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The Doctor’s Training Trilogy is dedicated to everyone in the world who defies conventions. It is dedicated to those who take the chance to be themselves in a world that demands compliance with norms. We dedicate this book to everyone in the queer, BDSM lifestyler/kinkster, geek/nerd, neurodivergent, pagan, artistic, writing, transgender communities, and any other community that dares to defy the “norms.” Nothing takes more courage than to stand up and be yourself when those around us demand that we conform.


We refuse to conform. We refuse to comply. We are beautiful and unique. We are never going to go away, and we are going to change the world.
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Check out the playlist for Doctor's Training! 
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Trigger Warnings




As always, I list the major triggers of the book here. I hope that you take them seriously, because these triggers are generally highly detailed, and you have to keep yourself safe. Please don't read this book if any of the following bother you or if you don't think you can handle reading about it. Note that none of these triggers are treated as romanticized, and none are perpetrated by the protagonists of the story. 


      [image: ]Rape/Non-Consensual Sexual Contact
Non-Consensual Bondage
Kidnapping
Gun Violence
BDSM
Graphic Sexual Content
Group Sex
PTSD and Therapy
Mental Illness









  
  
Introduction




First, the authors would like to thank everyone out there who has been reading about Kieran and his pack. It's taken a long time to come out, and the first book first debuted in 2017. Eight years is a long time for a trilogy, but a lot of things happened in that eight years. This book is the last in the first trilogy of Chains of Fate, and the first trilogy in the Healing Bonds universe. Healing Bonds features three different series of books, one of which is Chains of Fate. The setting of Chains of Fate is St. Louis. Joe Town Bound occurs in St. Joseph, Missouri. And finally, Silken Bonds sets the story in Santa Cruz. These three series have different connection points that interconnect them. Unravel the puzzle, and you'll find a plot linking all the books and each series. 

The story of Kieran and everyone is not done, so don't come at us with comments about unresolved plot threads. There are many books ahead that are going to weave different threads together. The fates of all those involved hangs in the balance. The main characters will have varying degrees of involvement in each of the books that follow. You may see one or more of them on the sides of everything, or you may see them actively take part in the storyline. Some storylines will intersect only briefly, and others will involve our pack members quite a bit. You'll just have to read and see how they solve the various mysteries that are left open at the end of this book.

In sum, I want readers to realize that this is an ongoing story. While the books that follow can be read as stand alone novels, if you want the best experience from them, it is best to read them all in order, as you will see those connections between them a lot easier. Each book ends with a happy for now ending and will have strands of plots remaining. This is done on purpose and is not a matter of the books not resolving what is happening in them.

Queer love to you all! And happy reading.








  
  

Prologue


Safe Houses and Separation





Liam stared at Carol for a few moments after she told him what had happened. He adjusted the nasal cannula in his nose and didn’t speak for a few minutes as he looked like he was thinking about what to say. 

“So, he got to ‘em.”

Carol nodded. “He found them. Varick suffered a gunshot wound, but more of a severe graze than anything, and Morrigan was shot in the shoulder. Severus got beat up by Redmond after being captured and taken back to the compound, but what they did to Devan and Carmine was worse.”

Liam swallowed. He knew what to expect, knowing how cruel Rian was. “What happened?”

“He let Jake Lassiter have at Devan while Carmine watched, unable to stop him.”

Liam ground his teeth and nodded. “What happened of it?”

“Well, seems like Jake and his partner Davis underestimated Carmine. He got free and beat them both unconscious. He would have killed Jake if Devan hadn’t pulled him off when he did,” Carol sighed. “Can’t blame him, though.”

“I knew I liked that Carmine,” Liam nodded. “He’s a good man. I’m glad Devan and Kieran have him.”

“Yeah, he’s got a good heart, to be sure,” she nodded. “The FBI raided Callaghan’s compound, pulled in a bunch of people. But they’ve been moved.”

“I guess I won’t find out where this time,” Liam didn’t have to be told the answer to that question. He already knew it.

“They’ve split them up between two safe houses, both in different parts of Missouri. At least, I think they’re in Missouri. They could also be in Illinois I suppose. It’s within driving distance, and they wouldn’t have taken Varick far.” 

Liam reached over and picked up a foam cup of water and sipped it slowly through the straw. He thought for a long while about the situation. He needed those kids safe. Then, he got to thinking, how had they been found? They rarely used that house, not since the kids were small. They all had their own places as official addresses in St. Louis and the surrounding area. The property was even owned under an alias Liam used, so there was no tracing it to the Seath name unless someone did some digging, and there was no reason to do that.

“How?” he asked, looking at Carol. “How in th’ world did they get found?” 

“We don’t know. From what the Seaths were able to communicate with the FBI, it appears their cameras went down, and they knew to tranquilize the dog. I hate to say it Liam, but I think someone on the inside was helping.”

“But who?” Liam asked the question out loud, but didn’t expect an answer, of course. 

That was the question. It had to be someone in the FBI or in O’Brien’s own people. It could have been either. Liam knew that, because he had people in Rian’s camp, so it wasn’t unheard of that Rian had turned one of Liam’s men. And Liam had people in the FBI as well. So, it very well could have been either. 

“Lass, I want you to contact someone.”

“Who might that be, Liam?” she asked, frowning.

“He mighta got picked up by the FBI when they went after Rian’s people. He was a good boy, one of them like Devan, drugged up and strung out. Name is Simon Grant. Gangly kid. Found him turning tricks in one o’ Rian’s brothels he put up here. Got him out, cleaned up, and asked if he’d want to work for me on the inside. He agreed, said he was grateful that I helped him out of that life. Boy’s a technology genius, too.” Liam sighed. “See if you can’t get hold of him.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Carol said. “Is that all?” 

“Until I make my next move,” he nodded.

“Might I ask what that move is?” she wondered, a slight smile upon her lips.

“Ah, but that would be telling,” he told her with a wink.


      [image: ]Morrigan was in a bad mood, to say the least. She growled under her breath as she drank her coffee. Her shoulder hurt, and she missed Sherlock already. Less than a day had passed since they separated. She looked up as Dr. Sung, or Jae as he insisted they call him, came in. 

“How’s the pain?” he asked, sitting down beside her at the table.

“Manageable,” she muttered, sipping the coffee. “I’m more pissed off at myself than anything.”

Jae frowned. “Why’s that?”

“Shoulda seen it coming. We shoulda been more careful. We shoulda known they would find us there. Somehow, they connected us with that house, and we were too sure we were safe.” She growled again and shook her head. “So fucking stupid.”

“I doubt there was much you could have done. That place was safe from what the FBI said. I mean, I knew about it, but I knew about a lot of things thanks to Sarah. It would have taken some digging to get to the fact it belonged to you, and even more to make the Seath connection to O’Brien, and thus to Kieran and me.” 

Morrigan looked at him. “None of this woulda happened if it wasn’t for that stupid book about your son.”

Jae blinked, looking a little surprised. “I don’t understand.”

“It linked Kieran to Liam O’Brien as his grandfather,” Morrigan explained. “It was that book that the kidnappers got hold of and used that link to decide to take him.”

Jae was silent for a moment. “I didn’t know that,” he mumbled. “I hadn’t had time to even read what Thomas had written. I wouldn’t have allowed that to be revealed had I known.”

“Sounds like this Thomas guy is an idiot,” Morrigan told him.

