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

      Future books in this series will contain content referencing the impact of incest, not between main characters and not, in any sense, glorified or condoned. It will not be on page. The emotional fallout certainly will be. There are also moments of minors in peril. There will be justice. There will be an HEA, hard won, but most certainly won.
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      “Damian has been my Pup for years. He will be my Pup as long as one of us still breathes. But for you, Jun, I believe, Damian is your Wolf.”

      Jun’s skin tingled.

      Richard gazed into him. “Wolves mate for life.”

      “He still needs you,” Jun said hoarsely.

      “There’s no reason he has to choose.”

      “You’re offering to share. Don’t say you don’t own him.”

      Richard smiled, his eyes bittersweet. “Only as much as he owns me.”

      Jun has fought his way back to Damian, and Damian has waged his own war with the help of The Residency to bring him home. But escape is only the beginning. Jun and 5N, his idol group, are in breach of contract to avoid their criminal manager. The law is coming for them.

      Inside the Residency, Jun and Damian must navigate the polyamorous relationships that make up Damian’s kinky family. Crash-landing inside this new world was never how Damian planned to introduce Jun to the other people who matter most to him. Trust takes time to build and the outside world is giving them none of it: not the media, not Jun’s fans, certainly not Jun’s manager, not even Damian’s sister.

      The secrets go deep. Damian will need every part of the man he has become to answer the challenge, and Jun will have waken the resolve Bak sought to crush to become the voice of truth in a world of lies. But Richard and Émeric and Collin may be just the chosen family they need to survive.

      If they fail, the consequences, not just to Jun, but the other idols, are too dire to contemplate.

      Trigger warnings for loss of a parent, abusive parents, trafficking, financial abuse and extortion, false imprisonment, physical violence, BDSM not connected to the violence or trafficking, and doms ready to burn the world down to stop the ugliness. Their submissives will most certainly be helping. As will their friends.

      This serial will eventually include references and situations related to the aftermath and survival of sexual abuse of minors by family members. It will not be on page. Please honor your mental health.
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            Titles, Names, and Languages

          

          *See back for Glossary*

        

      

    

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I am grateful to the East Asian department of Denison University, Nanjing University, the Korean National Museum, Wesleyan College, and many others for enabling me to include cultural authenticity in these pages. Any mistakes are my own. Although I have lived and worked in all these countries, I remain an ever-learning scholar with no claims to mastery.
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      Damian gripped the counter with both hands and leaned his head against the bathroom mirror. Yes, he was hiding. His heart hadn’t pounded like this since he’d made the jump to open his own law firm with his business partner. Jun was finally here in The Residency. Not for a visit, not as a friend, but sleeping here, taking refuge, actively asking for him. Needing him.

      It wasn’t supposed to have happened like this. He’d had so many hopes and plans. They were supposed to have come together slowly. He’d have revealed himself layer by layer. Jun would have let go of his secrets one by one. They would have sorted out the pieces, fitting them together in ways that made sense, made plans, and built complete faith and trust in each other, choice by choice.

      Instead, they’d flung themselves off the cliff together and had the bruises, court cases, and complications to prove it, all layered on too little said. He and Jun had gone from no strings attached to standing by each other on national television.

      Could they survive normal life? When the rush of danger passed, would Jun still want him?

      Don’t be a coward. You’re Damian Sathers, Esquire.

      For better or worse, Jun needed him. Now. He couldn’t hide in the bathroom forever, pulling himself together.

      Damian pushed open the door. Jun was curled up in a ball on the bed, his back to the bathroom, hair sticking to the pillow, knees drawn up over his wounded belly, and wrists curled inward against his chest and tucked under his chin.

      Damian called his name before he reached out. “Jun.”

      “DaSu.” Jun turned over, holding his breath as he moved.

      Damian helped him, letting Jun see his hands before they touched him.

      Jun pulled his knees up again, protecting himself. He gripped Damian’s hand. “What now?”

      “I thought we’d start by answering questions. You go first. You’ve missed a lot in the last few days.”

      Jun nodded. He tugged on Damian’s shirt.

      “You want this off?”

      Jun gave a decisive nod.

      Damian pulled it over his head and dropped it on the bedside table. Jun wiggled his way into the middle of the bed, opening up a strip of mattress. Damian lay down beside him.

      Jun put his head on Damian’s shoulder. “What day is it?”

      Damian reached out blindly and found his phone on the bedside table. He held it up. “December twenty-ninth.”

      “So two days.”

      “To the new year, yes.”

      “Two days until Bak said there would be consequences.”

      Cold rushed over Damian’s skin. He turned so he could see Jun’s face. “He can’t make you do anything, Jun. That’s why you’re here.”

      “Can you promise that?”

      “I can promise to fight for you. Just because we left Seoul doesn’t mean all the things I threatened to do can’t still be done. You’re not alone now.”

      Jun slumped into the mattress. His fingers tangled with Damian’s. “Doesn’t feel real.”

      “We’ll make it real. Big changes take time to feel concrete.” Damian pressed a kiss to the back of Jun’s hand. “We have the time. If not, I’ll make the time. What do you need?”

      Jun took a shuddering breath. “I don’t know what the options are. I know I’m here, but I don’t know what that means. I don’t know what I’m going to need to do next.”

      “If you could have something, what would you ask for?”

      Jun blinked. He stopped, staring at some point on the pillow, his hands touching Damian’s but his eyes avoiding contact. “Yohei, Geun, Jaewoong, and Su-jin safe. Mi Hi and Gigi, too. I want to keep being able to see you.”

      Jun’s fingers tightened around Damian’s hand, the only thing that stopped Damian from protesting. Jun asked for so little.

      I want to do so much more than see you. I want you with me forever.

      Jun let out a breath. He pushed away and sat up against the head of the bed, drawing his knees up to his chest. “You have a life here. I mean, I always knew you had one, but you really have one. What…” Jun had to swallow twice, but he lifted his chin and looked Damian straight in the eye to finish, “what do you see—between us?”

      “Everything I said by the river–none of that’s changed.”

      Jun blinked hard, looking away. “I didn’t realize just how…settled you were. I knew you had people. You really have…people. You have a home.”

      “I do.”

      “I’m…I’m not part of it. I can’t ask you to give this up.” He motioned toward the door and the rest of The Residency.

      Damian held himself back from dragging Jun into his arms. “None of us were a part of it until we were.”

      Jun’s hands flexed as if he were grabbing at something that wasn’t there. “You want me here with them. You want me to be a part of this.”

      “Here or in Seoul or somewhere else, I want you.”

      “They don’t know me.”

      “They will.”

      “You barely know me.”

      It was like going back in time and seeing himself. Damian sat up and faced Jun. There had been so many points when he hadn’t believed in better himself, when he hadn’t thought he could have more. That look—that fear of believing on Jun’s face—was as familiar as the back of his own hand.

      “I’ve had two years to know you. I’ve stalked you everywhere there was something about you. Every TV appearance, every concert, every comeback and release.” He pressed his palm to Jun’s, their fingers sliding together. “What I don’t know are the tiny stories. I know you like the mochi Yohei brings you from his hometown and that you hate American eggplant. I know how your eyes close and your shoulders release in a warm bath. I don’t know what you do after a long day to unwind. I know you draw beautiful calligraphy, but I don’t know what books you like to read.”

      Jun brought his other palm up, the one with the bandage, and covered the back of Damian’s hand. “And I know you speak beautiful Korean, but I don't know why. I know you love Richard, but I also know you love me, and I don’t understand. I know what your hand feels like, but I don’t know what you wear when you’re not at work.”

      Damian carefully folded his fingers through Jun’s “We have holes.”

      Jun nodded.

      “Can I close one of them?”

      Jun nodded again.

      Damian climbed off the bed and offered Jun his palm. “I believe I promised to show you my bed. We shouldn’t sleep there with the mattress so soft, but I can show you my room at least.”

      Jun smiled hesitantly. “I can’t show you mine.”

      “Was your dorm something you would have chosen?”

      Jun paused, cocked his head, then shook it. “I’m not even sure what I would make of a room of my own, like a real one.”

      “Then that’s something we can both discover.”

      Damian led Jun through the living room and down the hallways to his room. He pushed the door open, hoping it was relatively clean. When leaving for the estate before the Winter Solstice, he’d been exhausted and only focused on getting what was needed and leaving. And then, on the way to O’Hare, he hadn’t gone in at all. Still hadn’t opened the door since arriving back from Seoul.

