feet and kiss you until they have to redo your makeup.”

      Jun giggled, his eyes crinkling up to almost nothing. He rubbed his nose against Damian’s. “Tell me more of your fantasies. We’ll make them real.”

      “Chasing you and Collin together, with Richard, in the woods in the summer.”

      “Does Collin even like that?”

      “He’ll try anything once for Richard. It would mean something different for him than you, but he’d still enjoy it.”

      Jun’s eyes softened. “I bet he’d be beautiful.”

      “Tell me one of your fantasies.”

      Jun pressed his lips together, suddenly shy. “It’s a little extreme.”

      “Everything about us is.”

      Jun snorted. “Not like this. Ever since I saw the church, I’ve had this concept. I’m standing in front of a crowd and you’re behind me with a bullwhip. One of those long ones. And you’re making it real.”

      “How am I making it real?”

      “You’re putting my insides on the outsides. You’re making it real. I’m singing the words, but you’re giving me permission to scream.”

      “You want me to whip you?”

      “Yes.”

      Damian touched his fingers to Jun’s face. The boy’s eyes were so open and clear, so trusting. “As punishment or eroticism?”

      “Both. Sometimes, when I’m writing, I wish I could bleed when I sing. Make them see, make it feel as real outside as it is inside.”

      “Then I’ll learn.” Damian kissed Jun once on each eyelid. “I’ll learn how to use a bullwhip.”

      Jun curled into him. “If there weren’t kids who might need us two doors away…”

      Damian groaned. “The idea of my nieces and nephew accidentally hearing us…”

      Jun snickered. “Clothes on, then. Gah, this is weird.”
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        * * *

      

      Damian woke by degrees. Just another hotel. White comforter. White pillow. Too firm mattress. He rubbed a hand over his head. Which trip was he on again? Which city?

      Oh…

      There was no trip.

      He reached blindly out to the other side of the bed. Jun was nowhere to be found. The sheets still smelled of him, but the heat of a second body was almost gone. He checked his phone. Time to get up.

      Voices filtered across the hall from the other two hotel rooms they’d booked. He pulled on casual clothes and brushed his teeth. One of the security guards Damian didn’t know well greeted him when he opened the door. The other hotel room door was open. Damian went in.

      His boyfriend was walking up and down by the opposite window with little Habibi propped up against his shoulder and a burp rag draped over his blue T-shirt. He still wore flannel pajama pants. Kimbo was sitting at the little table by the bed, his seven-year-old fingers flying in some sort of complicated monster story. Jun’s eyes were on him, and he nodded and raised his eyebrows at appropriate moments. It seemed breakfast had been served. Rue was playing with her spoon in a bowl of cereal. Howser was missing, but the linking door between this room and the one next door was open. Damian stuck his head in and nodded. Howser was watching sports by himself, eating a pile of eggs and pancakes. He ignored Damian. That was a problem for another time. Damian turned back to the room where everyone else was.

      Armada wiped her lips with the back of her hand and cleaned it off with a baby towel. “He does that.”

      Damian inclined his head in Howser’s direction. “Him?”

      Armada nodded and shrugged. “He thinks he’s better than the little kids.”

      Damian raised an eyebrow. “And you?”

      Armada's lips pulled to the side; she shrugged with one shoulder. “He’s got Gramps’ opinions about women.”

      That was not going to work. Damian made a mental note not to leave Howser alone with any staff of the female persuasion and to give Linda and Alice a heads-up. They’d keep Dana away from him entirely.

      Armada looked over toward Jun and Habibi. “I can take the baby back. I told your guy he didn’t have to.”

      “No one makes Jun do what he doesn’t want to do.” Damian smiled. Jun looked good with Habibi in his arms. Not that he wanted to start a family with kids any time soon, but it was sweet to see Jun with a baby.

      Armada still had her eyes on Jun. “He’s good with him. Habibi doesn’t usually go to strangers.”

      “Maybe it’s the dancing,” Damian said.

      Armada smiled a bit. She went back to eating, casting glances toward Betti, who was sitting quietly in the corner of one of the beds, and Kimbo, who was now jumping up and down with his hands in the air, showing Jun how big the monster’s claws were.