Jae looked at her for a moment. “I never thought he would do something like this. I’ve trusted him with Kieran since he was very young.”

“I dunno that trusting someone that stupid was a good idea. I mean, he basically tried to sell more books by sensationalizing who Kieran was related to. Not too smart.” Morrigan sipped her coffee, and Jae said nothing else until Carmine’s mother walked in.

“Ms. Deangelo,” Jae smiled, standing and pulling out a chair for her.

“I’ll tell you again, call me Natalia,” she said with a gentle smile as she sat down.

“Natalia, then,” Jae said, sitting back down. “Can I get you anything? Coffee or tea? Not really much else to choose from here,” he said.

“Ah, thank you, if you don’t mind, a cup of tea would be nice,” she smiled at him.

Jae nodded, getting up quickly and preparing her a cup of tea. He sat it down in front of her, and she thanked him. “You’re a sweet man,” she said. “I wish Carmine was here.”

“I’m sure he’s fine, Natalia,” Morrigan said. “He wasn’t hurt.”

“Ah, I worry on that boy. Have ever since he was young. Had him at sixteen, you know. He was such a chubby baby when he was born,” she said with a smile.

“Then you’re not even fifty?” Morrigan said, frowning after doing a quick calculation of this woman’s age. She seemed so fragile and infirm.

Natalia nodded. “I became diabetic not long after he was born. It was severe, enough that the insulin barely kept my blood sugars in check. I developed quite a few serious infections in my feet since then. I’ve lost my big toe on my right foot and my little toes on my left, but my neuropathy is bad. I have a hard time getting around. Kidneys aren’t doing so well these days, either so it’s a matter of time before I have to go to dialysis. One more infection, and I’ll probably be on it,” she shook her head. “It’s affected my eyes a bit too, diabetic retinopathy. So, my vision is too poor to drive anymore.”

“Wow, you’re so young,” Morrigan said. “I would have thought that would happen to someone much older than you.”

“Ah, were that it was an old woman’s disease, but it isn’t.” 

“Carmine took care of you, huh?” Morrigan asked, smiling a bit.

“Oh, yes. I stopped driving when he was about nineteen. He’d been thinking about moving out with Charles but decided to stay with me so he could drive me where I needed to go. Changed up the house a bit, moved his room to the upstairs and converted the living room to my room so I didn’t have to do the stairs anymore. He’s a good boy. I hope he’s doing okay right now.”

Morrigan considered her next question, not sure if she should ask it. She figured the woman would shut down the discussion if she didn’t want to talk about it, so she asked anyway.

“I don’t mean to pry, but Carmine never mentioned his father.”

Natalia nodded. “That’s a sore spot with him. See, I was sixteen and thought I was in love with a bartender at the restaurant I worked at. I’ll never forget him. His name was Jason Brown. He was tall, dark, and handsome. Had the most brilliant smile of any man I’d ever seen. I was smitten from the moment we met, and he was a perfect gentleman. Well, as much a man that much older can be to a teenage girl. I was so in love with him and got pregnant right off the bat. Now, he was twenty-three at the time. I didn’t know what to do, that age and pregnant, so I told my parents first. That was a mistake,” she shook her head.

“What made that a mistake?” Jae asked, intrigued by her story now.

“Oh, my grandfather was an Italian immigrant. My father was very traditional Catholic. I was one of six daughters, right in the middle I was, and he told me in no uncertain terms that I wasn’t welcome in his home anymore. He called me a disappointment and told me to never cross their door again. I gathered what I could, and I took off to meet Jason. I was weeping, and I told him the truth, that I was carrying his child.” She paused, as though remembering was painful. “He looked at me and asked what he was supposed to do about it? He couldn’t marry a teenage girl. His family wouldn’t stand for it, and frankly, he didn’t want to, and he didn’t want them to know about it. I begged him, but he said there was nothing he could do about it.”

“That’s terrible! He should have taken some responsibility!” Morrigan said, stunned.

“I didn’t know who to turn to after that. So, I ended up giving birth in the shelter. They helped me get on my feet, got me a better job, and helped with babysitting. Eventually, I got a little house, just for Carmine and me. Then, one day, a man showed up at my door. I think Carmine was six. He was dressed in a fine suit, and he handed me a letter. He left, and I read it. It was a notice of a will. Apparently, Jason had died and had been well off enough to set aside money for Carmine. Some inheritance from his relatives, I don’t remember. But, anyway, it provided us a little bit of money every month until Carmine was older. It wasn’t a lot, but it helped. But Carmine doesn’t know about that.”

“You never told him?” Jae asked.

“He was an angry boy about it when he was small, and a lot of that anger came from being without his father, who he blamed for not being there. I didn’t know how he’d react to the truth, that the man he hated was already dead,” she sighed. “Maybe I should have told him the truth from the start. Too late now, I guess.” 

Jae reached over and took her hand. “Never too late.”

“Would it help or hurt him, though?” She squeezed Jae’s hand gently.

“I think that’s something he’ll have to figure out on his own,” Jae nodded.

Morrigan had thought little about their pasts. She supposed they each had a story, and something about the fact that she’d never really cared before sort of bothered her now. Jae smiled, patting Natalia’s hand, and sat back, drinking his own tea. She winced, her shoulder bothering her a little, but she was determined to ignore it and not take the pain pills she had. Now, she had to keep a clear head. She didn’t even have her sniper rifle, and this place was in the woods, making sniping difficult if not impossible.

After a few minutes, Natalia went back to the living room, and then Jae wandered out of the room into this house’s small library room. Morrigan got another cup of coffee and sighed.

“You look a fright, dear,” came Clair’s voice as she came into the room and went to get herself a cup of coffee, too. “You sure you shouldn’t be in bed still?” 

Morrigan wanted to snap at her, but she didn’t. “Nah, I’m good. Just hurt, but that’s expected.”

Clair sat down across from her, and her poise and grace impressed Morrigan. “Hey, you’ve been down to Strawberry’s, right?” 

Morrigan smirked. “Quite a bit. Me and Sherlock spend a lot of our spare time in St. Louis there with Danica. Why? I haven’t seen you before.”

“My boyfriend, Charles, he brought me and Varick down there for the first time a while back. Charles wanted me to learn to be a Domme for him, and I agreed. So, since then, Danica has been training me with him.”

Morrigan arched a brow. That explained some of her demeanor. She exuded some dominance. If Danica thought she was worth training, then she had to be good enough. They were quiet for a while.

“Do you think Varick’s okay?” Clair said finally.

Morrigan nodded. “Kieran and Artemis will take care of him. I mean, his injury wasn’t that bad. Looked worse than it was, you know. We were afraid it was a stomach wound, but it just grazed him, tore a bit into the muscle.”

“What’s he like, Dr. Sung…er, Kieran? I mean, really? I just know him from the hospital, and I knew he was attacked after he was kidnapped.” 

“You don’t have to sugar coat it,” Morrigan said, looking up from her coffee cup. “He was raped.”

Clair blinked. “Ah, yeah. I mean, that was traumatic, for certain. I just…you see, he seemed kinda cold. And emotionless, and I don’t see what Varick sees in him other than he looks cute.”

Morrigan didn’t know what to say for a moment. Kieran, cold? “Yeah, he’s not like that at all.” 

“So, what’s he really like, then?” she asked, frowning.