      Damian’s was the only bedroom in the apartment without an exterior window. Richard and Émeric had worried about that at first, but Damian had been pleased with it. It had felt safe, like a cave. Now, though, as he opened the door for Jun, he winced internally. The place was a total bachelor pad. It wasn’t something to bring a significant other into, let alone a submissive. Nothing about the room said he was ready to take on responsibility for another person. There wasn’t any space for another person.

      Personal space had been an afterthought for years. He didn’t need anything more than a place to keep his things and sleep. And he didn’t even have to do that in this room. There was a twin-size bed in Richard and Émeric’s room for him if he wanted it. Half his clothes were at his office so he could change midday or between events or even leave for the airport at a moment's notice. He had a storage locker for valuable things he’d collected over the years in the building’s basement and a badass room at the country estate that he’d decorated over the years though he was only there every few months. When he had scenes with Richard or anyone else, they had a playroom down the hall or played in one of the other rooms of The Residency. There had never been a lover he’d brought home. For all the friends he had and dates he’d been on, nothing had ever gone that far.

      Damian stepped back and let Jun look his fill.

      Jun nodded at various posters ringing the ceiling. “You really like Gundam Wing.”

      “Maybe. Just a bit.” Damian held two fingers up, close together.

      Jun grinned. “I like Gundams, too.”

      “Do you have a favorite pilot?”

      Jun tilted his head to the side. “I only watched the series with the five pilots, the ones with the names that were like their numbers: Heero, Duo, Trowa, Quatre, and Wufei.” Jun nodded at a few of the other posters. “So I don’t know these ones.”

      “Then who of those five was your favorite?”

      Jun bit the side of his lip, then quickly let it go, wincing. “When I was really young, I think I liked Quatre the most, because he played music with Trowa and seemed so happy.”

      “And now?”

      Jun shrugged, eyes darkening. “I think I feel more like a combination of Heero and Duo, especially Duo lately, all that rule following but also all the rule breaking. Throwing that table was totally a Duo thing to do.”

      Damian nodded. It totally was.

      Jun turned around, taking in the cluttered desk, full bookcases, multiple dressers, and two armoires. His eyes paused on the bed. “So, that’s the bed that’s…soft?”

      Damian pressed his knuckles to his mouth. “Don’t get in it. You could hurt yourself.”

      Jun put his hand on the covers and pushed. His hand disappeared into the mattress, swallowing it up to his wrist. “Oh, it is soft. Like, what’s it even made of? It’s a giant pillow.”

      “Memory foam, mostly, I think.” Damian shifted his weight from foot to foot. Maybe he did need to get a different mattress.

      But he really liked his soft bed. It felt like a nest. If it wasn’t so weird, he’d probably have built an entire cave over his bed with just a hole to crawl in through.

      Jun reached out, picking up Damian’s stuffed teddy bear. “I had a bear once. Winnie-the-Pooh.” He held the bear up, looking into the worn brown face and glass eyes.

      “His name is Bear.”

      Jun flashed a warm grin.

      Damian shrugged, feeling sheepish. “I…I still sleep with him sometimes.”

      Jun giggled. He hugged Bear to his chest, looking suddenly very young. “I’d still sleep with mine if I still had him.”

      “Do you want one?”

      Jun blinked, his shoulders tightening. “Want one. Um…”

      Damian moved closer, petting one of Bear’s ears. “If you miss your bear, would you like another one?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “We can go shopping, see if we find one you like.”

      Jun blushed. He put Bear back on the pillow at the top of the bed and wrapped his arms around himself, looking anywhere in the room except at Bear. “You have a lot of things.”

      “Actually, I have a lot more than this. There’s storage and then my room at the Estate.”

      Jun shivered. He leaned against the bed, looking at the paperweights on the desk and the woodcarvings mounted on the wall above it.

      Damian picked up one of the paperweights. “Here.”

      Jun took it in both hands. “It’s a butterfly.”

      “A male Adonis Blue. Native to southern England.”

      “Oh.” Jun held the clear resin up to the light, turning the paperweight this way and that, taking in the butterfly from every angle. He glanced at the desk and moved, instantly curious. “You have more.”

      Damian shuffled papers and pens out of the way, showing seven more preserved butterflies. “What is this one?” Jun picked up the paperweight with a checkered-patterned butterfly.

      “Glanville fritillary from Europe; this one came from France.”

      “And this one?”

      “Golden Opal from South Africa.”

      Jun touched each and every paperweight. Damian named them off, one by one. Jun lined them up on the desk, staring down at them.

      “I hope they didn’t suffer.”

      “I hope so, too.”

      Jun stepped onto the desk chair and lowered himself into the end of Damian’s bed. To say onto would have been a misnomer. His knees were practically engulfed in the mattress. He pointed at the wood sculptures on the walls. “Where are those from?”

      “All over.” Damian crawled up on the bed behind Jun and lay on his side. Jun leaned back against his stomach, using him like a couch.

      He pointed to each sculpture, giving their place of origin and the story of how it had come into his hands. Jun asked questions here and there, his voice slowly getting heavier and his words slower.

      “How’s your stomach?” Damian asked between stories.

      There was no answer. He looked down.

      Jun was curled up like a puppy against his chest, mouth half open, eyes closed. He was beautiful. So trusting, asleep in his bed. Damian’s chest ached, feeling a need to expand to hold everything he was feeling.

      He pulled a pillow down for himself and grabbed a loose blanket for both of them. Then he settled, careful not to disturb Jun, his body curled around the smaller fetal form.

      They were sleeping in his bed after all. Forget the guest room.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jun

      

      

      Jun woke in the dark, his bladder aching. He was enveloped in something soft with a warm body behind him. It felt right. He tensed anyway. This was not his dorm or a hotel. His brain caught up. That hint of spice that was Damian’s scent. That softness was Damian’s bed. He was in The Residency. With Damian. He sagged into the endless pillow that passed as Damian’s mattress. As much as he wanted to stay and luxuriate in the “not there’ feeling of being somewhere better, he really needed to pee. He tucked his elbow underneath himself and tried to push up on his knees, careful of his injuries. As concerned as the doctor had been for internal bleeding and head trauma, he felt better than he’d expected. The bruising was ugly and tender, but he wasn’t in unbearable pain. Not like he’d been in when the police chief had first kicked him. That had been bright-white agony. The worst was if he moved wrong and reopened some of the cuts. That stung every time, bright and white behind the eyes.

      Right now, even though he was comfy, he couldn’t move. The bed was too soft, and Damian was half on top of him, one of those beefy thighs wrapped around his hips. He tried to wiggle up. Damian rolled in closer, one of his arms looping over Jun’s waist and pulling him in.

      Jun swallowed down an “eep”. Dang it, he really needed to pee, and Damian lying on him like this wasn’t helping.

      It did feel nice even so. Like Damian was keeping his promise. He’d caught Jun, and now he wasn’t letting go. Maybe he was messed up in the head, but he couldn’t find it in him to mind one bit.

      If Damian didn’t let go, though, he was going to have a problem all over the mattress, and no one was going to enjoy that.

      Jun tapped Damian’s arm. “DaSu. DaSu.”

      “Sh. Got you. Sleep, wolfling.”

      “Wolfling?” Jun poked Damian harder this time. “DaSu, for real, I’m going to pee on your bed.”

      “No.” Damian cuddled into Jun tight.

      Jun squirmed. “I am not playing, DaSu. You will let me up, or we’re going to have a mess.”

      Damian squeezed Jun tighter, making the wiggles stop. His hips moved, grinding his erection into Jun’s ass.

      Good grief. He’d wanted that part of Damian hard and up against him for days now, but this was not the time. But with Damian on top of him and the bed so deep and soft, he couldn’t get purchase to move or even twist around. If he twisted that hard, he was going to hurt himself again or lose control of his bladder.

      Well, Damian had called him wolfling. He bit Damian’s forearm.

      “Gah!” Damian came awake, jerked Jun underneath him, and crouched on all fours over him, pinning Jun even more completely.

      Heaven help me. Half asleep and half feral Damian was hot as fuck, and he couldn’t appreciate it properly because, as much as it was absolutely amazing to be pinned down beneath Damian’s warm, muscled form, he was going to pee very, very soon.

      “DaSu. Bathroom. Let me up.”

      “Uh.” Damian was clearly not really awake.

      “Help me go to the bathroom.” Maybe giving Damian direction would help get this mission off the ground or mattress, as the case was.