      “DaSu, coffee’s behind the TV.” Jun jerked his head toward the hiding place.

      “You’re an angel.”

      Jun’s eyes darkened. Damian blushed. An angel I still intend to fuck over that altar. He covered his moment of lust-driven thought by fetching the coffee. Jun had hidden it well indeed. It was still warm and smelled dark and strong. Jun knew him so well already. That or he was using Collin to cheat, which was just as perfect. He appreciated a resourceful strategist.

      “So, what would you like to do today?” Damian asked Betti and Rue.

      The question led to a general discussion. None of the kids had been to any of the big educational attractions in the city except for a school trip to the Museum of Science and Industry. Armada called Howser in to give his input. He came with a scowl but gave his opinion all the same. The general consensus settled on visiting the Field Museum because Kimbo and Rue wanted to see dinosaurs, and Howser voted for dead people, apparently in a bid to be contrary, but Damian decided his vote matched mummies well enough to count. Betti announced she would not look at the mummies at all. Armada reminded her there were jewels and animals, and that won her over.

      Damian’s phone started to buzz with messages. Richard, Émeric, and Collin all checked in. Matthew and Hypatia offered to come help babysit for the day. He texted them back with the plan. Hypatia responded almost immediately that she and Matthew would join them at the Field Museum later on. They were members.

      While Damian finished eating a meal snatched from the continental breakfast downstairs, Jun quizzed Kimbo on the ages of all his siblings.

      “So, how old are you?” Jun held up all ten fingers.

      Kimbo stuck out his tongue and shook his head.

      Jun put all his fingers down. “This old?”

      “That’s Habibi!” Kimbo giggled. “I’m bigger.”

      Jun screwed up his face in intense concentration. “How much bigger? Do I need my toes?”

      “No!” Rue ran over to her brother. “Kimbo’s this!” She held up all five fingers on one hand and two more fingers from her other hand.

      “Oh, Kimbo’s seven. Got it. So, are you eight?” Jun held up fingers to match his words.

      Kimbo rolled his eyes. “I’m bigger! Rue’s little!”

      “No little,” Rue huffed.

      “You’re in kinder…kinder…” Kimbo stumbled over the word.

      “Kindergarten,” Armada put in smoothly, walking past to change Habibi’s diaper.

      “Yeah! That.” Kimbo bit his lip, looking like a smaller version of Armada.

      “Oh, so, Habibi is the littlest, then Rue, then you.” Jun nodded wisely. “How old am I?”

      “I don’t know!” Kimbo shouted.

      “Shh. Inside voice,” Armada cautioned.

      Rue clapped a hand over her mouth. Kimbo pouted.

      “I think you’re the same as Armada,” Rue whispered.

      Jun chuckled. “I’m more fingers than Armada. Do you want to guess?”

      “Uncle Jun is like Uncle Damian,” Betti said. “They’re old, like adults.”

      “He doesn’t look old.” Kimbo narrowed his eyes at Jun. “Are you old?”

      “Older than Armada, younger than Uncle Damian. So how many fingers do I need for Betti?”

      “Betti is old,” Rue said.

      “I’m not!” Betti huffed.

      “You go to the same school as Armada.”

      Betti groaned. “I’m fourteen.”

      “Fourteen isn’t old,” Jun agreed. “How old is Howser? More fingers than you? Less fingers than you?”

      Rue and Kimbo put their heads together and held up all of Kimbo’s fingers and one finger from each of Rue’s hands.

      Jun counted them dutifully. “So, he’s twelve.”

      Betti sighed. “Thinks he’s twenty.”
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        * * *

      

      Taking kids through the Field Museum wasn’t something Damian had ever done before. He thanked all the gods that he might or might not believe in for Jun’s and Armada’s help. Betti was pretty solid herself. She held Rue’s hand while Jun carried Kimbo on his back. Armada had Habibi. That left Damian with free hands to buy tickets and open a map. He had to keep an eye peeled for Howser. The preteen kept hanging back, almost like he intended to disappear on a moment’s notice. He made a mental note to put a tracking device on the boy’s shoes. He could see him making a run for it, if for no other reason than he seemed to be embarrassed to be seen hanging out with—in his words—babies.

