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Sea of Stars is dedicated to everyone who has ever survived trauma of any kind and those out there every day fighting as mental health warriors. You are seen, and your struggles matter.
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Check out the playlist for Silken Bonds! More songs will be added all the time, so check back often! 
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Trigger Warnings




First off, please know your mental health is important, so I always include trigger warnings on my books. This book can be intense, but for different reasons than my other books. Remember, curate your own experience. If you feel like this might be a spoiler, please skip ahead to the introduction where more will be explained about topics in this book. 
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Introduction




Welcome, dear readers, to the beginning of Silken Bonds. This book launches a new series that ties into the Chains of Fate series. You will see some familiar characters toward the end, and a mystery left unsolved. To understand more, you'll just have to read the rest of the books that come after this one! 

I do want to address a very important issue. This book shows a character experiencing delusions, though it is not made clear whether these delusions are from drug use or schizophrenia, or both. It is important to understand that the depictions of him and his struggles have been handled to the best I am able. I have used care when depicting him, mostly from experience in mental health. Randal, though he does something extreme because of the delusions, is not vilified in this story. On the contrary, the characters all know that he never intended harm. His condition is seen as something he needs help with, not as a failing in character. His disorder is not shown in an amusing light, and it is not taken as a joke part of the book. This is very important for me to tell you. Some characters may react to him in different ways, but on the whole, people just feel like he's a little bit different. 

In the world today, people with serious mental health concerns are more likely to be victims of crimes than they are to be perpetrators of a crime. And in this story, despite what happens, the only thing that anyone wants is for the character to receive the help he needs.

Randal is not a onetime character. Future books will also include him once he has dealt with the substance use disorder and his delusions. You will see what becomes of him, and if you are interested in his story as it develops, I encourage you to keep reading Silken Bonds. 








  
  

Chapter One


From the Past





"Diego…" came the whispered voice in the darkness. With growing urgency, the whisper said, "Diego, please, wake up, please." 

Diego Garcia blinked as he saw his little brother leaning over him. Roger roused him in the night, his voice laced with a distinct fear, while Molly and Ratchet, their yard dogs, barked. He reached up with one long-fingered hand and pulled off the CPAP mask from his face while he hit the button to turn off his machine. Being woken up in the middle of the night was something he hated. He struggled to sleep, let alone rise and go outside. Because he wore long-wearing contacts, he could see when he woke up. He blinked his dark-brown eyes repeatedly until the sleep cleared from them. 

"Diego, there's noise outside, and the dogs…" Roger whispered frantically, hands wringing in front of him as he glanced toward the window. 

Diego sighed, staring at his younger brother. Roger couldn't have been more different from Diego if he tried. He was short, especially compared to the much taller Diego, and had pale blond hair with a pair of clear blue eyes. His skin was also much lighter than Diego's medium brown skin. 

"Okay, shush, you get back to bed," Diego said, sitting up slowly before he stood. 

Roger nodded and disappeared out of the room, giving Diego plenty of time to get out of bed and go see what was going on. Diego yawned as he headed into the hallway and out into the main room. Outside, the motion lights had come on, and he could hear Molly and Ratchet making a racket out there. It wasn't the first time he'd had to check things in the middle of the night. Diego lived with his mother, father, and Roger. Since Diego's mother's pregnancy had been so hard on her, Roger's adoption had worked out well. Diego had inherited her condition, Marfan syndrome, and the chances any other children would also be pretty high. So, when Diego was quite young, and child protective services removed his school friend from the home for being abused, his mother took him as a foster child, and later adopted him. However, the boy suffered from crippling PTSD and long-term effects of the physical injuries. This was the reason the frightened seventeen-year-old would often wake his much larger elder brother in the middle of the night.

Diego looked at the clock. Four am. Great, he thought. By the time he had checked things out, got back in bed, and then got to sleep again, it would be time to get out of bed. He sighed, pushing the heavy door open to get into the shop, and decided he'd end up staying up after this and making breakfast so his mom could sleep in a little. She had been having some problems with her heart, increasing as she aged, and unlike Diego, she couldn't have surgery to fix it. Diego had been able to have surgery early on to fix the major heart issues he had as a child. His mother's heart problems had simply taken longer to appear. 

For a long time, his parents had run this mechanic's business. His father was a master with cars. He could fix any problem that came in. He saw himself as an artist, too. Everything he did was functional and beautiful. Even the parts of the car that the world would never see had to be visually appealing and done properly. He did not cobble or substitute any parts. Everything looked pristine and clean when his father was done. Diego, because of his condition, had trouble with some of the finer work, but he enjoyed the business aspect. While he still worked on the cars, he liked to do paint work. 

He glanced around the shop; the lights came on as he entered. Nothing out of place here, he thought. He was cold, though, as though a window was open. He could still hear Ratchet barking, but not Molly. Even though the older, more experienced guard dog knew there was no immediate danger, the pup remained agitated. Then he heard Molly growl. He frowned, rubbing his eyes with one hand for a second and then went to the door to the yard.

"This is so fucking annoying," he muttered as he ducked under the doorframe out into the yard. 

Several cars awaiting repair lined the lot, alongside his father's projects: a sixty-nine Mustang and a seventy-two Charger, both dismantled. The bright flood lamps would have come on when someone entered the yard. It served both function and security. Having a flood lamp come on and two pit bulls start barking at you sent anyone running. He halted, and he saw marks on the door: a crowbar. Someone had tried to force the shop door open? Why the nine hells would anyone do that, he thought as he looked around.

He looked out at the dog-run area. They'd build a run for the pups to stay in at night and when they needed them away while cars were being brought in and out. The two dogs could run along the fence all the way around the buildings, but they couldn't get into the main part of the yard. It was often too dangerous for them to get out there when there were major repairs and welding going on. He glanced over and saw that Molly was staring at the side of the building, with the hair on her back raised and growling low in her throat. Ratchet, being the pup that he was, just ran around her and barked randomly. He frowned. Something was over there.

Diego wasn't afraid of much, but people knew this area was a place for some pretty heavy drug dealing, and someone high or strung out could be very dangerous. So, being aware of the possibility of danger, he knew Molly would be his best ally at the moment, so he took one long stride over to her pen, and she immediately came to the gate. Ratchet was still jumping around, so he let Molly out. Molly, because she was well trained, stopped growling immediately.

"Molly," Diego whispered. "Go."

Molly bolted to whatever it was she had been growling at, and Diego followed. He didn't worry about her getting hurt; Molly knew what she was doing. That's why he'd left the pup in the pen. He would have injured himself if there had been intruders in the yard. Unexpectedly, instead of barking or growling, he heard her give a low-pitched "injured baby" whine. Diego came around to find her licking gently at a person's face. There was a person lying behind the bushes that grew along the side of the building. The lights didn't illuminate the spot up well, but he could now see the shape of the body. 