      Damian moved quickly, rolling off Jun and reaching back into the bed to help him, muttering “lumous”. A night-light across the room to began to glow. He seemed to think Jun needed a significant amount of help because he followed Jun all the way to the bathroom, holding his arm.

      “I can pee on my own, thank you.” Jun pulled Damian’s hand off his arm at the door. “I’ll be right back.”

      Damian blinked at him groggily. “You bit me?”

      Jun forced himself not to laugh. “You wouldn’t let me up.”

      Damian yawned. “Oh. Um…I do that sometimes.”

      “Figured that out. Two minutes.”

      Damian yawned, swaying where he stood. Jun shut the door and waddled to the toilet. Damian was standing exactly where Jun had left him when he came out. But he looked slightly more awake. Jun’s stomach growled.

      “Food?” Damian asked.

      And just like that, he was hungry. “Yes, please.”

      Damian yawned again and waved him toward the kitchen. “Go sit. I’ll be right there.” He went into the bathroom.

      Jun stretched and shuffled down the hallway. The black cat, Artemis, poked her head around the edge of a chair in the living room and followed him to the kitchen. There was a small table against the wall and one low light on above the fridge. Jun sank into a seat. He didn’t know where anything was. Best to wait.

      A few minutes later, Damian came in looking wide-awake, his face damp and a familiar black pouch in his hands.

      “Is that—?” Jun reached out with both hands. It was. He absolutely recognized it.

      “Yohei gave it to me to keep for you. I’m sorry I didn’t give it back before. Couldn’t at the hospital and then kinda forgot.”

      “It’s here now.” Jun opened the top only enough to see the head of the jade Buddha inside and sighed. “Thank you. I’ll have to thank Yohei too. I don’t think they would have let me keep it.”

      “I’m just glad you have it back.” Damian fetched cold water in reusable glass bottles from the fridge.

      Jun took the water, still holding the pouch in his other hand, his thumb rubbing the Buddha through the fabric. “My mother gave it to me. It was the last thing she ever gave me.”

      Damian paused in the process of going back to the refrigerator. “That’s… I’m really sorry I forgot for so long. You miss her.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      Jun nodded.

      Damian pulled out a tray of pastry balls with white cream inside.

      “Cream puffs?” Jun asked, reaching out for one.

      “Don’t let Émeric catch you calling them that. The correct term is profiteroles. He’s French, you know.”

      “I—” Jun paused, feeling flat-footed. “I think you told me that at one time, but I forgot. He looks like you, well, almost like you.”

      “His family is all in France. His grandmother was Middle Eastern and the rest of his family is of African origins, but they’ve all been in France for generations. Believe me, he has opinions on food.”

      Jun giggled. “So does Yohei. He says it’s because he’s Japanese, but the rest of his family isn’t as picky except his grandmother.”

      “Émeric has a Japanese beau, but she’s not overly picky with food either as long as it’s healthy.”

      “He has more partners than Richard and Collin?”

      Damian nodded. He got up and found plates. “Her name is Ami. She leads a jinja in Japan.”

      “Oh, she’s kannushi.”

      “I should have known you’d know the term.”

      Jun grinned. Speaking four languages could be fun.

      Damian pulled cold cuts, cheese, and a tray of berries and grapes from the fridge. He brought it over with two small plates. “Want to close more holes?”

      Jun blushed. “If you like.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. It was midnight, but Damian didn’t seem to care.

      The cat certainly didn’t. She twined herself under the table, mewing. Damian broke off a bit of meat and held it under the table.

      “Family. That’s short for me, so it's easy.” Jun held up the pouch. “I’ve met my dad, and I knew my mom, but that’s all. I guess family isn’t in your life anymore?”

      “The Residency is my family. My extended family are Matthew and Hypatia and Linda, Ellisandre, and now I guess Alice, Ash, and Dana.”

      “I don’t know these people.”

      “Alice is Collin’s sister, younger.” Americans so often forgot to designate age order, but Damian was cued in. He rarely hesitated to signal who was older or younger, which was helpful. “She lives with Linda, Richard’s younger sister. Dana is Richard and Linda’s…er…technically their aunt, but she’s nine years old, so we act like she’s his niece. She was posthumously implanted and born long after her biological father died.”

      Guh? “That sounds complicated.”

      “Very.” Damian grimaced. “Bit of a legal nightmare. Linda and Richard are her guardians now, with Linda being her primary guardian. Alice is her caretaker at the moment.”

      “Then who are Allisander and Ush?”

      “Ellisandre and Ash.” Damian re-pronounced the names with care, eyes twinkling fondly. “Ellisandre is Ellisandre. They/them pronouns. They showed up like fifteen years ago? I’m not sure, but they’ve been with Linda ever since. They just are. I don’t know what they are together, exactly. Friends? They just are.” Damian chuckled and shrugged.

      Well, that’s clear, not. Jun shrugged internally. “And Ash?”

      “Ash is a cyber expert. Still a kid. He’ll be eighteen next year. He works for Richard. You could say he’s a little like me. It was Richard or jail.”

      “Jail?”

      “He broke into Reevesworth Industries’ computer systems, among other places. But he was only caught because he warned us that someone else was in our systems. He wasn’t doing anything nefarious, but the other actor was. Still, Ash was doing something technically illegal. They arrested him. Richard negotiated a deal that kept him out of jail. I scared him into taking it.”

      “Scared him?”

      “We got past it. Collin helped us. Ash is a good kid. Weird, but good.”

      Jun held up his fingers. “So your family is Richard, Émeric, Collin, Linda, Ellis⁠—?”

      “Ellisandre.”

      “Ellisandre, Alice, Da⁠—?”

      “Dana.”

      “Dana and Ash.”

      “And Matthew and Hypatia.”

      Jun frowned, reaching back into his memory of everything Damian had told him by the river. “Matthew, who was Richard’s submissive before you?”

      “He and Richard were involved before Richard and I started to have an intimate relationship, but we were both his submissives at the same time later on.”

      Jun nodded. “I’m going to need a map of relationships.”

      Damian laughed. “I’ll draw you one.”

      “Hypatia was the domme that Richard trained?”

      “Good memory.”

      “I’m trying.” Jun smiled a bit and popped another profiterole in his mouth. “So you never talk to your, what do you call it, blood family?”

      “Family of origin or bio family is how we say it here in the US these days.”

      Jun rolled the phrases around in his head. “Even if you didn’t know them?”

      “It’s generally how we refer to the people our DNA comes from.”

      “Ugh.” Jun crossed his fingers. “I don’t know much about mine.”

      “I know more than I want to know about mine.”

      “So you do talk to them?”

      Damian sighed. “My younger sister talks to me once or twice a year. She lives a few states away. She’s happy. Our childhood isn’t a good memory for her. I respect that. We’re not good for each other. No hate, but nothing in common that isn’t painful. It’s better this way.”

      Jun waited. It seemed like there was more.

      Damian rubbed the back of his head and shredded a piece of wax wrapped cheese. “My older sister is in and out. I try to avoid her. She lives here in Chicago, not close to the Loop. I send her money on birthdays for her kids and for Christmas. Sometimes she says something; sometimes she doesn't.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Damian grimaced. “Don’t be. I prefer when she says nothing. I send the money and then…” He shrugged, weary and looking like he didn’t know what to do about something. “It is what it is.”

      “So your dad and mom, not in the picture?”

      “My mom left when I was young. I looked her up years later with a private investigator. She’s living out in California, has a new family. My dad contacted me a few days ago to yell at me. I blocked his number—again. There was a court order saying I couldn’t go near him for a few years. It ran out. I have nothing to say to him, but my older sister still lives with him, I think.”

      “Ouch. So you really don’t want to see her.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Even after you went through all that, with your niece getting hurt and you getting arrested, your older sister still stayed with your dad?”

      Damian nodded, eyes haunted. He’d finished tearing up the cheese and wax and was now shredding a strip of meat. “And brought more kids into the house.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jun grimaced. “We really lucked out. At least my mom was awesome for nine years.”

      Damian reached out and Jun met him, their fingers tangling together.

      “This is why The Residency, why Richard and Émeric and Collin are my family.”

      “I think I should change what I said, then: Yohei, Geun, Jaewoong, and Su-jin are my family.”

      Damian smiled. “I thought so.”

      Jun had to look away before he teared up. He wasn’t used to someone looking at him with as much affection and compassion as Damian was looking at him right then. He pulled his hand back and busied himself with drinking more water. Wiping his mouth, he said, “So, uh, holes. We did family. What’s next?”