“Well, he’s definitely not emotionless. He doesn’t show it often. He loves Varick, Carmine, Devan, and Artemis a great deal, so much that he has trouble knowing how to handle it.” She paused, thinking. “He’s sweet, and very particular about stuff. Like, he takes his tea a certain way, and he has little rituals he does like what he does every morning and night before bed. I get the feeling he’s not used to standing up for himself, though, from what Varick said. He told us about the older doctor and the nurse that try to run his life.” 

“I didn’t know about that,” Clair commented.

“Thomas and Mary,” Jae said from the doorway.

Both Clair and Morrigan turned to look at him. “Ah, sorry, I didn’t mean to say anything against your friends,” Morrigan said.

“No, it’s okay. I’ve been thinking about Thomas and Mary recently, and something tells me that things might just be different when Kieran returns. He’s been changed by the experience, I could tell in the short time I got with him before we were separated again,” he explained. “He’s stronger. And he’s a lot more grown up than I ever gave him credit for.”

Jae came in and sat down at the table. Morrigan looked at him. “Why’d you let someone like this Thomas control things?” 

“I thought it best. But when I think of it, it was always what Thomas said was best. He would tell me, ‘I’m the expert in autism, Jae. I know what Kieran needs.’ And I believed him. I’m a pediatric surgeon, but I was never a specialist in neurodevelopment.” He paused, glancing at Clair. “Your brother Varick is good for him, you know. I think that was what started this change.”

“What do you mean?” Clair asked.

“See, I never thought about him having a romantic relationship. I guess I still saw him as a child, even though he’s a successful surgeon already. I didn’t think he was mature enough to take a lover. And that was my problem, not his. He grew up, and even though he is autistic, it didn’t stop him from being an adult. I was dreadfully wrong and did him a great disservice for many years. All because Thomas told me he wasn’t ‘developmentally ready’ for that sort of thing.” 

“That’s kinda fucked up,” Morrigan said. “I mean, he’s a grown man, not a child.”

Jae nodded. “Yeah, I’m realizing that. While he’s been gone, I’ve done some research. Not where Thomas recommended I look, but where I found other autistic adults talking. And I found some eye-opening things and realized how many errors I’ve made with him, mainly forcing him into a box. Forcing him to be ‘normal,’ whatever that means.” 

“Varick never liked anyone,” Clair said. “So, I was surprised at his interest in Kieran. I guess I didn’t think it was serious, that they’d sleep together and Varick would lose interest like he’s done in the past.”

“Well, he’s definitely not losing interest,” Morrigan muttered, sipping her coffee.

Clair looked at her. “They’re sleeping together already?” she asked.

Morrigan cleared her throat. “Look, it’s not my place to talk about Varick and Kieran’s sex life.”

“But they do have one, a sex life?” she persisted.

“I mean, yeah, Varick was Kieran’s first from what I understand,” Morrigan wished the topic would change.

Jae looked over at Clair. “It’s fine. My son can have sex if he chooses to. I just have to get used to the fact that he wants to. I thought after what happened—” 

“Oh, don’t start on that thought!” Morrigan said. “Poor Kieran had a full-on meltdown when that stupid therapist tried to put it in his head there was something wrong with wanting to have sex after he’d been raped.”

Jae looked at her for a second and nodded. “He shouldn’t feel shame for whatever his desires are.”

“Look, Varick’s a good guy, and he’ll take care of Kieran. Carmine’s a little touched in the head, but he’s a good guy too, and he’s sweet to Kieran. Devan, well, Devan has a lot in common with Kieran in that he’s suffered through sexual abuse as well, and he wants to see Kieran heal. And then, you know Artemis. He’d do anything in the world for Kieran, and they finally figured out how they feel about each other. I know it seems a little strange, but Kieran’s made his own little family, and I think that’s something very special.” Morrigan drained her coffee. “I’m gonna go see what’s on tv. But yeah, that’s what I think.” 

She left and went to the living room, where Jason was sitting on the sofa watching something on TV. She sat down on the other end and got lost in the show, some science fiction show on cable, and tried to think of anything except missing Sherlock and the pain in her shoulder.


      [image: ]Lauren sighed as she went over the paperwork. None of it made any sense. The safe house should have been safe. On paper, the trail between Liam O’Brien and the Seath family was practically nonexistent. Even as good as Callaghan’s people were, finding the link would have been a miracle. Only a few knew the Seath family home’s location. She, the director who approved them being hidden there, the Seath family themselves, Richard, Jason, the agents that took them there initially, and a few of O’Brien’s men who had taken them there. One of those very few people had to be a traitor.

She swallowed hard and picked up Jason and Richard’s files. Could one of them be the one at fault? She didn’t want to think it could be someone so close to them, but she couldn’t discount the possibility. But if that was so, why did it take so long for Callaghan to act? They’d been there for months already. It made little sense. Callaghan should have acted swiftly if Richard or Jason were involved. The same was to be said if one of the Seath family was on Callaghan’s side. She couldn’t imagine anyone of them turning against their family, but stranger things had happened in her experience.

“Knock, knock,” she heard and looked up to see Marco.

“Hey, you’re still here? I thought you were headed back to Santa Cruz?” she said, frowning.

Marco, a tall, lanky man with a black goatee and square-framed glasses, smiled at her. “I just wanted to make sure everyone was settled first.”

“I want to thank you for coming to help with the Seaths. I’m not sure they would have listened were it just me. Your relationship with Mischka certainly helped matters,” she told him.

“Yeah, well, them Seath kids are all hardheaded,” he shrugged. “But they’re good, if slightly on the edges of what’s legal and what’s not.”

“Well, I think with Liam O’Brien turning over everything, I might just be able to keep them all free. They haven’t technically done anything wrong, so I don’t think it will be a problem. None of them have ever been active in their father or Liam’s enterprises. Actually, looking at the financials for Liam’s legitimate business ventures, he took care to keep all of them clean for those kids.” She tapped a stack of files. “The Dojo, the tattoo shop, and the private investigation firms are all clean. I can’t find any money laundered through them, and all of their books are legit.”

“Liam wanted those kids to stay out of the life he was in,” Marco agreed. “Any word on Callaghan or that Redmond guy?” 

“Nothing. They’re both in the wind, and I don’t know where to even begin looking for them. With Liam’s help, I’ve managed to search down a lot of the businesses and shell companies that Callaghan owned, but there are multiple properties, and we’ve only begun to search them all. I only have so much manpower,” she sighed.

“What do you think Callaghan’s next move is?” Marco asked, sitting down across the desk from Lauren.

Lauren frowned, thinking about it. “Depends on how obsessed with the Sung boy he is. If he still wants to get hold of him, he’ll try to find him again.” 

“How, though?” Marco leaned in, looking thoughtful.

“Someone is giving him information, someone inside. I don’t know who. So, if he finds them again, we’ll know who that someone is. We made sure to use a completely different team of agents this time to move them, and one team doesn’t know where the other team is. So, that severely limits the people that know the location of both groups.”

Marco nodded, thinking about it for a bit. “I don’t even know where they are. I just know that you arranged it. Who is in the know?” 

“The director, me, and that’s it. Otherwise, no one else knows where both groups are. We made sure there was no crossover.” She hoped that there would be no signs of any trouble.

“I hope that works out,” Marco told her and stood. “But I will get going. I’ve got a flight to make,” he reached a hand across the desk.

Lauren shook it and nodded. “Thanks again, Marco. I appreciate your help.”