      “You promised dead people,” Howser said, hands in his pockets, slouching.

      Betti shuddered. They were all huddled to the side of the grand hall, clustered around the map Damian was holding out.

      “I want to see pretty things,” Betti whispered.

      “Dinosaurs!” Kimbo crowed.

      “We have two bodyguards, so we can split up in two groups,” Jun informed them. “Damian, do you want to do Ancient Egypt or gemstones?”

      “I’ll do the crypts,” Damian said. “Anyone who wants to see mummies can come with me; everyone else can go with Jun. Then we’ll do dinosaurs together. That’s dead things and pretty things.”

      Armada smothered a smile by biting her lips. Betti moved toward Jun, and Rue grabbed his hand. Kimbo dithered back and forth. He clearly didn’t want to leave Rue, but wanted something else. He tugged Damian down so he could whisper in his ear. “You won’t let them get me, right?”

      “Promise.” Damian crossed his heart.

      Kimbo grabbed his hand.

      Jun chuckled. “See you later. We’ll be on the second floor.” He moved off, putting Rue on his shoulders, Betti walking beside him.

      “You want to see dead people?” Damian asked Armada.

      She chuckled. “I like Egypt. It says they have cat mummies.”

      Howser made a rude noise and moved off. Damian shook his head. Hopefully this was just Howser’s insecurities showing, but he seemed to have a real disdain for Armada and the younger kids in general. The relationship between him and Betti wasn’t something Damian had yet been able to get a read on.

      Hypatia and Matthew joined them two hours later when they were partway into the permanent exhibit on evolution and extinction. Howser’s attitude had let up in the face of the ancient and colossal. Armada read placards out loud to Rue and Kimbo. Jun and Damian took turns carrying Habibi. Matthew and Hypatia integrated themselves with the kids in a matter of minutes, giving Jun and Damian a chance to fall to the back of the pack. Jun had Habibi again.

      “How are you doing?” Jun asked.

      “I should be asking you. This isn’t what you signed up for.”

      “Stuff it,” Jun snorted. “I thought we settled that. You didn’t sign up for this either.”

      “I forgot that.”

      “So, how are you doing?”

      “I don’t think I’ve stopped to ask myself.”

      Jun stepped closer, walking with his arms touching Damian’s. “I’m here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, Matthew is a Residency boy, too?”

      “Yes, though he belongs to Hypatia now.”

      “He’s really calm.”

      Damian chuckled. “He is. Don’t let that make you think he won’t give it to you when you need to hear something.”

      Jun chuckled. “So you’ve said.”

      Hypatia and Armada were falling into step together. Jun nodded forward and Damian moved, taking over the two little kids to give the women a moment together.

      They ate in the cafeteria on the first floor. By then, the kids were flagging. Rue had cried once, and even Betti was drooping. It was just late enough to check into the new hotel that had been arranged. This time, there was a suite of rooms with a kitchenette. Matthew and Hypatia offered to stay with the kids for the night. Damian checked with Armada, but she was enthusiastically in support. Cedric volunteered to be security for the night. Damian shuddered inside at the overtime they were probably racking up with the security detail. He made a note to check with Richard about the cost. All of that meant that he could head over to the office, though, and get in a few badly needed hours of work.

      “Can I talk to you in the hall?” Hypatia said as they were getting ready to leave.

      They stepped out together. Hypatia closed the door. “Armada has agreed to stay with me at my place to go through with the medical abortion pills. She’s going to need a few days without the kids. There’s not a lot of time left before she can’t have the less invasion option.”

      “Do you think she’ll let Habibi go that long?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “I’ll see about getting more help.”

      “Damian.” Hypatia paused, then went on. “This is a lot to drop on anyone. Are you letting Richard support you? Not just emotionally but financially?”

      “I don’t want to. This isn’t his problem. He’s already helping a lot with funding the lawyers for Jun and flying him back privately.”