      “Pretty sure that was the CliffsNotes version.” Damian smiled, his eyes still soft. He didn’t seem to mind. He wrapped some of the shredded cheese and meat together, put it in his mouth, and chewed, staring off into the corner, thinking. “Education. What kind of education have you had?”

      “Education, er,” Jun rubbed the back of his head. “Bit all over. I sort of finished Korean high school in Seoul. In Seattle, I went to a public school in English and did Chinese studies at home with my mom. I first learned English from my nanny and preschool—at least, that’s what she told me. I don’t remember my nanny. I do remember preschool. But my mother always spoke to me in Mandarin. And then in Korea, I did a lot of different things. Bak brought in tutors and had different people teach me. I’m not sure all of them were real teachers? Like sometimes we talked about weird stuff. There was this old dude who just went on about his travels in India for a month. He showed me lots of pictures of temples and cows and lots of snakes, but I don’t think he liked them? Before I went there for a show, that’s what I thought India was all about.”

      Damian chuckled. “There’s so much more to India. So much good food, so many different cultures. A lot of modern business energy.”

      Jun nodded vigorously. “I think he was telling me about his trip when he was really young, like sixty years ago. Pretty sure he was a missionary. Every time he was in a picture, he was holding a book with a cross on the front of it. He showed me documentaries on African lions, too. I’m not sure why, but he talked a lot about somebody named El Shaddai being stronger than the lions. I kept waiting for the El Shaddai person to show up in the movie, but it didn’t happen.”

      Damian started to laugh. “You don’t know who El Shaddai is?”

      “No.” Jun raised an eyebrow. “I guess you do?”

      “Was this old dude a white guy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Totally a missionary. El Shaddai is another name US Christians use for the god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Basically, the deity worshipped by Jewish people, Christians of all sects, and Muslims. I don’t know if Christians in other countries use the name or not.”

      “I thought Muslims worshipped Allah?”

      “Allah is god in Arabic.”

      “Oh. But then why do people not just say god when they’re speaking English? Is it a religious thing? Like, I say 美国 (Měiguó) when I’m speaking Chinese to refer to the United States, and I say China when I’m speaking English to refer to China.”

      Damian leaned back in his chair, a grape between his fingers. “You know, that’s a good question. I don’t know. Because Catholics don’t refer to their god using Latin when speaking English; otherwise, they’d say deus. And Latin used to be the language most European Christians used in their liturgy.”

      Jun tossed the stem of his grape at the fruit tray. “I feel stupid. I don’t know all this stuff.”

      “A lot of people don’t.” Damian popped his grape in his mouth. “You should ask Émeric. He speaks Arabic. Maybe he knows. A lot of this kind of knowledge you pick up randomly as you travel and talk to people. I bet you know tons about music, sound stages, dance, Korean trivia, and things I don’t know.”

      “Just like you know a ton about law.”

      “There’s always more to know about the law.” Damian yawned. “That’s why I try to read a couple of new cases a week or at least summaries on them. I’m always meeting people who know something I don’t. It’s anxiety inducing. Which is why I decided to learn law for two different countries so I could be even more embarrassed.”

      Jun giggled. “Do you read two or three cases a week in each language or just collectively?”

      Damian rolled his eyes. “How much music do you listen to every week, and how many new dance routines do you check out?”

      “Too many.”

      They shared a moment of perfect, beautiful understanding, grinning like idiots.

      Damian made a silly face. “Imposter syndrome’s a bitch, ain’t it?”

      Jun laughed outright.

      Damian waved his hand at the food. “Do you want more?”

      Jun grabbed three more profiteroles and some meat as well as a handful of blueberries. Damian cleared off the trays and came back with more water.

      A little while later, curled up in Damian’s bed again, Damian’s groin pressed perfectly against his rear, Jun snuggled down. “So, if I have to pee again, should I just bite you, or is there a better way to wake you?”

      Damian groaned and pulled Jun in tighter, pinning him down with his leg again. “Bite me and I’ll bite back.”

      Jun grinned. Like that was a threat.
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      Damian set a pile of clothes on the bed beside Jun. What times was it? Jun stretched and yawned, craning his head. “You really need a window. I have no idea when to wake up.”

      “Probably. Okay, yes.” Damian looked around and shrugged. “It’s about eleven.”

      “I should get up.” Jun pushed himself away from the mattress carefully and probed his stomach. It was tender, but he could move more than he would have thought he could. The bruising was the worst part now. No more sharp shooting pains.

      Damian offered help off the bed.

      Jun waved toward the bathroom. “I’ll just clean up and…”

      “There’s food in the kitchen for breakfast.”

      The Residency was quiet. Not even Artemis was around. Jun tiptoed into the guest room and used the en suite bathroom where all his toiletries were already set out, showered quickly, and went through his skin-care routine. Damian had asked him what he used, and somehow since last night, almost all of it had showed up on the counter.

      Damian had picked out another set of clothes Jun was more than happy to wear: loose-legged cargo pants in black with a belt and a color-block chunky sweater in blue and black. The tank top that went under it was tight and red. He combed his hair, slipped the black pouch over his head, hid it under the sweater, then checked himself in the mirror.

      The bruises on his face were vibrant and dark, and the stitches were uglier now than they had been. Perhaps he could comb his hair the other way and hide the worst of it or wear a face mask.

      No.

      He would not hide this.

      Jun turned away from the mirror and left the bathroom, going in search of Damian and food.

      Over a breakfast of croissants and scrambled eggs, Damian offered a list of potential activities for the day. “We could hang out here, rest, play games, or I could take you out, see the city, or… I could fill in more of those holes for you.”

      “How?”

      Damian glanced down at his food. For once, he wasn’t meeting Jun’s eyes. “I could take you back to my old neighborhood, to where I grew up.”

      What? There was no way he was doing anything else, not when Damian had put himself on the table like that.

      “That. We’re doing that.”

      Damian glanced up and then back down at his food again, stirring his coffee even though there didn’t seem to be anything in it. “You sure? It’s rough.”

      “I want to know anything about you that you’re willing to share.”

      “And what if I want to see where you grew up? Would you let me fly us out there?”

      Jun paused. Owe Damian more?

      Damian shook his head. “Sorry, table that. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You want to see where I grew up?”

      “If you’re willing. Have you ever been back to Seattle?

      “Twice, on tour, but never saw anything I recognized. It was all about the performance and then sleeping and then the airport. I think we visited a museum and helped open an exhibit, but…I might be confusing that with a different city.”

      “Travel too much and it blurs together.”

      “If you’re doing one performance every night and hitting up a new city every two or three days, yes. I mean, we had breaks, but it was usually four days on a week with three days of travel and prep.”

      “I know. Rough.”

      Jun let out a slow sigh. “We can go back to Seattle, if you like. I don’t know how much I’ll be able to point out. I remember some things, like the pink trees on the university campus and the otters in the aquarium, but I don’t know how to get from one place to the other.”

      “That’s what the internet is for.”

      Jun nodded. “Yeah. Thanks, uh, for the phone. With internet and all.”

      Damian paused, then nodded. “Of course.”

      Both of them carefully said nothing about Jun not having the internet reliably for years. Instead, Jun dug into his eggs, and Damian dipped his croissant into his coffee.

      Jun blinked at the dripping bakery good. “Are you supposed to eat it that way?”

      Damian blushed. “Er, no. Don’t tell Émeric.”

      Jun giggled. Damian looked so dang sheepish. His lawyer boyfriend wasn’t always prim and proper after all.
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        * * *

      

      Jun followed Damian down the elevator to the underground garage, accompanied by a new bodyguard who Damian had introduced as Cedric. Cedric was almost as dark as Damian, but with a thicker neck. Actually, he was thicker everywhere. Jun tried not to stare. He hadn’t seen very many people who looked like Cedric in his life.

      There was a black SUV and a driver who greeted Jun, Damian, and Cedric with a “Hiya!” He had floppy dark hair. They eased out onto the city streets and then onto what Damian called Lake Shore Drive heading south. It made sense that it was called Lake Shore except for one hard fact.

      Jun pointed at the dark expanse of water. “That’s not a lake; that’s a sea.”

      Damian chuckled. “Lake. It’s freshwater.”

      “I don’t care. It’s the size of a sea.”

      Damian pulled Jun in against him. “Believe me, it might be the size of a sea, but everyone calls it a lake.”

      Unfair. People should use their language properly so everyone else could understand.