"Molly, back," he said and kneeled down.

Molly, for the first time since she had been a puppy, refused to move and whined again, licking at the face of this stranger. Rather than get angry at the dog, he knew she was doing what any good mother would do and taking care of an injured pup. Diego couldn't tell the gender of this person, but he could see pale skin in the dim light. He wouldn't be able to tell much until he got the person inside. It didn't even dawn on him to call the cops or an ambulance. He leaned easily over the bushes and gathered up the extremely light body easily and let Molly follow him into the house. He didn't see Roger, so he guessed he'd gone back to bed like he told him to. Diego took his bundle into the spare room next to his. He used it as a study and office while he was going to school. 

He laid the body down on top of the covers and stepped back so he could see what he'd found. Molly sat beside the bed and whimpered at him.

"Don't worry, girl, I'll make sure they're okay," he said, reaching down and scratching her head.

What he'd found was a young man with almost nothing on him and who looked like he'd been beaten to hell. The most obvious feature was the crop of black hair on top of his head with a distinct streak of white on the right side starting at the temple. It was unruly and unkempt. His face was slack in unconsciousness, and he had a black eye that was swollen pretty badly. He had a split lip and significant bruising around his mouth and chin. Molly's licking had cleaned away some of the dried blood on his face but not all of it. He was dirty. He was wearing a pair of very tattered tan boxer shorts and an undershirt that used to be white. His arms and legs had bruises and cuts in varying stages of healing, including some that were very recent. Diego carefully pulled up the undershirt and noted his ribcage was a mass of purple and black bruising. He was breathing relatively well, but he was concerned he might have broken ribs.

Diego sighed and went into the bathroom that connected this room to his and grabbed a washcloth. He dampened it with warm water and got the first-aid kit. This wasn't the first time he'd found someone that needed off the grid help in this area. When he was a teenager, they had taken in a boy for a couple of weeks who was running from his abusive stepfather. Carefully, he set about cleaning the boy's face. He couldn't be over eighteen, he thought to himself as he wiped away the blood and dirt. He was almost done when his eyes fluttered and opened. They were a deep chocolate color, and Diego smiled; he hoped in a reassuring way.

Unfortunately, Diego, at six foot nine inches tall, and with a smile that was slightly unnerving because of the wide set of his mouth and his teeth being crowded together in the front, was not reassuring. The boy screamed and scrambled backward off the bed onto the floor near the wall. Diego sighed and heard the unmistakable footsteps of his folks waking up and heading downstairs.

"Hey, kid, please don't freak out, I'm not gonna hurt you," he whispered.

The black puff of hair appeared first, followed by his hands and frightened eyes. Diego waited, but looked up as his dad came into the doorway.

"Hijo, what is happening? We heard screaming," his father asked.

"I found someone in the yard, papá. He's a bit beat up and scared," he said as he watched the boy's eyes flit between him and his father, Santos Garcia. 

Santos nodded slowly. "You okay, then? Your mother is having a hard time sleeping tonight," he said, glancing between his son and the other boy.

"Fine, papá. Tell mamá that I'll fix breakfast so she can sleep in," Diego said, smiling at his father.

Santos nodded and left the room with one backward glance at the boy hiding beside the bed. Diego sighed and held up the first-aid kit in his hand. 

"I'm patching ya up, kid," he said. "You were out in the yard. I brought you inside."

The boy looked like he wanted to trust him, but he wasn't sure. "Who-who are you?" he finally breathed.

"Diego Garcia," he said, smiling, this time without teeth, at the boy. "Who are you?"

"J-Jun," he finally said, wincing in obvious pain at being crouched beside the bed.

"Well, Jun," Diego whispered. "I saw your ribs, so please, come lie down so I can clean you up. Do you want me to take you to the hospital?"

He shook his head, and his eyes widened with fright at the thought. As Diego had expected, he was afraid and didn't want to be taken to the hospital. 

"Okay, then get up here before I call an ambulance to come get you," he said sternly.

Jun crawled back onto the bed with some pain and sat staring at the odd-looking man before him. Diego could imagine that the boy had never seen anyone so tall and long-limbed in his life. It was no doubt unsettling to him.

Diego was used to the stares and reactions about how he looked. "I have something called Marfan Syndrome, it makes me very tall and my limbs really long. Also makes my joins super flexible," he said, giving a sideways grin and pulling one of his hands backward completely. He saw the boy's eyes go wider. "So, I'm not going to hurt you," he said, patting the bed beside him. "I want to see if you need more medical attention than I can give you."

Jun reluctantly moved toward him and laid down on his back. He looked scared out of his mind at the moment, obviously. Jun watched Diego's moves carefully as he cleaned his cuts and checked him over. Jun was shaking by the time he was done.

"There now, nothing too major," he said, closing the first aid kit and looking back at him. "Tell me, now, how'd you end up in my yard?"

Jun swallowed hard. "I-I ran. And-and he caught me, and I thought he was going to kill me…And I got away and I-I didn't know where to go, so I saw the light here and-and I was gonna hide in the building but I couldn't get in and-and he was there, trying to get over the fence and into the building and then the dogs started barking and the lights came on and he ran off, and I just couldn't stay awake anymore…" he said, sitting now and holding his arms over his chest.

Diego frowned. "Who was he? Your family? A stranger? What?"

Jun shook his head. "I don't know, I don't know, not anymore," he said. "He-he told me that daddy didn't want me, didn't want me anymore, and that he was-he was the only one that would take me, but-but he-he—" Jun put his hands over his head and Diego could see a pattern of bruises of various stages of healing that faced upward when he put his hands like that. Diego's eyes widened. He was used to doing that to protect himself, and someone had hit him while he was in that position.

"What happened?" Diego said, pulling his arms down gently.

"He-he… I got them killed!" he said, eyes wide. "I was nine, we were nine, and it was my fault, and he took me because daddy was angry and didn't want me, but he hated me…he said he-he had to punish me for what I did. I took away momma, I took away his momma, and we-we were alone with his dad, his daddy, Uncle and…" He heaved long slow breaths. "But-but Uncle started doing bad things-things that he didn't like. He said Uncle shouldn't do those things, and I tried to run, and he caught me, and t-today I couldn't-I couldn't…"

Diego frowned. This was confusing. "Who are you talking about, Jun? Who was nine too?" he mumbled. 

"Yuri," he whispered. "He's the only one that cared, but Uncle…He hated me so much, and I deserved it for what I did…"

Diego frowned and wondered exactly what this kid could be talking about. "You said you were nine, how long have you been with this Uncle?" he whispered.

Jun shook his head slowly as his eyes got heavier. "Long time…I don't know."

Diego watched as the boy's eyes slipped shut and he slumped over into deep sleep. He sat there and stared for a few minutes, not sure what to do about it. Being a caretaker wasn't in his nature. He did some work around the house that his mom expected him to do, but he'd much rather do his own thing than take care of chores. Now, he had to take care of a boy who needed care and attention, and he didn't know quite how to handle that. He found himself in an unusual situation and didn't know enough to handle it.