      Hypatia inclined her head in agreement. “We’re here for you. Whether or not you choose to continue to take this all on.”

      Damian grimaced. “The longer this goes on, the harder it is to say no.”

      Hypatia nodded, eyes soft. “I get it. We want to save everyone. Just remember that saving someone at the sacrifice of ourselves means that someone else loses you. I know The Residency has taught you how to be in community. Don’t forget it.”

      “We don’t even know if the kids will be able to stay away from their mother.”

      “They need to. When it comes to it, put me down to testify. Their mother is an imbecile or a monster. The reason doesn’t much matter. She should never have guardianship of a puppy, much less children.”
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        * * *

      

      Jun yawned as they climbed into the SUV to leave the hotel.

      “I have to go to the office to work,” Damian said. “Do you want to go back to The Residency or come with me?”

      “Residency.” Jun yawned again. “I should answer some calls. Will you be out late?”

      “Probably ten or later.”

      “Ten.” Jun gave Damian a hard look. “You can go back in the morning if you need to.”

      “Some work won’t wait.”

      Jun sighed. “I have to look after you.”

      “If I’m not home by ten, then you can get someone to bring you over to get me. I’m sure Émeric would help.”

      Jun smirked. “They’d all help me.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunday was calmer. Damian split his time between the office and the hotel. He got one text message from his father. <Bring the kids back. I know you have them.> He ignored it, screenshotting it and sending it to Welwick and putting it in a new folder labeled Kramer Evidence. Toward evening, Welwick called. The kids needed to go to school in the morning. Damian assigned them a driver to get everyone down to their various destinations. He left messages with each school that only individuals authorized by himself or the Department of Children and Family Services could pick them up. It wasn’t foolproof, but hopefully by evening, they could have a warrant for his father’s arrest.

      He and Jun spent the night at the hotel. Jun gave swimming lessons in the pool before a late dinner, and everyone went to sleep except Betti. Armada looked like she was going to stay up with her sister, but Damian urged her to go rest. He set Betti up with headphones and a laptop with movies.

      Sleep would be best, but it was natural that the teenager couldn’t. Better to let her get out of her head.

      Monday morning, Jun took Habibi on as Armada left for school. He listened to Armada’s final instructions about bottle-feeding and diapers and assured her they’d be fine. “He can help write some songs,” Jun humored her.

      She sucked on her lip but gave in with a heavy sigh. “Call for me, please, for anything.”

      Jun held out his hand, tangling his fingers in hers. “Habibi and I are good. Go.”

      She tore herself away with watery eyes and hurried after Rue to board the elevator.

      Jun watched them go and turned back to Damian. “You’ve got work.”

      “Sending us all off?”

      “No, but we both know something is going to go down today.”

      “Holden is on duty outside.”

      “I’ve never had a longer list of people to call,” Jun said. “Seriously, go work. I think I need the quiet, anyway.”

      Damian kissed him. “I’m not sure Habibi will give you quiet.” He paused. “This is never how I saw us.”

      Jun gave him a sad smirk. “That sounds like a lyric to a song.”

      “Going to write us a song?”

      Jun smiled, mischief in his eyes. “Just one?”
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        * * *

      

      In the office, Damian worked like a man possessed. His staff was amazing, although he needed to hire a new associate. The workload was rising. Someone else who could speak Korean would have been especially helpful. He told his personal assistant to check their roster of former interns to see if anyone capable could be recruited. On reflex, he thought of calling Mr. Su to see if he’d had any promising students who were interested in practicing on both sides of the Pacific. Then he paused.

      Could he still make that call?

      He set the decision aside. For now, he didn’t know if Mr. Su was going to be a judge on Jun’s case. It would be a conflict of interest for the moment.

      His personal phone rang a little after eleven thirty. Dalia had asked to see him in jail. They were offering an appointment for that day. He growled, looking at his calendar. He could take one meeting on the phone on his way there. The rest of his day would be a mess, though.

      There was no good reason to take the request. Let her talk through her lawyer, if she had one. She’d probably be out of jail by the end of the day, anyway.