      Damian pointed out the Shedd Aquarium and the Field Museum and pointed vaguely in the direction of more landmarks Jun couldn’t see, including Millennium Park and the Art Institute that seemed to be mostly hidden behind trees opposite the lake. At some point after, they left the large road and entered surface streets again. Some neighborhoods looked well kept, others not so much. They slowed down and made a few turns into an increasingly depressed area. There were houses, storefronts, and warehouses that had once been gorgeous, but all were in states of disrepair. The SUV took one more turn and slowed to a stop.

      Taking up an entire city block were the ruins of a church. There was a tree stump near the front doors, and the sign in front had half fallen down, leaving the name hanging at a forty-five-degree angle. A second board had been removed from below, only marks left to show it had been there. Some of the stained-glass windows were busted in, and the windows, stone surfaces, flying buttresses, doors, and statuary along the roof were gray with pollution and age. Parts of the roof had suffered damage.

      Jun pressed his fingers to the window of the SUV. “What happened?”

      Damian looked over Jun’s shoulder and wrapped his arms around Jun’s waist. “Death. Disease.”

      Cedric climbed out of the car and opened the door on Jun’s side. Jun slid out, and Damian followed. Down the street, a man hunched over a cart filled with plastic bags, dragging it along with him. Going the opposite way was another man, walking with a limp. They were both eyeing the SUV and the people getting out with open assessment.

      Not curiosity.

      Damian took Jun’s hand. “I’ll show you inside.”

      “We’re allowed to go in?”

      “I own it.”

      “You own it?”

      Damian nodded. He looked up at the bell tower above the front doors. “A fuck you to someone from a long time ago.”

      He produced a key and unlocked the front door. Cedric stuck his nose inside first and then signaled that he was going around the outside. Jun followed Damian inside. The first area was a foyer: low ceiling, doors in all directions, ruined red carpet underfoot. It smelled musty with a hint of dirt and damp. The internal temperature was even lower than the outer, which was saying something. It was late December, after all.

      All thoughts of temperature disappeared as soon as Jun looked up. Parts of the ceiling directly overhead were missing as if people had scavenged materials or simply taken their anger out on the upper floor. Hints of what was above drew Jun forward toward the doors, all six of which were thrown open to sanctuary. Jun let go of Damian’s hand and stepped forward, crossing the generous foyer and onto the nave. The ceiling in the sanctuary soared high, a true cathedral. The altar space stood at the end of the long expanse, wisps of cloth still draped over a high table. A life-size figure of a man with his arms spread wide hung on the back wall above an alcove, the purpose of which Jun could not gather. He stepped between the pews. Half of them were scattered and overturned. Here and there, plants had started to grow.

      “It feels like it’s been abandoned forever.”

      “This section has only been let go for about ten years, but repairs were ignored for a couple decades before that. Church membership couldn’t afford the upkeep. Then a storm damaged the roof, and they had to give up on the sanctuary.”

      Jun turned in place, looking up. It was a ruin, but somehow, seeing the sky through the faded painted scenes overhead was beautiful; dark storm clouds rolled about, not quite blotting out the sun, matching the somber effigy of death, decay, and glorious light.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Damian nudged a broken piece of masonry away from the center of the nave, his hands in his pockets, and took another look around. “I suppose.”

      “You can’t see it?”

      “I remember what it was.”

      “This…” Jun paused. This place didn’t match the Damian he knew. It was…so much a relic, in a way that Damian was not. Damian was life, bright eyes, a throbbing heartbeat, fast breaths of air, a body humming with life as he ran.

      This church was motionless.

      Damian shoved his hands in his pockets. “When I was a kid, my sister went on a religious kick. She brought me here. We all went here for a while, actually. My dad was friends with the pastor.”

      “Is that how you came to own it?”

      “I own it because it went up for auction at a ridiculously low price, due to the safety issues and historical significance. I bought it because the pastor told me I would never amount to anything.”

      “But you did.”

      “I amounted to enough to buy the place. Now he lives in a run-down house a couple streets away, and every time he walks by here, he has to remember that it’s not his name on the front anymore.” Damian toed more trash off the central walkway. “Wasn’t the most thought-out thing I’ve done, though. Now I own a ruin, and I haven’t done anything with it in two years.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Well, I let a soup kitchen run out of one of the auxiliary buildings, and I keep that one building in shape so the city can use it as an emergency cold shelter in the winter and cooling center in summer, but that’s only one building. There’s so much more to the property.” Damian waved his hand around. “There’s this space. What you see here, the rooms behind the altar, the Sunday school classrooms, the side balconies above.” He pointed. Jun craned his neck. In the unlit interior, he hadn’t realized there was walking and maybe even sitting space along both exterior walls on either side and above the atrium. “And there’s the bell tower and the second bell tower and the basement below all of this.”

      Jun looked down. Basement? This place was huge.

      But Damian was still walking and talking. He moved down the nave, pointing toward a side door, away from the street. “Then there’s the parsonage and another residence—I think it used to be a small community for nuns back when there was a Catholic congregation here before it became Methodist or Baptist. It wasn’t either when I attended.”

      Damian stopped talking to move stuff out of the way. Jun joined him. Together, they made their way to the side door, not far from the front of the church. Jun couldn’t help but pause, looking up at the tortured figure of the man hanging on the wall above the altar. Bak had made him attend enough church functions before his career really started that he knew the figure was supposed to represent the son of god as he was being tortured to death.

      Wood scraped against the floor. Jun flinched and turned. Damian was dragging open a side door. He held it open and motioned Jun through. There was an external green space, which looked like it had once been a garden, with more statuary, raised beds, and half a dozen gnarled trees, their roots beautifully spread out in webs through the grass.

      Jun stepped out onto the crumbling walkway. “I love it.”

      Damian shoved his hands in his pockets and nodded at the visible buildings. “The old nunnery. The gymnasium. The patronage. And that”—he pulled one hand free to gesture at the eastern building, lower and less ornate looking—“that’s the current soup kitchen and emergency shelter. The only parts that still have power running to them.”

      “I could make killer music videos here.”

      “That’s a thought.” Damian tilted his head. “Do you want to?”

      “Would you let us?”

      “Yes.”

      Creative excitement tingled town Jun’s arms. He turned back, running into the cathedral and jumping up on the stage, looking down. Lyrics and a beat hummed in the back of his head, the shadowy threads of something pulling together from the ether into a living idea.

      “It would be amazing to sing in here.”

      “We’d have to clean it up.” Damian waved at the ceiling overhead.

      “But that’s part of what makes this place what it is.” Jun paced down the nave, arms spread, twirling as he went, taking the fractured sanctuary in. “It’s the story.”

      “Story?” Damian followed Jun. He had eyes more for him than the place. But it didn’t matter. He was listening, and it felt so good to be listened to, like a glow torch inside Jun’s chest.

      He waved his arms, taking in the entire space. “Age always has a story. Like when we toured Europe, they’d tell us stories about this place or that place or who else had played the venue before. This feels like that but… rawer. Is that a word? It feels grittier. I almost want to do a concert in a place just like this. Maybe less trash, cleaned up, but still real, still itself. It’s not dead. Whatever was nesting in it might be dead, but…” Jun trailed off. What he wanted to say was too honest, too private. This place needed to be recognized as itself, apart from the people that had inhabited it. It was its own place with its own soul, outlasting and outspeaking the graves of the transitory humans who thought they owned it.

      “This place only had one story for me: Fuck you, Pastor Doyle.”

      Jun waited. Damian seemed on the verge of something. His eyes were roving the place again, not just fixed on Jun. “My sister’s story was that she’d find god here and everything would be good, that her dad would ‘get right.’ My dad’s story was that if he came here once a week, then he was good. People here told a lot of stories.” Damian kicked a piece of marble flooring, sending it skidding across the cracked stone floor until it hit the end of a pew. “Stories about me. Stories about young people. Stories about our neighborhood, our city, stories about why things were hard, about why the kids were wrong.”

      Jun cleared off one of the cleaner pews and perched on it, knees to his chest, his weight on his heels, as if he were resting during dance practice. Damian paced up and down the nave. He was faraway.

      What would it be like to go back to a place you’d been a long time ago, to go back to a ruin?

      What if you were the ruin?

      Jun hugged himself harder, squeezing his chest closer to his knees. He looked up at the altar space, imagining it cleared off with a live band to one side, him and the rest of 5N standing on the space.

      What if they were suspended on a clear glass stage above the ruins of the floor? What if they were on the same level as the stone figure of the god’s son? And the audience with them. Then they could all look down on the ruins and up to the sky, suspended in space between above and below, the way he felt suspended between the past and the present.