Diego pulled a blanket over him and went to his computer. He didn't have a lot of information, but maybe he could find out something. An hour remained before he had to start breakfast. He started searching for information using the names and two women dying in the last five years. Finding nothing, he frowned and looked back ten years. He was about to give up and searched for missing persons in the area with the first name Jun. It was a long shot, but how many people in California would have the name Jun?

It turned out Jun wasn't a popular name, and he found a blurb on a blog about missing children that mentioned a child with the name Jun as being a mystery for the last few years. The blogger had looked into the disappearance but had got nowhere with the case. The case was now considered cold, and no one was investigating it anymore. There was a link to click at the end.

He blinked as he found one of the missing children's posters and immediately recognized the boy beside him. On the left, a young boy smiled in the picture, and it listed details about him at nine. The aged picture looked similar to the boy beside him now, but the age progression made him look more mature than he really did. They listed his age as twenty-one now. He glanced at the boy he was sure was only eighteen. He was twenty-one. And had been missing for twelve years. Jun Tanaka.

After searching for a few minutes, he discovered a police report about two sisters who were gunned down at a beach near Santa Cruz. The police suspected an unknown assailant shot and killed Yuma Tanaka and Kanna Smith and kidnapped Jun Tanaka. Surviving the incident had been Kanna's son, Yuri Smith. Yuri's father had been the one to find the murder scene and report it to the police. Since then, there had been no sign of the boy, and no leads on who murdered the two women.

Diego frowned. Things didn't add up. If Yuri was with Jun, did Yuri's father kidnap him? Nothing about this made sense.


      [image: ]Jun had awoken that morning not knowing that things would turn out so…wrong. How could he have expected how badly things would go? He knew he was going to be lucky to get through the day without getting beaten in some fashion, and hopefully, Uncle wouldn't want him alone. Jun huddled on the small cot he slept on and hoped that today was a good day. Shivering, he knew Uncle had been too nice the day before. He'd let him eat dinner with him and Yuri. He'd even let Yuri show him some of his schoolbooks. Jun wanted to see them, even though his reading wasn't good. He hadn't been to school since he was a young child, before he came to live with Uncle. Uncle said if anyone found out he was with him, they'd be in trouble when he was younger. Uncle didn't let him have books or anything, so he had little knowledge of anything after his ninth year, when everything went wrong. 

The apartment they lived in was small—two bedrooms, one for Yuri and one for Uncle. Jun's "bedroom" was a large front closet that was just big enough to fit his cot into. Of course, there were coats and bags in it too, but at least at this place he had a place to sleep by himself and not on the bathroom floor like the last one. He liked to be alone, mostly because it didn't hurt so much then. Jun was still half asleep when the door opened, and he looked up to see his uncle staring at him. His heart froze because he had that look, that look that meant it was going to be a very bad day.

"Morning," he said, smiling with no warmth or even feeling. "Come here," he said, reaching down and grabbing Jun's wild and matted hair and dragging him out roughly. 

Jun whimpered a bit but clambered to his knees and then to his feet as he dragged him toward his room. Jun shook his head and pushed with his hands. No, not now, he thought. He promised it wouldn't happen again. He said he was wrong. Every time, he had promised, though. Every time, he'd made it up to him, said he'd never do it again. He'd even brought him home food from McDonald's, a whole meal, and soda, just to apologize once, and another time, he'd brought him new clothes and some toys to play with. Then the last time, he'd been so nice to him. The door shut behind him as he threw the younger Jun onto the floor inside.

Jun tried not to panic again, but he couldn't help it. He never knew what to expect with Uncle. One day he'd be nice; another, he'd be violent and angry for no reason that he could see. At first, after Uncle had rescued Jun from being taken by the police, he'd been mean now and then, but it wasn't terrible. He'd hit him for being bad now and then, or talking back, but not that bad. Then it got worse and worse. And then Yuri would sometimes hit him, but he didn't think Yuri liked it because he always looked like he was about to cry when he had to punish him for something. Sometimes Jun felt that being punished was what he had to have happen. If he didn't clean up the apartment right, or if he didn't make the right food, or if he didn't do something that Uncle forgot to tell him to do, he had to be punished for it. 

Those were the rules, and he couldn't break the rules, or the police would come find him and put him in jail for murder. He couldn't go to jail for murder. His father didn't want him and was going to send him to jail; that's why Uncle had taken him away. Uncle was a good person for doing that, so he had to listen and be good for him. He didn't know why he couldn't be good enough for Uncle, especially since Yuri started going to the big school. Uncle was a doctor, and he was so busy, and then Yuri had to be gone all day, and sometimes the house wasn't clean enough. Sometimes the food was not hot enough. Jun just couldn't get things right.

"You stupid idiotic brat. You honestly think you are good enough to sit at a table with us and eat?" he asked, smiling. 

Jun shook his head. "N-no sir," he said. "I'm not, but you told me—"

Jun's sentence ended with a backhanded slap. He tasted blood but kept quiet. He didn't want to get hurt more than he had to. "Yes, yes, Uncle," he whispered, only to be grabbed hard by his upper arm and picked up, feet nearly off the floor completely. 

"You should be thankful for all I've done for you," he said, and Jun saw his eyes looked funny again. "You should thank me for the attention I give you."

"I do, I thank you for saving me, Uncle, but you said-you said that you wouldn't—" he nearly choked on the words.

Uncle's eyes narrowed, and he threw the boy onto the bed on his belly. Jun gasped as he felt his hand yank his head back painfully with one hand while he felt his other hand at the small of his back, pushing down until it became painful.

"You belong to me. You caused the death of my wife and your mother; you have no say in what happens to you. If it weren't for me, you would have been put in jail with the rest of the murderers. I will use you however I like, I will do whatever I like since you took away everything from me," he growled into his ear.

Jun felt him moving his hand and squeezed his eyes shut. If he tried to forget it, he wouldn't feel it. He could pretend he was playing with his superhero toys, and he was far away. He always tried, but it never worked. As he let go of his head, he felt the fingers dig into his hips and he stifled a near scream. The fist slamming into the back of his head set his head spinning, and he was somewhat thankful. He hoped Yuri hadn't heard him because Yuri wouldn't like this. Uncle had said not to tell him because he wouldn't like it at all. Uncle said that Yuri would have been jealous, even though later Uncle would say it was wrong. Jun didn't know; he just knew he didn't want Yuri to know about it either. 

Jun was sobbing into the sheets when the weight over him was gone and he felt hands in his hair again, yanking him up off the bed. He had been particularly hurtful, and Jun could feel something dripping down his legs as he pulled him to stand. He hurt more than before, and he couldn't stop crying. Uncle stared at him.