She watched him leave, still trying to make the clues make sense. She was sure she could figure this out if she could put it together. That’s all there was to it.








  
  

Chapter One


The New Place and the Old Feelings





Kieran tossed and turned beside Varick. In his head, everything went wrong, so much more than it had already. In his dreams, Varick’s injury killed him, leaving Kieran sitting on the floor with his bloody body. He knew the wound had not been that serious; even so, it could have been so much worse. The fact that it had been almost a stomach wound was bad enough. A little more to the side and he could have been killed instead of having so many stitches. He woke finally and lay there staring at the ceiling. He did not know what to do, though. Everything had been so messed up. 

He finally got up, glad that the agents had grabbed at least a set of pajamas when they grabbed their clothes from the house in Chesterfield. He wandered up the basement stairs quietly and found Artemis was sitting at the small dining room table.

“Kie,” he looked up as he came in. “What are you doing up? It’s not even four in the morning.”

Kieran smiled, sitting down across from him. “I should ask you the same thing.” 

Artemis nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. How are Devan and Varick?” 

“Devan is struggling to deal with things, and Varick is sleeping. He was lucky that bullet didn’t penetrate any deeper than it did. He could have struck in the liver.”

“Yeah, it coulda gone a lot worse,” Artemis agreed. “But it didn’t. So, it’s best if you don’t dwell on what might have happened, Kie.”

Kieran nodded, still having trouble with that. “Is there any tea?” 

Artemis looked into the kitchen. “I honestly haven’t checked to see what they stocked this place with. I’ll look.”

He got up and went into the kitchen and began looking through the cabinets. “There’s some tea, but no honey.”

Kieran sighed. It would be that way. “Sugar is fine,” he said instead.

After a few minutes, Artemis came back to the table with two cups of tea. He sat one down in front of Kieran and one in front of himself and smiled a little. 

“I hope they catch Callaghan quickly so we can get out of here,” Artemis said as he picked up his tea and sipped it.

“So do I. Until he is captured, we are in danger. I am actually more worried about that other man, though.” Kieran shivered a little. 

“His second? Redmond?” Artemis asked.

Kieran nodded. “He was far scarier than Callaghan himself.”

“I bet if they don’t catch him, he’ll try to take things over,” Artemis nodded.

Kieran sipped his tea, noticing how different it tasted with sugar instead of honey. He tried not to make a face, though. Normally, he would not drink it like this, but he was far too exhausted to even think of it. He had changed a lot in the last few months; he knew it.

“Things will be different when I go back,” he said.

Artemis jerked his head up. “What do you mean?”

“I have had some time, a lot of time, to think about my life. And I know things will have to change to continue. I cannot live like I have been.”

“What exactly do you mean, Kie?” Artemis looked a little worried as he spoke.

“I will have to deal with Thomas. And Mary. And neither will like what I have to say,” Kieran sipped the tea again before he continued. “Thomas has run my life as long as I can remember. He put me in Channings where I was subjective to abusive practices and harmful therapies.”

Artemis frowned. “I don’t understand, Kie. What do you mean by abusive practices and harmful therapies? I thought Channings was an autism school. What did they do there that was so bad?” 

Kieran scratched the back of his neck. “While I could use the tablet to explore other autistic people, I found a lot of things that I had never thought about. Autism self-advocacy organizations that discussed how ABA therapy is harmful. And I must agree with them, having endured such therapies for many years.”

“But you said it helped you learn to be normal?” Artemis savored his own tea.

“That is the problem. It forces autistic people to conform to the world around us rather than making the world around us more accommodating. It is classical conditioning at its base. If you have heard of BF Skinner, there are many things in common with that theory. Some have likened it to dog training, and I must admit, there are many similarities.” Kieran thought for a moment. “So, I do not intend to conform anymore. I have used many masks over the years to appear ‘normal’ and I intend to no longer do it. I will be myself, as I am, and those who care about me will support me in that endeavor.”

Artemis was quiet for a while and then nodded. “That’ll be a big change for you, Kie. And for those around you.” 

“I know. But the last few months, I have been myself with all of you, and have not been using scripts or masks, and you have been supportive of it.” He paused again. “I want to thank you all for letting me be me.”

“Kie, you could always be yourself around us. Around me. You know that.”

Kieran smiled. “You know, what happened, I am still dealing with it. But good came of an awful situation. I learned to be myself because I had no energy to spare for the fake outside I put up. I learned a lot about myself and learned that I am a whole person, not someone missing pieces.”

“You were never missing pieces, Aghi.”

Kieran smiled. “I am looking forward to meeting Danica and seeing her club.”

“It won’t be long, I hope,” Artemis sighed.

Kieran nodded. “Tell me what it is like.”

“The club?” Artemis looked across his tea at him.

“I would like to know before I go there,” Kieran sipped the tea and smiled across at him.

Artemis looked thoughtful. “Well, let’s see. You walk in the first floor and it’s a dance club. Danica’s sister Marissa runs that part of the club. Just a typical thing, a dance floor, some tables, and a bar where you can buy drinks. Devan and Lyric work the bars all throughout the place, but the one on the first floor is the only one that serves alcoholic drinks.”

“Ah, so alcohol is not allowed in other areas, then?” Kieran nodded.

“Right. Then you have the upper area, which is called the ‘Mingle Floor’ and it is a place where people can relax and talk, and they sometimes have subs on display up there, sometimes in shibari, sometimes in suspension, and sometimes as furniture. There’s no actual playing on that floor, though. It looks out over the dance floor.”

“Do you ever go up there?” Kieran wondered.

“Seldom. I prefer the Dungeon to that level,” Artemis thought for a second. “But the first downstairs level is the Playroom, and that’s for light play. Like, slap and tickle stuff. Some flogging, some spanking, that sort of thing. And there’s no sex on that floor unless you’re in one of the private rooms. No nudity, either. Sometimes, there’s sensation play like wax play and stuff like that, but nothing too serious. There is a stage for demonstrations, but again, it’s all light stuff, but sometimes the shibari displays are done on that floor, at least the clothed ones.”

Kieran nodded, finding the whole thing interesting. “Okay, then there is the Dungeon?”

“The Dungeon is the lowest level and where I spend most of my time. There, the more hardcore things take place, sometimes the medical play happens down there and the edge play. I think the only thing not permitted is gun play, but they don’t allow guns in the building. Of course, anything like that requires a DM, or Dungeon Master, to make sure everything is done safely. There’s nudity and sex allowed, and a stage where they do demonstrations like on the floor above, though the demos can be more involved and include things like pegging, sex, and plugs.”

“Interesting. So, you all stay on that level.”

“It gives us the most freedom to do as we like, though honestly, the home and private play is fun. But sometimes it is nice to be out in public and see others who are involved in similar things.”

Kieran took some time to think over what Artemis had said. “I think it sounds like an interesting place, and I do look forward to seeing it.” 

“It’s a shame we couldn’t pick out what we brought. There isn’t much we can do for fun here without our supplies and equipment,” Artemis lamented. 

Kieran thought about that. “We can still do things, though.”

Artemis looked over at Kieran with wide eyes. “Are you really thinking of that, Aghi?” 

Kieran blushed and smiled. “I think about spending time with my partners a lot.”

“Ah, aren’t you the little minx. Though I’m not sure what we can do, other than play with oral stuff. We don’t have lube, so I can’t fuck Aghi like I want to.” Artemis frowned at that.