      What if the past wasn’t forgotten or erased, merely encased and understood, like the open burial pit of some of the museums he’d seen?

      Damian came back, arms crossed over his chest. “One of the hardest parts of owning this place is the expectations.”

      “Like what?”

      “It’s a landmark. As much as I own it,”–Damian meandered over and leaned his hip against the pew across from Jun—“I don’t. It’s…stewardship. What I would do with the place, I don’t think everyone else would want to do with the place.”

      “What do you think the people around here want to do with the place?”

      “Fix it, turn it back into a functioning church, then let them back in, let them ruin it. Again.”

      Damian’s face turned equal parts angry and betrayed.

      “This isn’t a happy place for you.”

      “Churches aren’t happy for me.”

      So many stories were in the narrowing slits of Damian’s eyes. Jun could write an entire album just on this morning.

      “If no one else cared, what would you do with the place?”

      Damian let out an incredulous laugh. “Me?” He looked around. “There’s the business part of me. I could see housing, an educational center, a clinic. All the things you’re supposed to put into a community to make it better.”

      Jun shrugged. He knew nothing about that kind of stuff. What he knew was art, what made people stand up and chant or close their eyes and sway, maybe laugh or cry. “This place was built for sound. There should be sound in it. Maybe you could put classrooms or a clinic in one of the other buildings.”

      “I should.”

      “But you don’t want to.”

      “No.” Damian hunched his shoulders. “This place turned its back on me. I don’t want to keep giving. Without Richard pulling me out, I’d be dead. They told the authorities to throw the book at me and throw away the key.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Prosecute to the full extent of the law, as in as many charges as possible with the highest possible punishment, and then leave me there for life. Throw away the key is what they would do in ancient times, lock someone up and throw away the key, meaning the door to let the prisoner out could never be opened.”

      Jun shivered. It wasn’t like Korea didn’t have its own stories, and his mother had told him enough of ancient Han dynasties that he knew there had been terrible punishments meted out then, too. But ancient history got talked about as faraway for a reason.

      “All because you stood up to your dad?”

      “Mostly.” Damian’s accent shifted. “I couldn't keep my face right. I didn’t give respect. Couldn’t see the point. Didn’t take their advice.”

      Jun reached out across the debris of the floor between them and took Damian’s hand.

      Damian studied their tangled fingers. “I meant it when I said I wanted your mess. I know mess.”

      Jun nodded. Damian was breaking his heart. Bak might have been horrible, but at least he’d had nine years of idyllic childhood before his mother disappeared. Damian hadn’t had even that.

      “Come on, I’ll show you the baptismal. It wasn’t part of the original build.”

      The niche below the stone figure of the god’s son on the far wall was the baptismal. It was dry now, but once it had been a large square basin of water, large enough for a large man to stand in up to his waist or lay inside of. There was space between it and the back wall for a few people to walk. Essentially, it was in a hidden hallway above and behind the altar, but the wall in the pool section had been removed to make it visible to the entire sanctuary.

      Jun stepped into the pool and crossed his arms on the curtain wall, looking out over the entire sanctuary. He was on the same eye level as the back balcony. There weren’t many seats up there. It looked more like a massive inside porch. Unlike many of the venues and theaters he’d performed in over the years, the upper level seemed built for standing only with waist-high banisters.

      Jun trailed his eyes over the angels painted on the ceiling and carved in the arches and pillars. “So many hopes and dreams.”

      “Sanctuary of lies.”

      “Is it a sanctuary that lies or a sanctuary for lies?”

      “Both.”

      “It’s your sanctuary. You can make it speak the truth.”

      Damian offered Jun his hand. “As if it was so simple. This isn’t my neighborhood anymore.”

      “It is simple,” Jun let Damian lead him down to the cathedral floor. He turned, wrapping Damian around his back and holding Damian’s arms against his body. “Blood is simple. Fire is simple. The moment I ran from Bak: simple. The moment I flung the table and blood spread on the floor: simple. You know what I think complicated is?”

      Damian bent his lips to Jun’s ear. “What?”

      “Everything inside. Fear. Weighing the consequences. Considerations.”

      “Chasing you down by the river—that was simple.”

      Jun laughed, feeling a deep, painful ache inside his belly that he didn’t want to part with. “Simple.”

      “I want us to be simple,” Damian whispered.

      “Then we will be.” Jun turned around in the protection of Damian’s arms. “We’ll make it simple.”
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      With Cedric in tow and the SUV not far behind, Damian showed Jun around the block. Jun watched Damian’s eyes as much as he studied the street. There were smells: stale weed, dust, spicy cooking in the distance, car exhaust, the lingering scent of old ice, and hints of burning furnaces.

      As they walked, Damian pointed out the corner store where he used to shop, his elementary school, now closed, and the building that had once housed the store where he’d bought most of his clothes growing up.

      There was a dearth of grocery markets. Jun shivered in a gust of wind and pushed his hands into his coat pockets. “Where did you buy food? Where do people buy food now?”

      “This neighborhood is a food desert.” Damian grimaced. “We did a lot of shopping at the corner stores, the dollar store, and sometimes we’d walk to a grocery store in the next area, but that one is closed now too.”

      “How do people live?”

      “Not healthily.”

      Jun grunted. Maybe turn the church into a grocery market? Growing up in Seattle with his mother had never been like this. There had been the local Asian grocery down the street, the farmers’ market in the summer with tables overflowing with large vegetables and fresh flowers, Pike’s Place Market that ran year-round, and the large grocery chains. There had never been a lack of places to find good food.

      “Why?”

      Damian shrugged. “Cost-benefit analysis. Depressed areas spend less money. Petty theft like shoplifting goes up. Stores close.”

      Jun scowled. “Doesn’t the city plan?”

      Damian gave Jun a long-suffering look. “Budgets are already stretched. The train that Richard is building is being backed by private money only. He couldn’t get a government partnership for it, only government approval.”

      “Train?”

      “He’s building a commuter train between here and some cities to the south. Fairly high-speed commuter rail. Once it’s built, it should make southern parts of the city more attractive and increase commerce between this city and the rest, relieve congestion, take pressure off the housing market.”

      That sounded like a lot. Then again, city planning wasn’t Jun’s area of skill.

      “Are you helping build the train?”

      “No, except for getting contracts in place with suppliers. Collin is helping him, though. Making spaces function better is his specialty.”

      That actually sounded interesting. “Maybe you should get Collin to help you plan what to do with the property.”

      “I’ve never shown him the place.” Damian tilted his head in the way he did when he was considering a thought. “It’s not a bad idea. You should tell him what you were thinking.”

      “You mean about singing there?”

      “Yes.”

      There were bars on most windows for the first floor of homes, apartment buildings, and storefronts and sometimes on second floors for the buildings not boarded up. Yards lacked the plants and landscaping Jun expected in American neighborhoods, if there were the resources to create them. There were fewer cars parked around, and the roads were cracked. Sidewalks slanted unevenly in places.

      “How much has it changed?”

      “It’s worse than it was. The population has gotten older. That comes with challenges.”

      “The children left, like you?”

      “A lot of them.”

      A cool gust of wind rushed past. Damian motioned Jun to turn at the next corner, putting the church behind them and moving down a residential-only street. It was mostly single-family homes or duplexes made of what looked like had once been single-family homes.

      A man shuffling along the sidewalk, a beanie on his head and a large blue coat hanging off his shoulders, squinted at them. He paused and turned toward them as they approached. He waved his hand toward Damian. “My man, my man, got any change? Just need a dollar.”

      Damian shook his head. “I don’t carry cash.”

      The man eyed him up and then back. The moment he saw Cedric, his face changed. He looked back at Damian and then spat at his feet. “You’re that Kramer kid.”

      Kramer? That wasn’t Damian’s name. This man must have the wrong person.

      But Damian didn’t seem surprised. He hooked his thumbs into his pockets. “Robert.”

      Robert scowled. “What brought you back here? Looking to buy up more property?

      “No.” Damian shrugged. “Just visiting.”

      “Oh, finally gonna man up?”

      Damian shrugged again. “Just visiting.” He turned as if to walk past.

      Robert grabbed his arm. Cedric moved, but Damian raised his hand, stopping him.

      He put his hand over Robert’s. “Let go, Bert.”

      Robert glared. “You think you can just come back here and walk around like you own the place?”

      Damian said nothing.