"Useless waste of space. You don't even make a decent fuck-toy. Get in the bathroom, and shower, you smell fucking awful," he said, throwing him toward the attached bathroom.

Jun found himself unable to stand on shaking knees. Sobbing into the shower water, he sat on the floor of the bathtub. He couldn't handle this. The door opened, and he threw his arms over his head, breathing hard. He felt the shower turn off and hands on his hands. He flinched away from the touch.

"Don't Uncle, don't do that again, don't do it again, please," he cried out, making himself as small as possible.

"Jun, it's me," Yuri said softly, gently pulling his arms down. Jun looked up to lock eyes with him.

"Yuri," he said, gulping. "Sorry, sorry," he whispered, wiping away his tears. 

Yuri had thought something was going on in the last few months. His father had more than once granted Jun unusually generous gifts. They were things that were well above and beyond anything he had ever allowed his cousin. He'd never, in twelve years, given Jun toys. He'd never, in those twelve years, given him food other than scraps from their meals. So, something had changed, and Yuri, at the back of his mind, was sure he knew what it was. He knew his father was losing control of everything.

Since the beginning, when their mothers had died, Yuri had been told that Jun got what he deserved. His father told him that if he wasn't careful, he would get the same treatment. His father told him if he told, he'd regret it, but more than that, if he told, he said he'd cut Jun's throat or give him a shot of something so he wouldn't wake up again. As he grew older, he'd been subject to a few of his father's beatings, nowhere near as many as Jun, of course. However, it was enough that the threat that he would treat him like that was strong. He didn't want to sleep in closets and bathrooms on the floor. He did not want him to prevent him from attending school. So, he was selfish, and he didn't tell anyone about the other boy that lived in his house, spending his days while no one was home locked in a bathroom or a closet. He even punished him when he was told to do so, no matter how much he didn't want to hit him.

"What did Father do?" he asked quietly. "What did he do? What did he do this time and the other times when he gave you those special gifts?" Yuri had learned to speak simply because Jun's lack of education was clear to him. Yuri knew he was easily his equal; however, it was for that reason his father had kept him from school.

Jun's eyes went wide, and he shook his head. "I-I can't tell, he said not to tell, not even you can know, I can't-I can't—" he said, shaking his head and covering it.

Yuri knew for sure now. He'd been wrestling with his internal morality ever since he started college. Ever since they had turned eighteen, he had wanted to do something, but years and years of conditioning and abuse, he found, were hard to break. This year's psychology class had revealed a lot of things to him. In fact, he had scheduled a visit with his advisor for this week, during which he had plans to discuss what to do about the situation. Now, he knew for sure. His father had lost his mind, he decided, when Yuri's mother died. Jun was the one he'd shifted the blame to. He didn't know why. He was planning to find out. But this? This was the breaking point.

He grabbed Jun's face and pulled it up. Jun locked eyes with him, tears still falling down his flushed face.

"He can't do that to you, do you hear me? He can't! You don't do that to others, you just don't! No! When I get home, after he goes to sleep, I'm going to help you get away, okay? You can't do this. And I'll go away too, and he won't find us again," Yuri said, frowning. 

So it was that night, or rather very early in the morning, that Yuri led Jun down the steps in a set of his clothes. He'd told his father he was leaving for an all-night study group, which he'd done before, so when the door opened and closed it wouldn't surprise him. Yuri had gotten almost to the car with him when the door slammed open, and his father stood there staring at them. Jun had bolted. The sheer terror on his face when his father appeared and moved toward him was obvious. He went after him without even seeing Yuri; it seemed.

The older man tackled Jun in a wooded area a few minutes later. He tried to get away despite the series of blows and hail of hurtful words that came his way. He got away but lost the too-big jeans in the scuffle, leaving him in his shorts. Yuri was a lot less gaunt than he was, so his clothes just hung on him. He saw a fenced area and thought he could hide or something and pulled himself over and fell into a yard. He had caught his sleeve on the wire at the top and ended up slipping out of the too-big shirt. 

"Is that who is helping you?" he heard from the outside. "Are these the people that are giving you these ideas that you can run from me?" 

Jun saw his uncle slide through a gap in the fence and glare at him. "No, no, I just…" he started.

"I'll show them," he muttered, grabbing a crowbar from the ground and going to pry the door with it. "I'll teach them to spy on me and fill you with lies…"

The lights came on then, and a chorus of barking ensued, causing him to drop the crowbar and take off. Jun panted as he watched him slide out, but the world was graying at the edges, and then it all went dark. 








  
  

Chapter Two


Those Who Meddle





Akihisa Urayama was somewhat off-putting, to put it mildly. He was tall and gaunt, with beady, dark brown eyes and hair that he kept dyed platinum blond. He’d worked as a private investigator in California for a long time now, mostly taking cases of mostly native Japanese speakers (a large population, to his initial surprise, when he had come to the United States from Japan twenty years ago). His office was in San Francisco, but he often worked cases all the way down to Los Angeles. In that time, he’d learned a lot about California and the suburban areas that he frequented. For the last ten years, he’d been successful in his work. 

In that time, he had taken on an unusual case that he could not solve no matter what. That case was that of Shiki Tanaka, a second-generation Japanese American. His parents had immigrated pre-World War Two and had ended up in the camps during the war. Shiki’s parents had been laborers, but he had gone to school to become a successful businessman at the San Francisco branch of a relatively new company named Dawnstar Industries. Akihisa himself had come over to America following a Japanese American love interest, his now wife, Tomiko Yanagida. She was an actress now, known as Tomi Yana, who lived in Los Angeles.  

Akihisa had been interested in the Tanaka case when presented with it because there was absolutely no trace of his son. The child disappeared completely. Akihisa had gone to great lengths to find the boy. He’d gone into sex trafficking rings. He’d gone into Asian fetish circles. He’d gone to almost every dive in California. The FBI friends provided information about John Does to him. So far, nothing. Then, one of his office workers, Giichi Fujioka, a boy he had rescued from a fetish sex slave ring two years ago, was watching online videos. Akihisa had stopped and stared and called Shiki immediately, asking Giichi to send him a link to the video. He’d watched it ten times already and printed stills of the important things he needed. All this time. Right here under his very nose.

“Akihisa, what’s going on this time?” Shiki said with a sigh as he stood outside the office door. He looked sad, dark brown eyes downcast, and tie loosened and askew.

“I think I have something this time,” he said, grinning at the obviously unamused-looking man at the door.

“Just show me, it will be another dead end, I know,” he said despondently, going with Akihisa into his office.