      But he wanted to know. Like the need to pull a scab off a wound before it was healed, he had questions he knew had no answers.

      The boy inside him needed to check. The teenager she’d abandoned to be charged with murder wanted to know why.

      He let his personal assistant know about the change and asked him to make arrangements with a driver and security.

      Émeric called him ten minutes later. “Do you need to go alone?”

      Damian paused. “Go where?”

      “The jail. Our teams were coordinating. I overheard. Richard would go with you, but I know he’s south of the city right now, meeting with contractors.”

      Damian swallowed. “I can handle it. It’s just Dalia.”

      “You don’t have to face her alone.”

      “I’ve handled world dignitaries. She’s nothing.”

      Émeric said nothing, letting the silence judge for him.

      Damian growled. “She’s a bitch. You don’t want to meet her.”

      “Do you or do you not remember you’re Residency?”

      Damian sighed. “I’m grown, Émeric. I should be able to handle this.”

      “You’ve handled everything that’s ever been asked of you.” Approval and pride filtered through Émeric’s voice.

      “You’re doing that thing, being a daddy.”

      Émeric laughed. “Not this time. You’re ours, Damian. You’re not my boy, not in the sense we normally use the word, but you’re…” Émeric paused, reaching for a word.

      “No, you are.” Damian’s cheeks flushed.

      “Doms know when to lean on others and when they have to go alone. Who’s going to see Dalia? Mr. Sathers, attorney at law, or Damian Kramer, the kid?”

      “Both.” Damian closed his eyes, pain cresting in his chest. “I’d be honored if you could come. She’s going to twist everything.”

      “I got you.”

      “Thank you.” Damian’s cheeks burned.
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        * * *

      

      Dalia was being held in the same jail from which Damian had made his one Hail Mary phone call to Richard almost two decades before. At some point, the walls had been repainted. The rugs from the nineties had been replaced with dull black mats. The floors beneath them were the same exact tile, worn and chipped enough to be the very same set. Gratitude for Émeric’s support crawled up in his throat.

      I’m Damian Sathers. Sathers. You changed your name. You’re not that young man anymore. Except parts of him were. Parts of him that had been terrified. Parts of him that had thought he was looking at spending years, if not his entire life, in prison. They were still there beneath all the other layers.

      Years under Richard’s mentorship had taught him who had been to blame for that night, but no amount of healing entirely erased the memory of the fear.

      “I haven’t been here since that day.”

      Émeric laid a hand on Damian’s shoulder. “You don’t have to talk to her.”

      “I know, but parts of me need to.”

      Émeric nodded.

      There were more reasons to talk to Dalia than getting old questions asked. There were practical points to cover. He needed to know how she was going to present in front of a judge and what kind of case Armada was up against in resisting returning to her mother’s house.

      They checked in at the front desk. An administrator asked them to wait in a small area of uncomfortable chairs. There were two other people already waiting. Damian opted to stand. Émeric took a look at the chairs and elected to stand as well. While well built, none of the chairs looked like they would be comfortable for men of their size.

      Damian’s phone went off. He checked the screen. One message from Welwick. <Paternity confirmed. Damian Sathers and Armada Kramer are full siblings. Submitting petition to court for Thaddeus Hayden Kramer’s DNA sample to confirm parentage.>

      He’d known. He’d believed Armada when she’d sat across that small white table bottle-feeding Habibi and told him.

      Reading it in black and white hit different.

      He held out his phone to Émeric.

      Émeric read the text, grimaced, and nodded. “Have Betti and Rue been given physicals?”

      Damian shook his head. The fact they even had to think of that was chilling. There were too many things the kids needed. He didn’t have the hours in the day to even start. As it was, he was using Cedric to pick them up.
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        * * *

      

      They were shown into a plain room and given instructions not to make physical contact with Dalia. She wore a standard-issue uniform. The years had aged her. Her hair was pulled back in an elastic band. There was a cut under her left eye. Her hands were folded in front of her on the table, showing all her knuckles were bruised.

      She stared at Damian first, then at Émeric. “This my lawyer?”