      The skin around Robert’s eyes tightened. Jun sucked in air and held it. He knew that look. But Damian looked unaffected.

      Robert pushed Damian away, making Damian rock back on his feet. “Wait till your old man hears of this.” He flicked a finger across his nose and stepped back, his eyes running over Jun. “Who are you?”

      Damian stepped toward Jun.

      Jun shook his head. He looked Robert up and down and shook his head. “No one.”

      Robert snorted. He eyed Cedric up behind them, gave the bodyguard a lift of his chin, and crossed the road.

      “Sir,” Cedric murmured.

      “I know.” Damian sighed, watching Robert go. “Being heavy-handed and keeping them away won’t work, though, not if I’m ever going to do anything here.”

      “I’d prefer if you were wearing body armor.”

      “Then they’d really hate me.”

      “I think they already do.”

      “Poko, is that you Poko?” An old woman in a housecoat and a bonnet stuck her head out of the front porch of the house in front of which they’d stopped. “Heavens, Poko, it’s you.”

      Damian turned around, his smile soft. “Miss Jozie.”

      The woman grinned. She looked like she could be anything between fifty and infinity. “Come here, boy. I ain’t seen you in a minute.”

      Damian’s body loosened. He ambled up her front path and onto her porch, taking off his hat.

      “You have friends?”

      “Jun, from South Korea, and Cedric, ma’am.”

      “And where you from, Cedric?” Miss Jozie turned two sharp eyes on the bodyguard.

      “Georgia, ma’am.” Cedric gave her a nod.

      “And how do you know our boy, Poko?”

      Damian blushed, dropping his eyes.

      “Cedric is my bodyguard, Miss Jozie. Someone attacked my boss a few months back, so Cedric goes with me these days.”

      Miss Jozie pressed a hand to her heart. “And Jun, are you a bodyguard, too? You do that kungfu?”

      Jun busted out laughing. He couldn’t help it. “No, ma’am. I’m a friend. I wanted to know where Damian grew up.”

      Miss Jozie studied him again, nodding to herself. “I guess we’re a sight different from what you’re used to. You speak English, though.”

      “My mother was a graduate student in Seattle when I was born. I’ve been speaking English for a long time. But I’ve never gotten to see much of Chicago before.”

      “And what happened to your face? They trying to kill you too?”

      Jun put his hand to his cheek. He’d been too distracted by where they were to think about how he looked. “That…” He looked to Damian. How much should he say?

      “Jun was kidnapped.” Damian shoved his hands into his pockets. “We’re all grateful he got away.”

      “Poko, what kind of life are you living these days? Are you still getting into fights?”

      Damian slapped a hand over his own heart, mirroring Miss Jozie’s posture a few moments earlier. “Miss Jozie, I ain’t never started those fights.”

      “Way I remember it, you sure finished them.”

      “Well…” Damian smirked. “What do you want me to do, lose?”

      She harrumphed. “It true that you bought the church?”

      “Yeah.” Damian kicked a loose bit of wood off the steps.

      “Whatcha planning to do with it?”

      “Working on figuring that out.”

      “You could turn it back into a church.”

      “Yeah, but then how many people would attend? I’m not made of money. If I could afford to fix it, then what? I hand it back and it falls apart again?”

      Miss Jozie pressed her lips together. “Young people don’t go to church like they used to.”

      “And there’s not as many people here as there used to be.” Damian also grimaced. “Places like that take money.”

      “Well, we all know that’s something we’re short of.” Miss Jozie gestured to the street.

      “I figure it either continues to fall apart and I lose all my money or I have to do something with it to bring in outside money.”

      Miss Jozie frowned. “You talk to Kalisha.”

      “Kalisha? Kalisha Brown?”

      “She’s been making noise. She had a kid and started going to meetings and listening to these radio shows on her phone, and now she’s just about ready to talk your ear off. She was over here last week asking me if I’d signed up for all my benefits. Had this list and everything. Got my gas bill right down real nice.” She nodded and smiled to herself, patting her flat belly through her housecoat.

      “Is she still in the same place?”

      “Same house. Living with her mama and her baby daddy’s daddy. Baby daddy gone. but she keeping the place together.”

      “I remember the place.”

      “Just don’t be bringing any trouble to her door. She done right by a lot of us.”

      Jun put up his hands. “All my trouble is back in South Korea.”

      Miss Jozie gave him another look and then shivered a little. “Well, I better get back inside where it’s warm. Next time you’re in the area, say hello, okay, Poko?”

      “I’ll say hello,” Damian promised.

      As they walked away Jun leaned into Damian. “Poko?”

      Damian shook his head. “I’m not sure how it started. I had a Pokémon phase. Somehow that turned into Poko.”

      “Pokémon, Poko, I mean, the first three letters are the same?” Jun gave Damian an incredulous look.

      Damian laughed. He slung an arm over Jun’s shoulder and pulled him close. “It’s a thing. Just go with it. You don’t get to choose your nickname around here. It’s whatever sticks.”

      “Great, so what am I going to be, Singsong?”

      Damian chuckled. “Not likely. Come on, we’ll do a circuit. I’m not going to walk past my dad’s house, but we can take a stroll past Kalisha’s place. Then we’ll give Cedric a break.”

      Cedric snorted. “Small mercies.”

      They reached the end of the block and turned left. As they passed a heavily barred corner store, a group of three men stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of them.

      Damian took Jun’s arms and moved Jun behind him. At first, it seemed like they were going to just pass each other. They weren’t that close, the three men walking in the empty parking lot and Damian, Jun, and Cedric on the sidewalk.

      One man muttered something to the other two, and their attention all turned to Damian.

      “Boy!”

      Damian sighed. “Mr. Doyle.”

      “That’s Pastor Doyle.”

      Well, fuck. That man. Jun drew in a slow breath and schooled his features to be placid.

      Doyle stormed across the small parking lot, his coat flapping on either side of his belly. “Boy, we need to talk.”

      Damian kept his voice even. “I’m sure we said all that needed to be said last time we spoke.”

      “You weren’t listening.”

      “You want the church reopened.”

      “Yes. This neighborhood needs its heart and soul back. The Lord can do great work here…”

      “Unless your numbers changed, there aren’t enough members of the church to carry the utilities, let alone the upkeep expenses of the campus, not to mention the mortgage.”

      “Mortgage?”

      “Mortgage.” Damian shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat. “I didn’t buy the place for nothing. The base price included multiple property liens, unpaid utilities going back years, and certain safety measures. I can’t afford to give away the property.”

      “Treasures in heaven, young man.”

      Damian put up his hand. “Mr. Doyle.”

      “Pastor Doyle,” one of the men with Doyle cut in.

      “He’s not my pastor,” Damian countered softly. “Mr. Doyle, please recognize the fact that I am not a believer in your religion.”

      The other member of Doyle’s entourage bent over as if wounded by Damian’s statement. “We’ll pray for you.”

      “Please don’t,” Damian whispered, then more strongly, he said, “Anything else, Mr. Doyle?”

      Doyle narrowed his eyes, looking Damian up and down. “You’re not creating goodwill here, boy. The least you could do is donate…”

      “Don’t ask me for money. I already give more to this community than you do.”

      Doyle drew himself up, bristling. One of the men with him hissed.

      “You were a disappointment then, and I see fame and fortune hasn’t improved you now. At least your sister is loyal. I suppose we can’t expect better from a man who raises his hand against his own father and abandons his blood while he lives in luxury.”

      Damian opened his mouth and closed it.

      “Shame on you,” one of Doyle’s friends spat.

      “Shame on you,” Jun growled.

      Damian put a hand on Jun’s arm.

      “Traitor,” one of Doyle’s friends spat. “Poor Kramer. May God comfort him.”

      Jun gave Damian a look. “You’re seriously going to take this?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Damian moved to continue on their walk.

      “The sinful man cannot hold up his head in the presence of the righteous. Let a man be known by his works.”

      Jun looked back at Doyle. The man stood there as if he’d won something, something ugly and hungry in his face. It was true. In the grand scheme of things, Damian was right; Doyle wasn’t a man with any power…except the power to hurt Damian. Damian didn’t seem to realize how hurt he was.

      Jun paused. A sentence and he could tear Doyle apart. He was just so…small.

      “It’s not worth the effort,” Damian said. “He wants me angry.”

      Fine, but only because Damian was asking.

      “Let’s go.” Jun grabbed Damian’s hand. “I think I know why you left this place.” He waved toward the SUV. It rolled forward, and Jun pulled open the door. Cedric was staying on alert.