“I think we can make things work, Appa. We can find a substitute, after all, once or twice won’t hurt to use something else. I read that in a situation without access to lube, lotion works if it is not used frequently.” Again, Kieran felt a blush on his cheeks talking about it.

“Kie, listen to you, figuring out how to have sex when we don’t have what we need…” Artemis shook his head.

Kieran ran a hand over his head and smiled a little. “I cannot resist for long.”

Artemis swallowed, and Kieran heard him gulp a little. “Yeah, well, neither can I…” he muttered.


      [image: ]Simon Grant had feared being found out for a while now. As he sat in the jail waiting to find out what his fate was going to be, he wondered if he’d made the right decision when he agreed to work in Rian Callaghan’s camp as a spy for Liam O’Brien. Being locked up wasn’t helping him now.

“Simon Grant?” called the guard.

“Yeah?” he asked, standing up, getting looked at by several of Callaghan’s other men who were in the same cell with him.

“Lawyer for you,” the guard said, opening the gate to the cell.

Simon frowned. A lawyer? “Oh, okay,” he said, not sure what to think.

Someone walked him into the room, and he saw a woman waiting for him. She wore a tan three-piece business suit with a skirt. She wore her blonde hair in a tight bun, and her eyes were light-colored. However, Simon couldn’t help but feel scrutinized under her steely gaze. She was tall as she stood up, taller than Simon by quite a bit. 

“Simon Grant. I’m Carol Matherson. Good to meet you,” she said, extending a hand to him.

He shook her hand, noting it was a good, firm shake, and sat down across from her. “Uh, I don’t know you.”

“You don’t, but I’m Mr. O’Brien’s chief lawyer, and he sent me to talk to you,” she said, nodding at him.

Simon blinked, a little surprised. “What’re you here for? He always told me he couldn’t help if I got caught in this.”

“Well, circumstances have changed quite a bit. Mr. O’Brien is turning evidence over to the FBI regarding his own activities and those of Rian Callaghan. You, in your position as an informant in Callaghan’s camp, may be able to help with a problem that has arose. What do you know about Callaghan’s ‘treasures?’”

“His ‘treasures?’ You mean, those unfortunate boys he’d take now and then that were never seen again?” Simon had heard the stories. Nothing stayed a secret for long in the compound. And that Callaghan would kidnap young men had made the rounds.

Carol nodded. “Yes, that’s correct. Do you have any information on the last one he took?” 

“Oh, that Asian one that Sully managed to get out?” he nodded. “We heard about that because Callaghan was pissed off about what Sully did. He was adamant he be found again. Redmond thought it was stupid and told him that, that it wasn’t worth committing resources to, but Callaghan was insistent about it.” 

“What I’m most interested in is how Callaghan located him,” Carol arched a sculpted brow at him.

Simon frowned a bit, thinking about what he had heard. “I heard they organized a raid on some house in Chesterfield for it. Redmond was bitching a blue streak about it, and saying it was a waste of resources. I don’t know where he got the information from, I mean, other than someone gave it to him, I guess.”

Carol sighed. “I was hoping you had been privy to the information we need.” She shook her head. “What did you do in Callaghan’s compound?” 

“I was the tech guy. I fixed any tech problems they had. So, I set up the security systems, the locks, everything like that. I even set up the lock system on his panic room,” he looked at her. “I guess I should have guessed what went on there when there was a bed in it.”

Carol pulled out a piece of paper from a file folder she had lying on the table. “Here, standard attorney/client contract. I’ll take on your case if you’re willing to turn over all the information you have on Callaghan. We have a deal with the FBI. It may or may not keep you out of jail. We’ve yet to see what exactly happens.” She pushed it and a pen over to Simon.

“Alright, I mean, I don’t know how much I can offer. Though I did see quite a few things while I was there,” he signed the paper quickly, barely reading what was there. 

“Good enough,” Carol nodded, taking the paper back and returning it to the file folder. “I’ll be in touch. You may get a visit from an FBI agent named Lauren Richmond. We’re working closely with her to take Callaghan down for good, so please do talk to her if she comes by. I’ll inform her of your cooperation.” 

She got up and left the room, and Simon watched her go. He was curious now. Was the attempt to get back that guy, the treasure, what caused the FBI to raid the compound? 

“Grant, let’s go,” the guard said from the door.

He nodded and got up to follow him back to the cell. Now, he wasn’t sure what was going to happen.


      [image: ]Richard lay on the sofa. He was unaware of the time, yet he discerned voices from the kitchen. He swallowed, not sure what to do. Everything got so intense so fast.

“Jason, I don’t know about this,” he muttered as Jason pressed him to the wall in the office. “I think I’m drunk.”

“I know I’m drunk,” Jason said, kissing his neck again. It felt so good, though. Why did it feel so good?

“We shouldn’t do this,” Richard didn’t want to stop him, though.

The date was New Year’s Eve. Everyone had been drinking, even Kieran. In fact, Carmine was the only one in the house who had drunk nothing. Richard had thought little after all, it was a couple of drinks. But Jason kept bringing them to him, and soon, this happened.

“But you want to, right?” Jason breathed onto his ear.

“Yeah, I do, but what if they catch us?” Richard didn’t know why that worried him so much.

“They’re just as drunk as we are, if not more,” Jason said, reaching for the button on Richard’s pants. “Besides, I wanna show you how fun this stuff really is.”

Before Richard knew it, he was bent over the desk, moaning as Jason pounded him hard. He’d never felt anything like it, and certainly never thought it would happen. 

Richard shook the memory away, feeling a bit emotional. He’d never even had sex with a girl, then Jason does that, and a few days later they’re separated. Not knowing who to ask, he couldn’t process his feelings. He supposed he could have asked someone in the house, after all, they did all sorts of deviant sexual stuff. But would they know what he was feeling afterward? They all seemed so casual about sex, and Richard wasn’t the casual type at all. 

“Don’t worry, Richard…I got you,” Jason whispered as they cuddled together on the sofa in the office afterward.

Finally, he got up and shuffled into the kitchen, where the voices had stopped a little while before. He found it empty. Finding some coffee was his next action after swallowing hard. He eyed the microwave and discovered it was nearly six. Close enough to the time to wake up, he supposed. He got a pot started and heard someone pad into the room. He looked over to see Sherlock.

“Morning,” he said in a rough voice, so it was obvious Richard and whoever was up talking earlier weren’t the only ones having trouble sleeping.

“Coffee?” Richard asked, running a hand through his blond hair, noting that it needed to be cut again soon.

“Yeah, something,” Sherlock muttered.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” Richard asked, still a little unsure about dealing with Sherlock.

Sherlock shook his head, sitting down. “Kept going over what happened. Worried about Morrigan in the other safe house. Just too much going on to sleep well,” he sighed and took the cup of coffee when Richard sat it down.

“Do you have any idea how Callaghan’s men got in? I know you didn’t get much time to explore it before we left.”

“The only thing that makes sense is the cameras were killed from inside. That means someone got into the house without us knowing, and that’s what I don’t understand.” He paused, sipping the hot black coffee, not bothering with sugar or creamer. “They knew about Shane. I hope they got him in a kennel while we’re gone.”

“I’m sure they put him up in the nicest one they had,” Richard assured him. Before they’d left, Morrigan had handed a groggy Shane off to one of the FBI animal handlers.