After twelve years, Shiki Tanaka had lost most of his hope. For the first few years, he searched, and searched, and did everything he could. Losing his wife had been absolutely horrible, but to lose his son too? It had been a double blow that nearly destroyed him. He’d spent some time inside a bottle before he could pull himself out. His girls had done that, convincing him that if he killed himself drinking, he’d never find his son and their brother. Now, his girls, Beth and Sara, were eighteen. They both graduated high school this year, and had gone to the University of California in Santa Cruz, CA. They said that it was a well-regarded liberal arts and sciences school. Sara wanted to enter their art program, and Beth wanted to attend their science program. She was especially eager for the astronomy class.

Akihisa sat down beside him at the desk and turned his laptop around and started the video. Shiki arched a brow and looked at him. The title was “The Giant Mechanic of Santa Cruz.”

“Just watch, I promise it is worth it,” Akihisa said, nodding seriously.

Shiki sighed and let the video begin.

On the screen, a girl with pale blonde hair stood with a grin on her face. She wore what looked like a pleated green and black skirt with a white blouse and appeared to be around fifteen years of age. “Welcome, Viewers! Once again, it is your favorite YouTuber of all time, Anna!!”

Anna grinned. “Santa Cruz awaits! Now, today we’re going to visit with another interesting resident of out quaint little town, the gaunt and very tall Diego Garcia! Diego is a great guy, peeps, so don’t be scared of him. He’s a little pervy, so I’ve asked him turn it down since we have underage viewers! Don’t want to be demonetized, you know!” The girl moved, and the camera panned onto what looked like a mechanic’s garage with a house attached. The large sign said “Garcia’s Custom Rides and Repairs” in very fancy script. In the background, Anna’s voice continued.

“The Garcias own this mechanic’s shop. Teresa and Santos Garcia have lived in Santa Cruz for a long time, since like before I was born and stuff, and their two kids Diego and Roger. Well, Roger was taken in by the family after being maimed terribly by his previous one, but that’s another story for another day. Today, we’re talking about this man!”

The camera focused on an extremely tall man leaning over a car, doing something under the hood. He looked up and smiled, which was sort of unnerving. He had a bandana on his head over his dark hair, and his mouth seemed too wide. His limbs were longer than normal, and his hands were very large.

“Anna, you’re early, I thought you were coming by after lunch?” he said in a deep voice.

“Aha, but I wanted to catch you working!” the girl’s voice said behind the camera. “Get a bit of slice of life into the vid, Diego!”

Diego shook his head. “Alright, so you wanted to interview me, you said?” 

The camera bobbed a bit. “Yup, questions, and answers! I’m a hard-hitting interviewer, so let’s get down to the tough questions first. So, tell me, why are you so tall?”

Diego sighed and shook his head, not angry but as though it were a question he’d been asked several hundred times. “I have Marfan Syndrome, just like my mom,” he said with a grin.

“Ooh, sounds serious, what’s that?” she asked.

The questions did not bother Diego. “It is a condition that affects the connective tissue in my body. So, my joints are hyper flexible, my limbs are longer than normal, and I have had heart and breathing problems.”

“So…how tall are you?”

“Six foot nine,” he said, smiling and standing a little straighter, so his height was quite obvious. “My mother is six foot two, and has more severe heart problems that I do,” he said, nodding.

“Tell me about life here in Santa Cruz.”

“Well, most people know my family, but newcomers are a little surprised by me and my mom. I don’t mind though. There’s not a whole lot of crime or drama around here most the time. Last night was a little exciting, though.”

“Oh! What happened last night? I heard there was a commotion here and someone tried to break into the shop!”

Diego nodded. “Yeah, no idea what happened, came out and dogs were barking and—”

The camera caught a figure in the doorway and turned toward it. “Hey, who’s that, Diego?”

Diego turned and shook his head, covering the camera with his hand. “No one, can we finish later?”

The camera flipped to the girl again, somewhere else. “Hey viewers, sorry that got cut short, but we’ve got a mystery guest in Santa Cruz! More details when I find out!” The camera blanked out, and a scroll came up with suggested videos, including one about the local university, and something about the vampire scholar of UCSC.

“Was that…?” Shiki said, looking at Akihisa.

Akihisa handed him the stills he’d printed. They showed a boy’s face looking around the door into the shop with a wild mop of shaggy, black hair. The eyes were brown and not as round as others. But of course, the feature that had attracted his attention was the shock of white at the right temple.

“Maybe, I can’t be sure, could be a coincidence, and after twelve years, I don’t know for sure, but…” Akihisa said with a nod.

Shiki kept the prints. “Find out. I don’t want to tell the girls until I know for certain.”

Akihisa nodded, having already sent Giichi out to gas up his car. 


      [image: ]Yuri had left and had not returned home. He had gone straight to his professor’s house, the one he had arranged to take Jun to for the night. When he knocked on the door, the red-haired man answered and sighed. “Something went wrong?” James Almar said with a sigh.

Yuri nodded, and James let him into the large house and led him to the living room, where his husband, Andrew, sat lounging on the sofa with a glass of wine. Andrew looked up. “No good?”

“He caught us, and Jun was so scared he ran, Father took off after him…I got scared and left. I couldn’t…I should have followed them, Professor. I’m such a coward!” he said, sitting down with a hollow look on his face. “I…I…”

James sat down beside Yuri and put a thin arm around his back. The red-haired psychology professor sighed. “You are not a coward. You decided to put an end to what was happening.”

“But too late, Professor. Don’t you get it? I should have…I should have told someone a long time ago! How could I lie and pretend he didn’t exist and—” he said, shaking his head.

“Yuri, you can’t blame yourself for what your father did.”

It had been two weeks before when his concerned teacher had approached Yuri after class. James Almar had retired from his job as a child psychologist a few years previously when his health took a turn for the worse. He and Andrew had lived in Los Angeles and opted to move to Santa Cruz when the job opportunity came up for him to teach. James had noted that since he had Yuri in his class this semester, the boy showed obvious signs of some serious mental health problems. James was worried that he was more than simply despondent. Some worrisome signs, possibly related to abuse, were visible. He was often hypervigilant of his surroundings, kept to himself, and became very uncomfortable when anyone entered his personal space.

The thing that had made James finally say something to the young man was a sudden drop in his grades and his mood. 

“Yuri, can I speak with you after class today?” James had said when Yuri turned in his paper for the day. 

Yuri had nodded in surprise, going back to his desk and worrying. On the last page of his returned paper was a big red C. He guessed it was about his grades lately. He did not know how to explain things to his professor. The semester was ending in the next month, and finals were approaching. He had no idea how he was going to manage.

After everyone had left the class, he approached the professor’s desk and avoided his gaze. “Sir, I know that you want to talk about my grades but it’s just some stress at home and I can and will do better…”

Yuri’s professor surprised him by putting a hand on his shoulder. “Yuri, this isn’t only about your grades. Your grades are only a symptom. I would like to hear what the problem is,” the quiet professor said.

No one had ever approached him like that. He swallowed. “Sir, I-I don’t know what you mean.”