      “I’m not running away,” Damian said through clenched teeth.

      “No, you’re taking me out of here before I rearrange another old man’s face. I think the legal limit is one a week.”

      Cedric choked out a laugh. “He has you there, boss.”

      Damian groaned, letting the door shut. “Fine. Then let’s go shopping. I need something to get this out of my head.”

      Jun leaned over the seat rest and pressed his lips against Damian’s jaw. “I can do that.”

      “Where’s a partition when you need it?” Cedric complained. “Feel up your man when I’m not contractually obligated to watch.”

      Damian burst out laughing.

      Jun sank back into his seat but grabbed Damian’s hand. He squeezed it. “Guess neither of us is good enough for where we come from.”

      Damian squeezed his hand back. “I’m pretty sure the hundreds of thousands of your fans disagree.”

      Jun forced himself to smile a little, but his thoughts were faraway. “I think this is in the Christian bible. One time I went to church with Bak and the pastor was preaching on it, that a prophet is respected everywhere but his hometown.”

      “Crabs in a barrel,” Damian whispered.

      It made no sense, but Damian looked too pensive and sad for Jun to bother him. But he had a phone now.

      He pulled it out and typed the phrase into his search engine. A video and essay later, he had to agree; it was a phrase that fit some people he’d met in his life. Thankfully, not all. Not his brothers in 5N, not Gigi. Not Damian.
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      Damian jumped out of the SUV as soon as Cedric gave the all-clear signal. It was time to get Jun wearing something more exciting than color-block sweaters. They had driven north to the Magnificent Mile, the most upscale shopping district in the city. The SUV would stay on standby in a nearby garage with their driver, but the area was completely walkable. If not for the security implications, Damian would have sent the SUV home, but one could never discount the usefulness of a mobile enclosed space when dealing with reporters or threats.

      Who knew how far Bak would go? Damian hadn’t just gotten Jun fully into his life and into his bed just to lose him again.

      Jun craned his head back, looking up at the towers and billboards surrounding them. Curiosity was a good look on him.

      Damian reached for his hand. “I’ve waited for this for years.”

      “This?” Jun raised an eyebrow.

      Damian squeezed Jun’s fingers. “Being out in public with you. Going shopping. Normal life.”

      Jun’s eyes brightened. He leaned inward, his weight pressing against Damian’s chest. “I wish I could say the same.”

      “I dreamed for both of us. You were busy surviving.” Damian touched the dark marks on Jun’s face.

      “Seeing you at all was the dream.”

      Damian wrapped Jun’s hand in both of his. “I have a place to show you.”

      He led Jun into the indoor shopping tower and directly to the elevators. They could come back and look at some of the clothing shops. This was one mission that had to be completed first.

      The toy shop was everything Damian remembered—displays packed with action figures, Lego sets, dolls, and stuffed animals.

      Jun gave Damian a look. “I thought we were shopping.”

      “We are.” Damian wrapped an arm around Jun’s waist, pulling him inside. “I’m buying you a stuffed animal.”

      Jun’s stepped faltered. “You’re…a what…?”

      Damian ignored his stuttering. “What do you like? Bears? Dragons? Dinos?”

      Jun didn’t move. Damian looked back. Jun stood between two displays, blinking back tears. “You’re really…”

      “You seemed to like Bear last night.”

      Jun rubbed his face with the back of his hand. “You know I can never…I…”

      Damian wrapped his arms around Jun. “Let me? Please?”

      Jun threw his arms around Damian. He didn’t seem to be able to speak. Damian just held him until he heard a faint “Yes, okay.”

      Jun pulled himself together and rubbed at his eyes again with the back of his wrist. “What size?”

      “Something ridiculous. Something you’d normally never let yourself have.”

      Jun laughed, a small wet sound. He had to wipe his face again. “Remember, you asked for this.”

      Damian grinned. Oh, Jun, you have no idea.

      Jun ventured down the aisles. He perused the entire store, looking above and below at the racks, picking up rabbits, dragons, teddy bears, more teddy bears, stuffed lions, and foxes. Damian made note of the ones he touched more than once and grabbed a few of them, slipping them to Cedric, who passed them to a clerk to hide behind the counter. Only when Jun had circled the entire store did he turn back and pick up a massive realistic tan horse with a brown mane and tail and matching hooves. It had to be at least four feet high and just as long. It was soft but with enough structure it didn’t flop around.

      Arms wrapped all the way around the horse, Jun announced. “This is Téméraire.”

      “French for reckless?”

      Jun giggled. “Yes.”

      “Well, then, let’s pay for Téméraire and send him home. I don’t think we can really go shopping with him tagging along.”

      Jun pulled a face. “Probably not.”

      They left the store without bags, the clerk discretely adding Téméraire to the running total of what Damian had already sent up to the counter. Outside in the main mall, Jun reached for Damian’s hand. “I’ll never get that on a plane.”

      “Depends on the plane.” Damian pointed to some shops ahead. “Ready to be tormented?”

      “Tormented?”

      “Ask Collin and Ash. I have a thing for clothes.”

      “You do?” Jun looked over Damian’s outfit. He’d dressed down for the day in dark-blue slacks and a deep-brown knee-length trench coat with a matching leather hat with a brim.

      “I like dressing the people in my life. It’s my creative outlet. Like sculpture.”

      Jun tilted his head to the side, showing the smooth, lean lines of his pale throat. “And this is torture, how?”

      “Because I make you act as my model. You’re my muse.”

      Jun shot Damian a suspicious look. “I’m a K-pop idol. Modeling clothes is a good part of what I do. This is an underhanded way to make me willing to let you buy me clothes, isn’t it?”

      Damian pulled out his phone and dialed Collin. Collin answered on the third ring. Damian put it on speaker phone, checking that no one was too close.

      “Collin, can you tell Jun about my thing for dressing people?”

      “You mean tell him about your fetish?”

      Damian smirked. Jun rolled his eyes. He grabbed the phone. “Tell me he’s not just trying to buy me clothes because I need them.”

      Collin’s grin could be heard through the phone. “Oh, no, he’s totally trying to buy you clothes. And then he’s going to love watching you wear them every single time you put them on.”

      Jun groaned. “I’m never, ever going to be able to pay him back.”

      “Really not how it works.” Collin chuckled, then his voice got softer. “Just think about what I owe Richard.”

      Jun’s face sobered. He looked at Damian. “You’re not walking into any sort of shoot-out for me.”

      Damian raised an eyebrow.

      “Pretty sure that’s his decision,” Collin said. There was a sweet smile in his tone. “If he ever holds the money over you, tell me, and I’ll tell Richard, and he will totally kick Damian’s ass. That’s not how we work.”

      Jun swallowed. Distrust and desire warred in his eyes. “Will playing with clothes make him happy?”

      “That’s the definition of a fetish. Please let him dress you.”

      “All right.” Jun handed Damian the phone back. “You seriously have the best wingman, you know that.”

      Damian grinned. Collin was many things, and wingman was only one of them. He grabbed Jun’s hand, dragging him off toward a shop at the end of the hall.

      This was going to be so much fun.
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        * * *

      

      Finding clothes slim enough for Jun’s waist and wide enough for his shoulders was a trick and a half. Watching Jun try on yet another dress shirt, this one in red silk, Damian promised himself to put in an order for a custom corset vest. Jun would look amazing in a blue silk brocade and bronze paisley.

      Jun turned around in front of the mirror, tucking the shirt into the black jeans Damian had managed to find in his size in a different store. With Jun’s slim hips and muscular thighs and strong shoulders, Damian saw a lot of tailoring in their future. Shopping in Asia would be a little easier as there were more options in Jun’s size. Jun’s height wasn’t the problem in the US, that was pretty average, but the ratio of his hips to shoulders and thighs to hips were issues.

      Also, the more clothes he picked out, the more he couldn’t hide from the fact his room back at The Residency would not be sufficient for the two of them. Damian bit his cheek. If he had thought of it, then Richard had already begun making plans. But Damian had to be the responsible party himself and raise the conundrum. He wasn’t like Matthew; he had no desire to leave, and Jun belonged in The Residency.

      Jun turned around in front of the mirror and held out his arms. “What do you think?”

      “Please tell me I can keep dressing you even after you go back to having a team and performing.”

      Jun chuckled, looking himself over in the mirror. “You can absolutely dress me. I like your fashion sense. Old European but updated. Clean. In control. Bit of drama. Is there a better word for it?”
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