“What do you think will happen now?” Richard wondered if Sherlock knew anything he didn’t.

Sherlock shook his head. “That I don’t know. We have to protect them, that’s all I know. This safe house should be the one the fewest people know about. At least I hope so, but if someone finds us here, then we’ll know someone on the FBI is feeding information to Callaghan.”

“Do you think he would try with as many as were arrested at the compound?” Richard knew that before leaving, they had arrested quite a few people there, but also knew they couldn’t hold many of them for long.

“He wants Kieran. That man is obsessed with getting him back. I think the fact he’s Liam’s grandson that does it for him. Something between those two is the reason all of this is happening,” Sherlock took a long drink of coffee and thought for a while. “I just don’t know much about what happened between them other than what Liam’s had to say about it, and that’s not much.”

“The FBI doesn’t know much more. All we got was they were friends turned rivals, and that their friendship had soured somehow.” Richard sipped his own cup, but his mind kept wandering to Jason. Especially since he’d called him once. Part of him wanted to call him back again, but he knew it was too risky.

“You’re sure not with it today, what’s wrong?” Sherlock asked, tilting his head to the side and staring at Richard.

Richard looked up from his coffee sharply. Was he being so transparent? “Uh, rattled after the attack on the house, that’s all.”

Sherlock didn’t look like he quite believed that, and Richard couldn’t blame him. He was a trained FBI agent. He shouldn’t be shaken by something like a firefight or an attack on a safe house like that. But what was he supposed to tell him? Tell him he got drunk and let his partner fuck him in their house? He knew Sherlock would likely be empathetic; in fact, he might be able to help him a little bit, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell him the truth of the matter.

“Yeah, I see that,” Sherlock said at length and sipped his coffee, eyes centered on Richard. 

“Uh, yeah, I think they left enough supplies for two weeks, at least that’s what they said. I don’t know if they meant two weeks for four people, or two weeks for the nine of us. They said supplies for two weeks, that’s all I know.” Richard hoped he took it as a sign to change the subject.

“Yeah, well, I’ll whip something up for breakfast,” Sherlock finished the cup of coffee and stood up to go into the kitchen. “You, go out and check the perimeter.”

Richard nodded, getting up and checking his weapon as he went outside. He circled the house, checked all the windows and doors, and came back in. The smell of bacon and eggs made him realize his hunger. He looked over and saw Lyric come out, wearing a t-shirt and her underwear, but it really didn’t bother him much anymore. She got a cup of coffee and sat down at the table, not saying anything.

Richard got food when it was done and ate quickly. He figured the others would be up soon, and he wanted to get out of the way. The table only seated six people, after all. He got up and took his dishes to the kitchen, where Sherlock was serving up other plates.

“Can you go wake the ones downstairs?” he asked as he set plates at the table. 

Richard headed downstairs and knocked on the door on the right. A few seconds passed, and the door opened, revealing an exhausted-looking Carmine wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. Richard nodded at him. 

“Breakfast.”

Carmine grunted and closed the door. Richard stepped over to the door on the left and knocked on it. This time a few more seconds passed, and Kieran opened the door up, looking groggy himself. 

“Breakfast’s ready if you want some,” he told him.

Kieran looked back in the room, and Richard saw Varick hadn’t woken up when he knocked. Kieran closed the door and headed up the stairs. Richard followed him and went to the living room, giving them their space. Devan and Carmine must have come up sometime; he couldn’t tell. He heard murmured talking and the clink of utensils hitting the plates. He sighed, mulling things over in his head even so, and wishing Jason were around to talk to about his feelings.


      [image: ]Kieran came down the stairs with a breakfast plate for Varick. He did not want him moving so soon after being stitched up. He opened the door and walked around, setting the plate down on the other side of the bed. Then, he gently shook him after going back around.

“Hmm, what is it?” Varick grumbled.

“I brought you breakfast. You should eat,” Kieran told him as he stepped back.

Varick’s eyes opened, and he winced a little as he pulled himself up in the bed a little. “Damn, that’s sore now. I didn’t realize how much it hurt last night,” he complained.

“Well, you were nearly shot in the stomach. You were extremely lucky. And it was good that you feigned death, otherwise they might have shot you again.” Kieran got the plate and brought it back around so Varick could reach it.

“I didn’t know what else to do. I felt the pain, so I knew I’d been hit, but I didn’t know how bad, so I figured the best thing to do was to pretend to go down. They said it almost got through the abdominal wall, so I was really lucky. I know that, believe me.” He started eating slowly.

“It was scary to see it happen,” Kieran almost felt like crying at that statement. “I did not know what to do, so I ran and hid. I knew they were after me, but then they took Devan instead. Do you think if they found me first, what happened to Devan would not have happened?” 

Varick looked up. “Kieran, baby, don’t do that to yourself. It’s survivor’s guilt. And it’ll lie to you and make you feel like shit. There was nothing that would have changed what happened, and no reason for you to dwell on that, okay?”

Kieran was having a hard time with that thought. “But it is my fault. I brought all of you together, and then it was his obsession with me that got you hurt, and Devan, and—” 

Varick reached out and grabbed his hand. “Don’t do that. If it weren’t for what all has happened, who knows what would have happened to all of us? We don’t know. You don’t know.”

Kieran sighed. “I am sorry. I don’t know how to process what I am feeling. Seeing others hurt because of me is what I regret, not my own experiences.”

Varick nodded, looking at his plate for a moment. “I don’t regret a thing that has happened to me. Even being locked down and kept from family, even getting shot. I would do it all again if it meant I could have the time I’ve spent with you.” He looked back up and smiled. “And that is the truth of the matter for me.”

Kieran looked at him for a few moments, gathering his thoughts. He swallowed and nodded. “Please, eat, you need to heal.”

Varick sighed, obviously wanting to continue the conversation. He ate the rest of his breakfast and handed the plate back to Kieran. 

“Don’t doubt me, or the others,” Varick said softly. “We don’t doubt you.”

Kieran thought about that and gave a curt nod and headed back upstairs with the plate. His mind was spinning, though, and he knew beyond a doubt that Callaghan wasn’t through yet. He had to hope that his next actions wouldn’t endanger others. Kieran knew it was impossible to ensure that, since Callaghan was dangerous and acted on his own. He placed the dishes in the sink and turned to see Sherlock sitting at the table. 

“You okay, Kieran?” he asked as Kieran walked past him.

Kieran stopped and thought about it. “Not really, but that is the problem, is it not?” 

Sherlock snorted a little. “Yeah, you got that right. None of us are really okay now, are we?”

“You are older than the others. You have been around the life of the Family. What do you know of Callaghan?” Kieran asked.

Sherlock blinked in obvious confusion. “I didn’t expect to have you ask me that.”

“He will come again, will he not?” 

“Ah, we don’t know for sure what he’s going to do. He’s lost most his manpower, and there is no guarantee he could muster enough people to try again. Besides, he can’t find us here, we’re safe now,” Sherlock’s voice sounded sure, but Kieran caught the underlying meaning that laced those words.

“We were safe before. Someone told him where we were. What if they do it again?” 

Sherlock looked uncomfortable at the question. “Well, Kieran, there are a lot of variables. We were hiding you at our house, so it is possible that he made the connection, however unlikely that might be. It doesn’t necessarily mean someone told him our location.”

“But that is the most likely conclusion,” Kieran persisted.

