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	Systemic injustice
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Reader Advisory:
This is Book 2 of an ongoing trilogy. While it contains a satisfying conclusion to the immediate conflict, it ends with a cliffhanger that sets up Book 3. This book deals with heavy themes including systemic abuse of legal systems and the psychological toll of being falsely accused. If you are sensitive to stories involving wrongful imprisonment or legal manipulation, please proceed with caution.

Age Recommendation: 18+

This book is intended for mature audiences and contains explicit sexual content between consenting adult men.








  
  
For everyone who has ever been wrongly accused,
and for those who fight systems that claim justice
while delivering destruction.


You are believed.










  
  
"The law, in its majestic equality, forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal their bread."


— Anatole France



      ***"The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice."


— Theodore Parker (often attributed to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.)



      ***"It is not enough to do your best; you must know what to do, and then do your best."


— W. Edwards Deming



      ***"In a closed society where everybody's guilty, the only crime is getting caught. In a world of thieves, the only final sin is stupidity."


— Hunter S. Thompson
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Prologue


The Watcher





The photographs were arranged chronologically on the mahogany desk. Two years of surveillance condensed into glossy eight-by-tens that told a story the subjects didn't know they were performing. 

First photo: Ren Ashford walking out of prison, thinner than he'd been at sentencing, blinking in morning sunlight like something emerging from a cave. Ares Corvus waiting by a black sedan, the moment before they crashed into each other's arms. Even in stillness, the image carried velocity. Desperation. Relief.

Second photo: The cabin, three months later. Smoke rising from the chimney. Through the window, barely visible, two figures by a fireplace. Close enough to be one shadow. The photographer had used a telephoto lens from the tree line. Patient. Professional. Undetected.

Third photo: Foundation office, six months post-release. Ren at a desk reviewing files, reading glasses perched on his nose, looking nothing like the desperate man who'd signed his life away in the rain. He'd grown into something more dangerous than desperation. He'd found purpose.

The photographs continued. A timeline of healing. Of building. Of two men who thought the war was over, thought they'd survived the worst, thought they could finally be happy.

They were wrong.

Julian Corvus set down the photo he'd been studying—Ren and Ares leaving a restaurant, hands linked, laughing at something only they understood—and leaned back in his chair. The leather creaked. Outside his penthouse window, Manhattan glittered with all the promise and poison of accumulated wealth.

He'd been watching them for twenty-three months. Since the day Thomas died and the will had been read and Julian realized his uncle had made a choice that would haunt the entire family.

Everything to Ares. Everything to the son Thomas had tried to destroy. Nothing to the nephew who'd spent his childhood watching his father drink himself to death because Thomas had cut off family money for the crime of being weak.

The injustice of it sat in Julian's chest like a stone.

He picked up another photograph. This one showed the foundation gala last month. Ren speaking to a teenage boy, handing him a card. The boy's face was luminous with hope, with the desperate gratitude of someone being thrown a lifeline.

Julian had read the transcript. You're not alone in this. That's what Ren had said. We have lawyers. Resources. Safe houses if needed.

Noble. Admirable. Built on stolen money.

Julian's father had needed those resources once. Had been cast out by Thomas for failing to live up to Corvus standards, for choosing alcohol over ambition, for being human instead of perfect. He'd died in a studio apartment in Queens, alone, while Thomas lived in a Connecticut mansion and his son played billionaire CEO.

Where were the resources then? Where was the foundation for families destroyed by Thomas's cruelty?

But that wasn't the narrative the world knew. The world saw Ares Corvus as a survivor. Ren Ashford as a hero who'd gone to prison for truth. Thomas as a villain who'd gotten what he deserved.

Clean. Simple. Wrong.

Julian opened his laptop and reviewed the file he'd been building. Financial records. Foundation operations. Personnel files. Legal vulnerabilities. Everything he'd need to prove what he already knew: Ares Corvus, traumatized and manipulated by a convicted felon, was unfit to manage billions of dollars.

The money should go to blood family. To someone who understood business, who hadn't been compromised by conversion therapy and prison romance and the kind of dysfunction that made for good headlines but terrible stewardship.

It should go to him.

Not for revenge. Not for greed. For justice.

Julian believed that. Had to believe it. Because the alternative—that he was becoming exactly what his uncle had been, using righteousness to justify cruelty—was unthinkable.

His phone buzzed. A text from Victoria Hayes, the lawyer he'd retained three weeks ago. Shark in a tailored suit. Expensive. Effective. Willing to play dirty while maintaining plausible deniability.

Contract signed. E positioned. Timeline: 6 weeks.

Six weeks until the foundation started showing cracks from the inside. Until the careful façade of competent management began to crumble under scrutiny that Julian would ensure came from every direction at once.

He typed back: Proceed.

Then he returned to the photographs.

There was one he hadn't looked at yet. The most recent. Taken four days ago at the cabin. Long-range lens capturing Ren and Ares on the porch at sunset, Ares's hand on the back of Ren's neck, foreheads pressed together in that way couples did when they thought no one was watching.