“You do, Yuri. You are despondent, isolated, and I think there is something that is making you feel this way. I would like to help, if you’ll let me,” James said with a soft smile.

“I…” Yuri said. “I-I…How can I even…” he said slowly. “I’m twenty-one years old and I’ve got no idea how to fix something that is terrible and wrong but became normal to me…” he’d said finally.

Then, all at once it came out—the entire story behind his mother’s death, Jun, and his father’s cruelty. The absolute horror of watching his mother and her best friend die and then being completely powerless when his father had come running down the beach and turned on Jun. At nine, Yuri hadn’t understood what was happening.

The sun had been beautiful and felt wonderful as the two boys played together in the sand. Their mothers sat in lounge chairs and under umbrellas and chatted with each other about the things that mothers often do. The two boys were much more concerned with building the ultimate sandcastle and then destroying it. Jun often looked at his mother and smiled, obviously very much attached to her. It had been just after noon when Jun had stood up and run toward his mother about something. Yuri had turned, smiling at his own mother.

The world slowed down as the two boys watched as first Jun’s mother, then Yuri’s mother, had a sudden small explosion of red in their foreheads. There was no real sound, just utter silence, and then Jun began screaming, clinging to his mother’s body. Yuri stood and stared at his own mother, slumped in the lounge chair, eyes wide, blood oozing from a perfectly circular hole in her forehead above her right eye. He couldn’t hear; he couldn’t even breathe.

Then everything sped up to an incredible pace as he saw his father running toward them, stopping and falling to his knees and holding his dead wife to his chest. Yuri didn’t understand, though, when he started screaming at the other boy, then tore him away from his mother’s body. To Yuri’s shock, he watched his father wrap his hands around his cousin’s neck and squeeze until he stopped moving. 

“The murderer took him. Understand?” his father had said, his eyes looking very bright.

Yuri, in such a state of complete shock, refused to speak at all. Then afterward he remained mute for four more years. It had taken until he was almost fourteen before he found his voice again. To his horror, it was after his father had told him to punish Jun. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he blamed him just like his father. He didn’t want to be hurt anymore. He didn’t want it. So, he kept it secret, because after four years, this was the way life was.

When Yuri finished, he’d been crying openly, in the ugly way that only happens when everything comes out in one flood of emotion. Then and there, James had made a plan to deal with things as safely as he could. He’d asked his husband, Andrew, to help, and he had of course agreed. 

Now, Yuri sat on their couch rocking back and forth, the overwhelming urge to stop communicating sitting at the back of his throat threatening to take over his tongue again.

“Yuri, you need to calm yourself,” James whispered. “You are as much of a victim as Jun is, you must remember this.”

“But I could have…” he started, his voice wavering in and out as he spoke.

Andrew sighed and stood up. “Don’t do this to yourself, boy. Listen, you were a child, you were traumatized, and that trauma never ended. You did what you were told to do by your father. Breaking his hold over you took time.”

Yuri tried, but he couldn’t believe that entirely. Here he was, twenty-one years old, and for the last three years he’d sat idly by while it continued. He had attended school. He acted as if nothing were wrong. As much as he could, he avoided home and lived his life. He stayed with friends, and he didn’t think about the other person in his apartment, suffering more than he had. 

“It-it took me realizing what he was doing to him,” Yuri finally whispered. “I…don’t know what to do now…” he mumbled.


      [image: ]The Firecracker Diner was an interesting place. In a place the size of Santa Cruz, it was no wonder that science fiction, UFOs, and aliens were often a topic of conversation. Paranormal stuff was always fun to theorize and discuss, and they often did so at length. Of course, people took varying interest and belief in these things. One, however, was making the rest of the group uncomfortable.

“The message was so clear,” the strangely dressed man said, smiling at the others around the large round table. He wore mismatched clothes that appeared to have come out of a thrift store with little regard for what they looked like except for size. “Santa Cruz, it was here, and that’s why I got here,” he said, his eyes flittering quickly from one person to the other. 

Randal Spooner was more than a little convinced that his communication with aliens was real. He said he heard them because they had taken him when he was a child and implanted a communication device in his head so they could speak to him. Several of the more rational in the group were relatively sure that he was delusional and needed help. Others felt he was harmless and that indulging his wild fantasies of aliens coming to earth one day led to interesting discussions.

Around the table today, the gathered group was discussing a book they had all read recently called Chariots of the Gods?. The book had been interesting and posited the idea that ancient technologies were actually the product of aliens that contacted humans and helped create things like the pyramids, Stonehenge, and other major technologically advanced things. Randal also read the book, and of course, he thought his aliens could have been like the ones described in it. The others, though, through their discussion agreed that aliens weren’t involved in ancient civilizations. They decided that most likely the technology was more advanced than previously thought by people like the author of the book.

“So, then do aliens actually exist, you think?” a local resident of the area asked the rest. Beside her sat several others.

One of them nodded emphatically. “They exist, but they’ll only reveal themselves when they’re ready to do so, and when they think we’re ready.”  

Randal frowned. “Of course, they’re real! I’ve seen them!” 

Everyone kind of let Randal’s comment go because none of them really believed in his story. One of them checked his pocket watch. “I must be going soon,” he said with a sigh. 

“Look, Anna’s got a new video out,” another one said, picking up the remote and turning it up so they could hear. The rest of the diner looked up, but no one really paid much attention to the TV since it was usually on the station that was run by the high school students at the free school. They watched, and at the end, they heard Randal gasp loudly. 

Everyone turned and looked at him. 

“It’s him, it’s him! Did you see! They said they were going to send an emissary to bring the star child to earth and that’s him!” he said excitedly.

“What do you mean?” one girl asked, turning toward him. She honestly did not know what he was talking about now.

“The black hair with the white stripe, the pale face, that’s what they look like! Their skin is white, their hair is the color of night with a streak of the moon. He’s the one!  They’re really coming, this time! Well, they will, I have to get to him! Once I have him, they will tell that it’s time! Then they’ll come. I have to get ready to receive him!” Randal said and swept out of the diner, leaving everyone speechless.

“Maybe we shouldn’t invite him anymore…” someone whispered.








  
  

Chapter Three


Pain’s Remembrance





Diego didn’t know what to do with the boy. Well, young man, really. Diego was sitting on his bed and staring at the floor where, beside his bed, Jun was curled into a ball under a thin sheet, fast asleep. He sighed, pulling the facemask off and looked down at him for a long time. 

It had been a couple of days since he’d found Jun in the yard. So far, he couldn’t get much information out of him, and getting him to leave his office or bedroom was impossible. He wouldn’t even come out to eat with the others, and he would hide in the adjoining bathroom when even Roger came into the room. Then, at night, Diego would try to get him to sleep in the other bed, but he would invariably end up on the floor beside his bed. He wasn’t sure why, but he guessed that since Diego had “saved” him, he felt like he was safe around him. 