“That is true. But they’ve taken more safety measures by splitting us up and making sure no team knows the locations of both houses. There are other measures. It is safer this time.” 

Kieran thought about it. “I still believe he will come. We are not safe.” 

With that, he turned and went back downstairs, finding Varick had fallen asleep again, so he crawled back into the bed with him again, snuggling into him. He was dwelling on these things, and he could not make his mind turn off about them. He knew Sherlock was trying to make him feel better, but it did not make him feel better in the least. It made him worry even more.








  
  

Chapter Two


The Comfort and the Thoughts





Lyric sat in the living room watching TV while Richard sat beside her. She was worried about Devan, and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. Devan needed stress relief, she knew, but it wasn’t possible here. She sighed, getting up and going down to see how he was doing. She knocked lightly on the door, and Carmine opened it. 

“Can I see Devan alone for a while?” she asked, having come around to almost liking Carmine a bit. 

Carmine nodded, stepping out and heading upstairs. Lyric went in and found Devan lying on the bed facing the other side. 

“Dev?” she said cautiously.

“What?” he muttered. 

“I came down to see how you were.” She approached the bed and noticed that he didn’t move.

“Fine,” he muttered again.

“You’re not fine,” she sighed. “Don’t give me that bullshit.”

Devan didn’t move for a moment, seeming to gather his thoughts a bit. Then he turned over to face her. “Yeah, well, nothing to be done about it.” 

She sat down on the bed and reached out to take his hand. He let her. “Dev, don’t shut us out.”

He swallowed, and she saw him grimace a little. “I’m doing my best.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Yes and no,” he answered. “I want to curl up and sleep for a year and forget it happened. That’s what I really want to do. But I can’t. And I’m trying so hard to put it off as just another incident like in the past, but I can’t. I got used to not being used like a thing, and Jake undid it all.”

She squeezed his hand. “You know as well as I do, it doesn’t matter what happened in the past. What happens to us now is the important part.”

“I shouldn’t be letting Jake get to me like this. It isn’t like I’ve never taken a dick rough before,” he pushed himself to sit up.

“Taking a rough fucking isn’t the same as being raped by some jackass with an obsession with you,” Lyric pointed out.

Devan looked down at his hands. His wrists were red, and his thumbs were both scraped raw from where he pulled his hands out of the handcuffs to stop Carmine from murdering Jake. It still hurt quite a bit, but he popped his thumbs out of place to get out. He sighed and looked over at her. 

“I almost wish I hadn’t stopped Carmine. Isn’t that messed up? I love Carmine. How could I want him to murder someone?” he asked, frowning.

Lyric blinked. “It isn’t wrong to feel that way after what happened. But the fact is you did stop Carmine, and he didn’t murder anyone.”

“I guess.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I hate this hair, though. You think bleach will take this color out?” 

“I don’t know, we can try. Might damage your hair, though, it’s so fine.”

“I don’t care, but it’s not me when I look in the mirror with it this color.” He sighed again and looked away for a moment.

Lyric interlaced her fingers in his. “I want to help you feel better.”

Devan turned back. “I don’t know what will help.”

She leaned over suddenly and kissed his lips gently. He pulled his head back in surprise. “What’s that for?” 

“You looked like you needed it,” she said, then moved toward him, not sure if this was right or not. She wanted to comfort him, and honestly, in her mind, she only knew one way to do that. Regardless, she was most familiar. “I haven’t slept with a man in a while. You already said you’d stand in for me, did you mean that?” 

Devan’s face was easy to read as his eyes widened and a small smile spread across his face. “Of course, I meant it. You’re the only woman in my life.” 

She moved to cup his face. “And you’re the only one I think of lately like this, so I want to make it real. I know we’ve done it before, but it has been a while. So, why don’t you let me take care of you for a while, alright, Dev?” 

Devan nodded as she slipped off the bed, taking off her t-shirt and stepping out of her panties. She left them both on the floor and crawled back in bed, pulling the cover off him. He stared for a moment, then she moved to slip the shorts he was wearing off his slender hips. She moved steady hands between his legs and stroked him until he was fully erect. Then she nodded, satisfied with her work. She went down and sucked the head into her mouth, feeling the jewelry clink against her teeth. It had been some time since she had given Devan head, and she hadn’t performed oral on anyone with a dick piercing like his afterward. She couldn’t deep throat him; something about the ampallang getting stuck bothered her, but she went down as far as she could, feeling his hands in her hair.

Devan moaned, and the door opened. She came off him and looked to see a surprised-looking Carmine standing there, staring at them.

“Ah, sorry, didn’t realize you’d be busy,” he said, eyes wide and staring. “But if you’re gonna play around, can I join ya?” he looked at Devan.

“Not this time, babe,” Devan said. “But sit down, and you can watch if Lyric says it’s okay.”

Lyric shrugged, not caring either way. Carmine nodded, walking around and sitting down on the bed beside Devan, eyes on Lyric’s body as she moved to suck Devan once more. 

“Lyric! That’s gonna make me come really fast!” he gasped out. 

She came up and nodded, moving up and climbing on top of him, hoping she was wet enough as she positioned herself over him. Arousal was rare for her, but now she wanted to do this. She dropped onto him, enveloping him in her softness. Sex with a guy with a piercing like he had was always different; the metal sometimes felt so strange.

“Oh, good gods,” Devan gasped out. “I haven’t been inside a woman in a while,” he muttered the last.

“Different than me pegging your ass, huh?” she said as she began riding him slowly at first, then worked her way to a faster speed. 

She glanced over and saw Carmine had pulled himself out and was jerking his cock as he watched, but she didn’t mind. It wasn’t the first time someone else had watched her. She leaned over and clutched Devan to her chest, stilling her movements and just holding him, inside and out. She didn’t know if it would help, but she knew she needed to try.

“Oh, you gotta move again, Wyck…” he moaned.

She chuckled as she resumed rocking back and forth on him, this time looking for her pleasure. Getting into the right position to stimulate her clit was working well. She’d masturbated a few times since the last discussion with Devan about it, and she knew it had felt good. She still felt the same; she just found herself enjoying sex. It didn’t change her asexuality, though. She still lacked sexual attraction. She didn’t even feel that for Devan, but she did figure out finally that she could still be asexual and be someone who enjoyed sex. It had taken a lot of self-introspection, but she figured if Varick could come to terms with being asexual and still being a sexual being, so could she. Though she knew Varick felt some attraction. 

After a while, she found her own pleasure mounting, and she could feel Devan twitching inside her. He was close too, so she concentrated on bringing herself over the edge. After a few minutes, she felt it cascade over her, sending shocks through her body to her toes. Despite this, she didn’t stop moving. She had to bring Devan over, and unlike the movies and romance novels, orgasms didn’t happen together very often. She felt him stiffen, though, and his eyes closed as he gripped her tightly, letting out a low, throaty moan.

Then, she grasped something. Condom. They hadn’t used one, and she knew Devan wouldn’t use one, so it didn’t matter. She supposed what happened, happened. Her only hope was that she wasn’t fertile then. She hadn’t been tracking it without her phone, so she wasn’t sure about it. She moved off Devan and laid down beside him, putting him between her and Carmine.

They were quiet for a time, Carmine lying down beside him now. Devan turned to her and smiled. “Thanks. I think I needed that.”

“Even though I was still topping?” she smirked.

“Even though,” he said. “After all, I wasn’t in Domme mode, so you know I don’t top when I’m not.”