Private intimacy made public through surveillance.

Julian studied it, looking for weakness. For the fracture point. Every relationship had one. His parents' had been money. His uncle's had been control. What would break Ares and Ren?

Probably each other.

That's what his research suggested. Prison had tested them. Separation had tested them. But prosperity? That was different. Harder to navigate. Success could dissolve bonds that adversity had forged.

All Julian had to do was apply the right pressure. Make them doubt each other. Question motives. Turn the paranoia Thomas had instilled in Ares against the love he'd found afterward.

It would be almost elegant.

He closed the laptop and stood, moving to the window. His reflection stared back from the glass. Thirty-five years old. Thomas's face in younger form, minus the cruelty. Or so he told himself.

Sometimes late at night he wondered if he was lying. If pursuing this made him the villain in someone else's story. But then he'd remember his father's funeral. The empty church. The unpaid bills. The way Thomas had sent flowers with a card that said My condolences on your loss like he was a stranger instead of the man who'd driven his brother to alcoholism through systematic rejection.

No. Julian wasn't the villain. He was correcting an injustice. Reclaiming what should have been his father's. Making sure Thomas's money went to someone who'd use it properly instead of letting it fund the pet project of a traumatized ex-CEO and his criminal boyfriend.

His phone buzzed again. Different number. Elena Volkov checking in from whatever cheap apartment she was living in while she prepared to infiltrate the foundation as a survivor needing help.

Ready when you are.

Three words. Twenty thousand dollars already transferred as a down payment. Another one hundred eighty thousand when the job was complete.

Elena didn't know she was being used. Thought Julian genuinely wanted to help the foundation by exposing mismanagement from within. Thought she was on the side of angels.

That's what made her perfect.

Julian typed: Foundation office, Monday 9 AM. Stick to your story. Be vulnerable. Make them want to help you.

He set down the phone and looked at the photographs one more time.

Ren and Ares thought they'd won. Thought surviving Thomas meant surviving everything. Thought love and truth and fighting for what mattered had earned them peace.

They were about to learn an old lesson: winning a battle isn't the same as winning a war. And sometimes the most dangerous enemies are the ones who believe they're heroes.

Julian gathered the photographs and locked them in his desk drawer. Then he poured himself whiskey from a crystal decanter—Thomas's favorite brand, acquired at the estate sale after his death—and made a toast to the empty room.

"To family," he said. "And everything we do in its name."

The whiskey burned. The city glittered. And two hundred miles north, in a cabin by a lake, two men slept peacefully, unaware that the war they thought they'd ended was just beginning.


      ***In the morning, Julian would call the lawyers. Start the paperwork to contest the will. Begin the careful, systematic destruction of everything Ren and Ares had built.

But tonight, he allowed himself one moment of doubt.

One moment of wondering if this was justice or jealousy. Righteousness or revenge. If he was saving his family's legacy or becoming the next monster in a long line of Corvus men who'd destroyed lives while claiming they were protecting them.

The moment passed.

Julian finished his whiskey and went to bed.

And in the drawer, the photographs waited. Silent witnesses. Evidence that would soon become weapons. Two years of watching about to be weaponized into two months of destroying.

The real Corvus legacy, Julian thought as sleep finally came, wasn't money or power or corporate empires.

It was the certainty that no good deed would go unpunished. No love would survive scrutiny. No victory would last.

Thomas had taught him that. Had demonstrated it through a lifetime of crushing anyone who failed to meet his standards. And now, despite everything, despite hating what his uncle had been, Julian was about to prove the lesson had taken root.

Some legacies were inherited. Some were chosen. And some—the most poisonous ones—were both at once.


      ***Six Weeks Until the Gala

Six Weeks Until Everything Changed

Six Weeks Until Ren and Ares Discovered

That Peace Was Always Temporary

And Family Was Always Dangerous








  
  

Chapter one
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The Inheritance





The ballroom glittered like a promise. 

Crystal chandeliers refracted light across five hundred guests dressed in their expensive best, champagne flowing like water, conversations humming with the particular energy that came from people who believed they were part of something important. The Daniel Chen Foundation's second anniversary gala. Two years of growth and success and the slow, steady work of turning trauma into purpose.

Ren stood near the back of the room, champagne glass in hand that he hadn't touched, watching Matthew Chen take the stage. The resemblance to his dead brother was still striking even after two years of knowing him. Same dark hair. Same lean build. Same eyes that held too much grief for someone so young.

But Matthew had learned to carry it better. Had learned to weaponize it.

"Two years ago," Matthew said into the microphone, his voice steady and clear, "this foundation was just an idea. A way to make my brother's death mean something beyond tragedy. Beyond one more statistic in the long list of queer kids who didn't survive the programs designed to fix them."

The room quieted. People who'd been half-listening over their champagne gave Matthew their full attention.

"Today, we've helped over two hundred survivors access legal support, therapy, and resources. We've funded advocacy efforts in twelve states. Three of those states have now banned conversion therapy for minors. Federal legislation is in committee. The work is slow. But it's working."