      “No. Émeric is family.” Damian pulled out one of the chairs opposite her at the simple metal table. Émeric took the other. Muscle memory took over. Damian unbuttoned his suit jacket as he sat.

      Dalia’s eyes tightened. “Ain’t no family I recognize. Where’s my lawyer?”

      Damian folded his hands in front of him on the table, the same as if he were in a business meeting. “I’ve been told you’ve been assigned a public defender.”

      Dalia’s face twisted into a sneer. “For once in your sorry life, be there for your family. Get a lawyer. If you won’t do it for me, do it for your nieces and nephews.”

      “You said you wanted to see me. You didn’t ask me to bring a lawyer. I came.”

      Dalia glowered, glancing toward Émeric. “I told you to come. Didn’t say I wanted to see your man toy. I hope you’re not bringing this shit around the kids. I didn’t give my permission for them to see this shit.”

      “Émeric is family.”

      She sniffed. “I’m your family. This”—she waggled her fingers at Émeric—“this is entertainment. Your dad is your family. Armada and Howser and the rest of the kids are your family. I thought you were smart. Don’t be leaving your own sister to no public defender.”

      Sister.

      Damian drew in a breath and looked down. But there was no reason to suppress the question inside. He looked back up, straight into her eyes. “Are you my sister?”

      The muscles around her eyes flexed. “What kind of bullshit question is that? Got same father, don’t we?”

      “But the same mother?”

      “Damian Kramer!”

      “Sathers.” A spark of anger shot through him. His hands stayed where they were, but his voice changed. “Damian Sathers.”

      “Born a Kramer, always a Kramer.”

      “No. My name is Sathers.” Damian met Dalia’s glower. “Thaddeus Kramer threw me out. Disowned me, if you don’t remember.”

      “He didn’t throw you out; you left us.”

      “He accused me of murder.”

      Dalia snorted. “You got uppity. He had to get through to you somehow. He wasn’t going to go through with it.”

      A dark memory of Thaddeus Kramer staring through the bars of a cell in this very station ran through Damian:

      “Let him rot in hell for all I care,” Thaddeus had said before walking away. “In the old times, this would be over.”

      “What do you mean?” the officer had asked.

      “It’s in the Old Testament, ain’t it?”

      Damian forced the memory back.

      “Did he make you testify against me?”

      Dalia’s nostrils flared. “You hit him, Damian. What was I supposed to do, take your side?! You were out of line.”

      “He knocked Armada to the ground. She was a baby.”

      “The high chair wasn’t stable. It was a slap.”

      “She wasn’t even a year old.”

      Dalia slapped the table. “It’s not a crime to discipline a child. You were killing him. You were out of control.”

      Heat burned in Damian’s shoulders and down his arms. His fingers tightened against each other.

      “Does he hit Habibi like that? Does he hit the other kids like he used to hit us?”

      “Our father is a good man. He keeps his house in order. Something you wouldn’t know anything about.”

      “Who’s my mother, Dalia?”

      “Same as mine.”

      Damian waited. Dalia held her tongue.

      “Why are Armada and I fully siblings, Dalia?”

      She had opened her mouth to spout off, but the question ground her to a halt. “You’re doing that lawyer thing, asking trick questions.”

      “No trick.” Damian pulled out his phone. Welwick had followed up his text message with a PDF. Damian opened it and held it up so she could read it. “Official, legally submittable results. Armada and I have the same mother and the same father.”

      “What’s this have to do with anything? I just want a lawyer. You’re supposed to get me out of here. They can’t hold me, you know. State law says they can’t hold me. I want my rights.”

      “Just answer the question, Dalia.”

      “Why should I? You’re just doing some slick gotcha thing. Are we on TV? You getting rich off this? Go on some talk show? Is this payback for me talking to that reporter guy?”

      “The only cameras running are CCTV.”

      Dalia crossed her arms, looking around the room with suspicion. “I bet that stuff is faked. You could put anything in a document and show it to me. They do that these days. That damned AI can darn well do anything.”

      “You had them call me, Dalia. They placed the kids with me. The judge is going to ask the same question. Armada is pregnant. They’re going to find out who the father is.”