Diego leaned over with a sigh and scooped the smaller and lighter body up and put him in his bed beside him. He supposed he should at least be comfortable. Turning and curling into Diego’s side, he sighed and never woke up as he moved. He was worried about the boy, but he didn’t know anyone who could help with this odd situation. He had spent more time figuring out what to do, but he was going to have to go to classes tomorrow, and he was worried about what was going to happen. The weekend had been quiet, but the next day was Monday, and he couldn’t skip classes. He couldn’t really take him with him either…He supposed he’d have to get him out to stay with his family tomorrow. They’d agreed to give him a couple of days to see if he could come out of his shell. 

Diego sighed and looked at the clock. It was almost eight. Today was Sunday, and the only person he could think of who might know something was his friend Lucas. He would know what to do off the grid, he supposed. Lucas ran a late-night talk show in the area on sex advice with his friend Lupe. The two made a great team and did a lot because they knew so much about gender, sexuality, and even kinky stuff. However, Lucas was also one of the best-connected people Diego knew. If there was someone who could put him in contact with people that might help this boy, it would be him. 

He fished his phone out of the pocket he’d sewn into the side of the mattress for it. After a few minutes, there was a grunted reply on the other end. “What the fuck are you calling me for this early…”

“I got a problem to solve before tomorrow,” Diego said, sighing. “And I thought you might help.”

Lucas groaned. “What the hell, man…I didn’t leave the studio until three am last night…I’ve been asleep four hours…”

Diego sighed. “I know, but…this is your sort of thing, I kind of found a boy in my yard, and I don’t know what to do with him, and he’s scared to death,” he said glancing down at the sleeping form beside him.

“Find his parents, Diego, I’m a sex talk show host, not a babysitter,” he grumbled.

“He’s in his twenties, and I think…I think someone’s hurt him,” he said softly, biting his lip as his long fingers threaded through the matted hair. He still hadn’t gotten him into the bath yet.

Lucas’s voice made a strange sound. “Hurt him? How?”

Diego shook his head. “Not on the phone, okay? Come by?”

“Yeah, gimme time to caffeinate myself,” he said, and Diego knew he was getting out of bed. “An hour.”

“Thanks, Lucas,” Diego said with a sigh. “Mamma will let you in, she’ll be up. Come to my room. I can’t get him to come out since I got him in here.”

There was a noncommittal ascent on the other end, and then the line cut off. Diego felt the other body tense, and he put his phone aside, seeing the clear signs of someone in a nightmare of sorts. Discomfort pinched his face, and he muttered under his breath. Diego sighed and pulled his body up into his arms to soothe him from the dreaming. Jun jerked finally and his eyes popped open, and he stared up at Diego’s face as though he didn’t remember where he was just yet.

“Hey, Jun, you were dreaming something bad, you okay now?” he said quietly.

“No,” he said, and stared at Diego for a time. “No, no,” he muttered, his eyes flittering around the room frantically. “I just want my mommy again,” he said finally. 

Diego frowned a bit and nodded. “I know, but you gotta get through his, she’s gone and you’re not, and…” Diego realized something sharply. “Jun, have you gone to school?”

Jun looked up at him. “I couldn’t leave the house or Uncle said they’d take me to jail,” he mumbled. “I stayed in the closets and the bathrooms, and we moved a lot…” he said, looking around. 

Diego was shocked because that was the most the boy had talked in the last two days. Jun stopped though and put his head down again, staring into space. The next hour passed quietly, and Diego dozed in and out until he heard the soft knock on the door.

“Um, come in,” he said, blinking and seeing the familiar unnaturally bright red crop of hair as Lucas came in. His eyes were tired-looking, but he was not looking too worse for not having slept much.

Jun’s arms immediately tightened around where they’d wrapped around Diego’s waist, and Diego had to hold him to keep him from running and locking himself in the bathroom again. Lucas’s eyes went wide as he shut the door behind him and moved to sit beside the boy curled into Diego’s side.

“What…he’s beaten to hell,” Lucas muttered, looking over his face as well as he could. “He’s filthy, Diego, why hasn’t he showered?” 

Diego shook his head. “I can’t get him in the bath or the shower, he won’t go. I mean, he goes in the bathroom, but he locks himself in there for hours at a time if someone comes in here. I keep putting him in the other bedroom, but he comes in here and sleeps on the floor by my bed. So, I just gave up this morning and put him in bed with me. I don’t know what to do with him, Lucas.”

Lucas reached out and pushed a bit of hair out of Jun’s eyes. He jerked harshly back to escape Lucas’s touch, and his breathing picked up. It was only Diego’s grip that kept him from bolting into the bathroom. 

“Why the bathroom?” Lucas said, looking at him and then up to Diego.

“He said he slept there with his uncle. Look on the computer in the other room, I left up the stuff I found the other night, about who he is. You’ll understand why I don’t know what the hells to do with him,” Diego said, nodding toward the door to the bathroom that connected the room with the other one.

Lucas nodded and stood up, disappearing for a good twenty minutes before coming back to sit down again. “Okay, I see what you mean. So, this uncle of his held him captive for twelve years, and obviously abused him extensively, in who knows what ways, by my guess. He just…Let’s get him cleaned up. I’ll help you. Let me draw a bath, and maybe I can check him over and see how injured he is.”

Diego nodded, and he felt the body against him tense again. “Look, we’re gonna have to clean you up, your hair is disgusting, and your clothes need to be burned, they’re so dirty. Come on,” he said, swinging his legs off the bed, and Jun stared. Diego knew he was calculating where everyone had gone.

“Come on,” Lucas said, pulling his shirt off. “I’m not getting wet,” he said when Diego arched a brow at him. 

“Jun, come on,” Diego said as the boy just stared at him. Diego sighed. He was tired today, and he wanted to get him clean. He leaned over and scooped him up, Jun yelped and clutched him as he carried him into the bathroom. 

Fortunately, the downstairs bath was large because they had built it for both adjoining bedrooms to share. The bathtub was a normal size, but there was a lot of open space around it so Diego could easily kneel beside it along with Lucas. Diego set him on his feet, and Jun froze in place, eyes staring at the floor. 

“Come on, now,” Diego said, reaching down and pulling up the undershirt quickly. He scanned the bandages and pulled them off slowly. “Can you take off the shorts?” he asked, frowning at him. Jun’s hands trembled as he nodded, sliding them off his thin hips. Diego steered him over to the tub and got him to step over the edge into the water. 

Lucas frowned as he looked him over. The pattern of bruising was unmistakable to anyone who had dealt with this before. Someone had abused him for a long time, and marks showed on his hips where someone had held him down. Lucas shook his head and nodded to Diego to get him to sit down. Jun hesitated when Diego pushed on his shoulders but sat down instead of falling on his unsteady legs.

“Sweetheart,” Lucas said, looking at him. “Did this uncle do this to you? Did he hurt you?”