“True.” She glanced over at Carmine, who didn’t seem all that bothered by what happened; in fact, he looked pleased with it. She guessed he knew Devan needed some attention, and that it was good for him. She sighed, pulling the covers around them. It was almost dinnertime, and she knew someone would be down to get them, so they had little time.

“Did it help?” she asked, still with her hand interlocked with Devan’s.

“I don’t know, but I do feel better than I did. I guess I just gotta get out of my head sometimes to get some perspective. What happened wasn’t okay, but it was like being back there, with Cryst, when he did it. I let go and let it happen and stopped fighting. Should I have kept fighting? I could have gotten free sooner. I did get free, after all.” He swallowed, and Lyric knew this was weighing heavily on his mind.

“Dev, you gotta quit second guessing things. What he did was wrong, and you did what you could to protect yourself and Carmine. There were two of them, and you were both handcuffed. If it weren’t for fuckin’ Davis gettin’ distracted by what was going on with Jake, it mighta never happened the way it did.” She took her other hand and pushed his hair out of his face. “It’s okay to feel things about this, Dev. It isn’t the same as with Cryst.”

“Dev, you’ve mentioned Cryst before. Who is he?” Carmine asked, his arm around Devan’s middle.

Devan swallowed hard again. “When I was sixteen, I was stupid. I wanted to be in the BDSM scene like my parents. When I was fourteen, I accidentally found out, and they explained it. I wanted to do what they did, but they refused to even take me to a munch.”

“A munch?” Carmine asked. 

“Yeah, it’s a real world gathering of BDSM types. Like at a cafe or something. But I was stubborn, so I stole some of my mom’s clothes and went to a local bar that had a leather night. That’s where he found me. I had a fake ID and everything, saying I was twenty-one, and if the bouncer had been doing his job, I never woulda got let into the place, but he slapped my ass and let me pass.” Devan frowned. “I haven’t thought about that in a while. But anyway, Cryst bought me drinks, and got me pretty drunk. Then he offered to take me home. I was too out of it to do anything but agree. So, he drove off with me, decidedly not toward home. He took me to a parking spot and the next thing I remembered was being bent over the car and fucked rough and hard. It was my first time, and I was too damn drunk to even say no. He just told me it wasn’t good for a boy to pretend to be an older girl, but it didn’t matter to him.”

“That’s fucked up. How old was he?” Carmine asked.

“Twenty-five or so, I don’t remember exactly. But that was the start of it. He’d come get me and I’d tell my family I was with another friend, and they’d cover for me. But I was with him. Then he started taking me to these parties where everyone shared their subs around with each other. Everyone was up for free use, whether they agreed or not. That’s one kink I won’t do, free use. But anyway, that’s where I met Lyric. She was mixed up in the same thing I was. That’s how I got branded on my neck and why my hair won’t be short again.” Devan rubbed the back of his neck as he spoke, and Lyric couldn’t help but do the same.

“How’d you get out of it?” Carmine asked.

“Well, for me, it was Liam. He pulled me out of that life, and I met Danica. Then Danica and I got Lyric out of it, and back home. Cryst swore he owned me, but once I had someone to depend on, Danica and Liam, I could step away from it finally, taking Lyric with me.” He sighed, running his hand over his head. “But it left me messed up, y’know?” 

“I knew Danica was a good person, but that’s amazing,” Carmine snuggled into Devan’s side as he spoke. “So, you’d done it with Lyric before, then.”

“Yeah, few times, mostly for others to watch,” Devan nodded. “But it helped to do it with someone I cared about.”

Sherlock’s voice followed the knock. “Dinner!” 

Lyric sighed, squeezing Devan’s hand and then sliding out of bed to find her underwear and then her shirt she’d been wearing when she came down. She looked back at Devan. 

“You coming?” she asked. “I’ll be there in a sec, gotta hit the bathroom and clean up your mess in me,” she muttered and headed out.

She headed upstairs and left the boys to come after her. Things were taken care of in the bathroom, and then she came out, almost colliding with Richard. She felt a brief irritation with him, but then she looked at him. He looked…bad.

“Hey, Richard, you okay?” she frowned.

He blinked, turning to her as though just now seeing her. “Um, oh, well, yeah, I’m fine, thinking, sorry.” 

He went into the bathroom, and she wondered what all that was about. She shook her head and went to the kitchen, where Sherlock was serving dinner. 

“There’re not enough places, so you’ll have to take it to the living room to eat on the couch. Richard already ate, though he didn’t eat much.” Sherlock shrugged. “But he’s been a little off since we got here. Anyway, Carmine, Kieran, Devan, and Varick all came up. They’re in the dining room if you want to see if one of them is finished so you can sit down.”

“Varick came up? Shouldn’t he be resting, still?” She took the plate and stepped through the doorway, where she could see Varick sitting at the table.

“He said he couldn’t stay laying down a minute longer. I don’t blame him, though he should be careful with those stitches.” 

She walked into the dining room. Devan waved her over. “I’m about done. I’m glad we got Sherlock, though, at least we get good food!” 

“Well, my ma is with the other group. She’ll want to cook for everyone,” Carmine said with a smile.

Devan shoveled the last bite of potatoes into his mouth and stood, letting Lyric have the seat. “Mischka and Artemis went to the living room. I’ll go see what they’re up to.”

Lyric sat down as he left and looked at her plate. After fucking Devan, she felt a little off. She didn’t understand. She sighed.

“Are you okay?” Carmine asked, surprising her.

She looked up and locked eyes with him. “Ah, yeah. Just some emotions and stuff.”

“What happened?” Kieran asked, looking between them.

“Devan and I had sex,” she said matter-of-factly. 

“Oh,” Kieran responded, not really looking surprised. “It is good that he has comfort.”

She looked over at him and smiled a little. “Yeah, it is.” 

Some part of her worried the most about Kieran’s reaction to her and Devan’s relationship. She really hadn’t known what to think about him. Kieran was undergoing so much, and for someone who had never been in the lifestyle, conforming to a new way of life was a lot. She knew he was doing his best, but she wondered if she could help him too.

“You never had a girlfriend, huh?” she asked.

Kieran looked up, shaking his head. “I never held any interest. Mary attempted to get me to show interest in her, but I know now her interest lay in controlling me, not actually loving me. I believe now that everything I feared about her may be true.”

“You know, I’d be willing to let you fuck me, if you ever wanted to try it out.” Lyric really did not know what else to offer him. She felt that there was nothing else she had other than her body.

Kieran looked thoughtful and shook his head. “No, my thanks, though. I have no interest in topping at all, no matter who it is. I prefer my position as it is.”

Lyric nodded, not sure where to go from there. She swallowed and looked around the room. The house—a cabin—featured a substantial basement. Also, someone could lock the basement’s steel door, which was in a concrete frame, from the inside, and this made it difficult to break through. In the event of something major happening, everyone could go down there. Other than that feature, the upstairs looked like any other log cabin in this area of the Lake of the Ozarks.  

“Uh, have you traveled much?” she asked, looking back at Kieran.

Kieran shook his head, his black hair falling into his face. It had grown quite a bit since they had gone to the house in Chesterfield. “I never got to travel. Thomas said it is too stressful. My father just kind of agreed with him. I wanted to visit South Korea, and meet my father’s family, but Thomas said a plane ride like that would be too difficult.” He paused and looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “I think, now, he was incorrect.”
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