      “Probably one of those messy heads at her school. Dad’s going to have her hide for being a hussy.”

      “Armada is your daughter, Dalia. I was there when you were pregnant. Why does this test say that you’re my mother?”

      Dalia’s cheeks darkened. “We’re not talking about this. I know you don’t want to be family. You’re stuck with them until I’m out. So when are you getting me lawyered up?”

      “You don’t deserve them.” Those weren’t the words Damian had planned to say. They just came out and hung there in the air between them.

      Dalia’s eyes flashed. She slapped the table. “You take those words out of your mouth. Those are my children.”

      Damian stood, buttoning his suit. There was no more to be done here. He was going to lose his composure, lose himself. And a Kramer didn’t get to see that from him, not anymore. He was Damian Sathers, Richard Reevesworth’s right-hand man, a member of The Residency, co-owner of his own law agency. These weren’t games he played, not anymore. “If even half of what Armada has said is true, he’ll never leave prison once they arrest him. I suggest you turn evidence against Thaddeus.” He started for the door, Émeric joining him.

      Dalia slapped the table again. “Whatever you’re saying, boy, say it straight.”

      Damian turned halfway back around. “Never call me boy again. Next time you address me like that, our conversation is over. You want it straight, then it’s this: Thaddeus Kramer is a pedophile.”

      Dalia stood, flushed, hands shaking. “You take that back.”

      “He’s a monster. You can choose to go down with him, or you can wake up and run when you’re given yet another chance. I gave you your first, years ago, but you turned evidence on me then, didn’t you? You lied. You said Armada had taken a stumble while learning to walk. Even though you saw him hit her. You lied for him and nearly put me in prison.”

      “You hit him!”

      “He hit me. He hit her, Dalia. He’s a violent monster.”

      “He’s the man of the house.”

      “That doesn’t give him any more rights than anyone else.”

      “It’s God’s law: God, the husband as head of the house, the wife, then children.”

      “Not good enough, Dalia! Not good enough.” When had he started shaking? “Some things you don’t stay for.”

      “You were disobedient. What was he supposed to do? Let you do whatever you wanted?”

      “You were supposed to stand up for your child, Dalia. Armada was your baby. You let him hurt her. You let him hurt me for years. We were children.”

      “Yeah, and do you think Dad was any better after you left, huh! You left us with him. Do you know what it was like after you were gone?

      “I was seventeen!”

      “You were a man.”

      “Make a decision, Dalia. Either I was a man or I was a child who should have obeyed him.”

      “You were his son. It didn’t matter how old you were.”

      “Who’s more important, Dalia? The child who can’t speak? Or the grown man who hit a baby?”

      “He was your father. It was his responsibility to raise you.”

      “So that’s your reason? You stayed, even after you could leave, because I was his?”

      “It’s not like I could leave! I was twelve.”

      Damian stared at her, the truth finally ringing out between them. “You were eleven.”

      She huffed. “Almost twelve.”

      “That was me. We could have left at any time between then and when Armada was born. We could have left that night. All you had to have done was speak the truth. They would have taken him away. We could have been free.”

      Dalia trembled. Tears lined her lashes. “We needed him. He owed me. I was his woman. He could have made an honest woman of me.”

      “A woman, when? When I was born? When Armada was? Dalia, what he did to you was wrong.”

      “Are you not hearing me? He was your dad. He knocked me up. A man’s supposed to raise their sons.

      “Not good enough.”

      “He owed me, owed us. It’s a father’s responsibility.”

      “You were eleven. You weren’t his woman; you were his victim.”

      “I was bleeding once a month, wasn’t I? He said he loved me. He was mine. I gave him a son, didn’t I? Until you turned into a disappointment!”

      Angry tears ran down Damian’s face. He stared at his…he didn’t have a word for what Dalia was. She was so far down in the shit of their fucked-up bloodline he couldn’t see a way to save her. “You’ll never have custody of the kids again.”

      Dalia’s face twisted into grief and rage. “You’re everything he said you were. Ungrateful. Traitor. F****t.”