Jun shook his head. “Uncle didn’t hurt me,” he mumbled, looking between him and Diego. He was well and pinned and there was nothing he could do. 

Diego frowned. “What do you mean? Jun-baby, you’re black and blue,” he said, reaching over and running a finger down some of the darker bruising on his arms.

“I deserved to be punished,” Jun said, blinking owlishly at the two men. “I killed her, momma and Aunt, so he punished me, if they found me, I’d go to jail,” he said seriously.

“Jail?” Lucas asked, grabbing a washcloth and lathering it with soap as he spoke. “Why would you go to jail?”

Jun flinched but let Lucas scrub his hand and arm. “Because I got them killed, and killers go to jail, that’s what happens, so Uncle kept me, and kept me from going away with the bad people,” he said, eyes following everything that Lucas did as he worked up his arm. Lucas frowned and looked at Diego.

“Jun, you were a child, like nine, you didn’t kill anyone,” Lucas said, leaning over and taking his other arm. “They were shot, from a long way away, too, from what I read.”

Jun shook his head emphatically. “But it was my fault! Uncle said I caused it! He said he didn’t know how, but I did it.”

Diego frowned at that and grabbed a cup from the counter behind him, dunking it in the water and pausing. “I’m going to wet your hair, okay?” he said, and Jun closed his eyes as Diego ran the water over him. He picked up the shampoo bottle and began to work the suds through Jun’s hair.

“Jun, that doesn’t make sense,” Lucas said quietly, continuing to wash, moving now to his chest, which he was exceedingly careful with over the bruising. “Your uncle, he lied to you,” Lucas said softly.

“But he wouldn’t…” Jun began and then frowned. “But-but Yuri, he wanted me to leave…So did he know that Uncle…”

Lucas paused. “Yuri is your cousin. You said he wanted you to leave?”

Jun nodded, looking between them. “Yuri was mad because he said Uncle did something bad, he said. He said he couldn’t do what he did, but I didn’t know why. I took away Uncle’s wife. Uncle needed someone, right?” he asked, looking between them. “I had to do what he said. It was my punishment. I had to cook and clean and let him do that because that’s what I took away.”

“Jun-baby, you didn’t have to do anything,” Diego said, reaching out and putting his hand against the boy’s cheek. “You didn’t do anything. Someone murdered your mother and your aunt. You watched it happen; you didn’t do it. You had no fault in it. Ever. He had no right to hit you or make you work for him or do what made your cousin mad. What was it that made your cousin mad enough to want you to leave?”

Jun looked between them. “Uncle got really mean sometimes, and would take me to his room,” Jun said, frowning. “He hurt me and would tell me to take a bath afterward, and…and Yuri came home this time and I was sitting in the sh-shower and I thought Yuri was going to hit me but he didn’t, he got really mad and said I was leaving and that he was sorry, I don’t understand,” he said, looking into the now dingy looking water. 

Diego put a hand over Jun’s eyes and rinsed out his hair quickly, finding that the white stripe was much brighter than before. “Jun, please, you gotta let me call someone to help you, at least a doctor,” Diego begged. 

Jun shook his head. “Uncle’s a doctor, they will tell him where I am,” he gasped. “And Uncle is going to be so mad when he finds me,” he muttered, looking away from them.

Lucas looked up. “I know! Let’s get him dry and dressed and I’ll call someone,” he said, standing with a smile.

“You know someone?” Diego asked, seeing Jun’s eyes widen at what they were discussing.

“Yeah, yeah, he works up at the UCSC, he’s a doctor, well he used to be, worked at the ER a long time ago, teaches in the med program out there now. You got some clothes for him?” Lucas said, looking around the bathroom.

Diego winced and looked at him. “Um, I’ll get him one of my shirts,” he said, getting up and going into the next room and bringing back one of his t-shirts. “I guess I could get something of Roger’s. That might fit him better.”

“This is fine for now,” Lucas said, reaching for the shirt.

Jun looked numb by the time they’d gotten him out of the bath and into a shirt that was far too big. He looked down as the t-shirt with a logo for a hard rock band came down to the middle of his thighs. He looked up, and the shoulder slipped off slightly. Lucas snickered. 

“Wow, that’s huge, I’m guessing you don’t have any pants that wouldn’t slide right off him, huh?” Lucas asked, glancing at the boy being dwarfed in the shirt he was wearing. 

Diego looked at him. “What do you think, idiot?”

Lucas sighed, following Jun and Diego back into Diego’s office, where Jun climbed up on the bed and sat and stared at them. Lucas dialed the number from memory.

“Yo, Kelsey, what’s up?” he asked, smiling. 

“Lucas, how are you? Something’s not wrong with your brothers, is it?” she asked, her voice tinged with worry.

“Nah, the boys are fine, nah, I’m calling for a discreet medical issue,” he said, glancing at Jun.

“Discreet, huh?” Kelsey said tentatively. “How discreet?”

“Like, we have to have you come to Diego Garcia’s place, asap, and you can’t tell anyone about it…” he said slowly. “Um, with your medical bag…like, all your exam stuff.”

There was a long silence. “Male or female?”

“Male, twenties, way off grid,” Lucas answered, eyes flittering back and forth between Diego and Jun. “And…ah, I’d bring some sedatives.”

“Fifteen,” came the curt response, and the phone cut off. Lucas smiled at Diego. “Arranged. I’ll go wait for her.”

Jun watched him go and looked back at Diego. “Who…who is coming? I don’t want to see anyone else…why…” he said, looking at the door to the bathroom again. Diego saw it, and moved, slipping onto the bed and pulling him onto his lap smoothly, wrapping his long arms around him.

“Hey, now, none of that. She’s a doctor. And you need to be seen to. I can’t tell if you’re hurt, I’m not a doctor,” Diego said, feeling him wriggle in his grip before relaxing into it. He didn’t want him to run off and hide until they could figure out if he was actually hurt or not.


      [image: ]Akihisa sighed as he stood outside the Firecracker Diner. So far, no leads other than the video he’d already seen. He knew where the garage in the video was located, but he worried about approaching it directly. A grainy image from a poor-quality video gave him pause. He was about to walk away when someone yelled, “hey” from a little way down the sidewalk. He looked up to see a fit woman with short dark hair limping toward him.

“Yes?” he asked.

“You that guy asking questions about the other night? That ruckus around the Garcia’s shop and everything?” she asked.

“Um, yeah, Akihisa Urayama,” he said, reaching out to shake her hand. 

“Yeah, Alyssa. I don’t know if it means something, but I almost hit some fucking idiot that was running across the street that morning, tweaked my ankle pretty hard. I was on my ATV for a pre-dawn ride up to the rise to watch the sunrise, like four am or something. It wasn’t too far from the Garcia’s, ended up ditching my ride, too,” she said, leaning heavily on her right leg.
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