      Damian opened the door. “Goodbye, Dalia.”

      “We’re not done here.”

      “We are.” Damian nodded to Émeric. They started for the door.

      She shrieked and kicked the chair over. “Bastard!”

      Damian stepped out of the way of the officer heading into the room. Émeric followed him out.

      “I’m glad I never called myself your mother. Go home and let that filthy rich man fuck you in your arse like the whore you are. I bet you like it, don’t you! Slobbering all over his dick so he’ll buy you fancy clothes. You…you…Uncle Tom!”

      Damian turned back. He had both no words and all the words.

      She was struggling so hard she was going to hurt herself, eyes wide, spit on her mouth. She stopped long enough to scream again. “You’re destroying this family.” She hung from the officer’s arms, panting.

      “No. Thaddeus Hayden Kramer destroyed it. A long time ago. He made us and he wrecked us, but some of us are strong enough to stop this. I’m sorry, Dalia.”

      She must have been beautiful, once, like all life is when first conceived. Now she was her father’s crime. The damage in her mind was his work. Fear crawled up his arms. The poison in her was reaching out to him. She was a wraith that wanted him back, wanted to destroy everything he’d become. Guilt and hopelessness wrapped around his heart. He’d escaped, but his worst fears had become real. He’d failed. He’d failed her. He’d failed Armada. Thaddeus Kramer and his cronies—Pastor Doyle and the rest—they’d won. Kramer had dragged his tiny, miserable kingdom into madness and starvation like Scar in the Lion King.

      Tears ran down Damian's jaw. He couldn’t move. This wreck of a woman was blood of his blood, his mother, his sister, the victim of the same man who had cut the scars into his skin that he still bore. She should have been closer to him than anyone but a lover. The floor yawned like a chasm between them. His vision was swimming. The back of his head ached. He was watching her from the end of a long, darkening tunnel.

      He could forgive her for being broken. He could forgive her for letting their father cut his punishment into his chest with a broken beer bottle. He could forgive her for staying.

      He couldn’t forgive her for giving him Armada.

      He’d lost. There was no hope here. “Goodbye, sister.”

      Blind, he turned. Émeric’s hand on his arm guided him toward the exit.
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        * * *

      

      Damian didn’t see the ground beneath his feet. He barely knew Émeric was helping him inside the SUV. He didn’t hear the individual words Émeric spoke to the driver. The vehicle moved. It made turns. His body swayed back and forth. It stopped.

      “What, we’re not…” he looked up. They were parked outside the church. He looked to Émeric.

      Émeric opened the door and beckoned him to get out. The driver popped open the back door. Émeric fetched a heavy, long bag and walked toward the church. He still had the key Damian had given him so he could survey the location. He used it. Damian followed him inside. Nothing was real. There was no good reason for them to be here now, but it also didn’t matter. Did Émeric want to work? Was this Émeric’s way of helping him get past what had just happened?

      Émeric checked that the door was shut. He locked it from the inside, pocketed the key, then walked into the back of the sanctuary. He laid the heavy canvas bag down on the floor and knelt to unroll it. Inside the canvas were crowbars and sledgehammers. Émeric picked up one of the sledgehammers, hefting it in his hand.

      “Coat off. Jacket, too.”

      Damian obeyed. He dropped the coat and jacket over the back of the closest pew.

      Émeric stepped in front of him. He unbuttoned each of Damian’s shirt sleeves and rolled them up his forearms in precise folds, the same number on each arm. Then he stepped back and picked up the sledgehammer again. “Where did she sit when she was listening to all that tripe about discipline and heads of the household?”

      Why did he still know the answer? It was a fucking travesty that he still remembered exactly; he didn’t even need to close his eyes to be able to see himself trailing behind Dalia down this very aisle to the pew ten rows from the back. If he walked too slow, he could feel the sharp pricks of the spine of Thaddeus’s bible digging into his back.

      He held out his hand. Émeric gave over the sledgehammer.

      The pew taunted him with every step. He stared at it. The red hymnals were still in the pockets on the back of the pew in front. If they’d been so important, their songs so precious, why had they been left behind?
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