Applause rippled through the ballroom. Genuine. Warm. The kind that came from people who'd written checks and wanted to believe their money was buying redemption.

Ren felt Ares's hand find his. A small touch. Private. The kind of contact they'd learned to navigate in public spaces where being openly affectionate still carried risk despite everything they'd fought for.

"You okay?" Ares murmured, voice low enough that only Ren could hear.

"Yeah. Just thinking about how far we've come."

"Regretting any of it?"

"Not even a little."

That was true. Two years since prison release. Two years of building something that mattered. Two years of learning how to be partners instead of owner and owned, how to exist without the cage of Thomas's control pressing down on everything.

They'd expanded the cabin. Ren had finished his degree. The foundation had grown from a grief project into something real and functional. And most importantly, they were happy.

Actually, genuinely happy.

Which should have been a warning. In Ren's experience, happiness was always temporary. Always followed by something worse.

He shook off the thought. Paranoia was a skill he'd learned in prison, but he didn't have to let it run his life. Not every moment of peace was a prelude to disaster.

Matthew continued his speech, talking about the survivors who'd found support through the foundation, about families who'd been educated out of their prejudices, about the slow transformation of public opinion on conversion therapy from "controversial" to "universally condemned abuse."

Ren let the words wash over him and looked around the ballroom instead. He recognized most of the faces. Major donors. Activists. Legislators who'd supported the bans. A few journalists who'd covered the trial and stuck around to document the aftermath. Sarah Bennett was there, naturally, taking notes for whatever article she was writing about the foundation's progress.

Patricia Monroe stood near the bar, looking uncomfortable in formal wear but present because she'd become more than their lawyer somewhere along the way. She'd become their friend. One of the few people who'd known them at their worst and stayed anyway.

The room felt safe. Familiar. Like they'd finally built something that couldn't be taken away.

Ren should have known better.

"And I want to thank the two people without whom none of this would exist," Matthew was saying. "Ares Corvus, who transformed his father's cruelty into a foundation that protects instead of destroys. And Ren Ashford, who went to prison to make sure the truth couldn't stay buried. Who showed us all what it means to fight for what matters even when the cost is everything."

More applause. Heads turning to find them in the crowd. Ren felt his face heat, uncomfortable with the attention despite two years of learning to navigate it.

Ares squeezed his hand. A reminder that they were in this together. That the spotlight was easier when shared.

"So please join me in celebrating two years of the Daniel Chen Foundation," Matthew concluded. "And in committing to the work still ahead. Because this fight isn't over. Not while conversion therapy still exists. Not while kids are still being destroyed by programs that claim to help them. Not while families still choose ideology over their children's lives."

The applause was thunderous this time. People rising from their tables. Champagne glasses raised in toast. The energy in the room shifting from polite interest to genuine enthusiasm.

Ren felt something in his chest loosen. Maybe paranoia was wrong. Maybe they really had won. Maybe the war really was over and this was just success.

Then Matthew smiled and started to step away from the microphone.

And a man emerged from the crowd near the stage.

Tall. Elegant. Mid-thirties. Wearing a tailored suit that probably cost more than Ren's first car. Dark hair styled with casual precision. A face that was startlingly familiar because it looked like Ares's but warmer somehow. Less controlled. More approachable.

He walked up the steps to the stage like he belonged there.

Matthew stopped, confusion flickering across his face. The man took the microphone with an easy confidence that made Ren's stomach tighten.

"I apologize for the interruption," the man said. His voice was smooth. Cultured. The kind that came from good schools and better breeding. "But I felt this was the appropriate moment to introduce myself properly."

The room had gone quiet. Confused. Curious. Ren saw security guards near the exits straightening, hands moving toward radios, uncertain whether to intervene.

Ares had gone completely still beside him. His hand was suddenly cold in Ren's grip.

"My name is Julian Corvus," the man continued. "Thomas Corvus was my uncle. Ares is my cousin. And I'm afraid there's been a terrible misunderstanding about my uncle's estate that needs to be corrected."

Ren's heart stopped.

No.

Not now. Not when they'd finally found peace. Not when the foundation was thriving and they were happy and the war was supposed to be over.

"I want to be clear," Julian said, his expression gentle and concerned. "This isn't personal. I have nothing but respect for what my cousin has tried to build here. But I've recently become aware that my uncle's will, which left his entire fortune to Ares, may have been executed under circumstances that raise serious questions about undue influence."

The words were careful. Legal. Precise. But everyone in the room understood what he was saying.

Ren was a convicted felon. An ex-prisoner. Someone who'd been living with Ares, dependent on him financially, when Thomas died. The implication was clear: Ren had manipulated Ares into inheriting everything. Had used their relationship to gain control of billions.

It was bullshit. Thomas had died hating both of them. Had left the money to Ares out of spite, probably, or because he couldn't stand the thought of distant relatives getting it. Ren had never asked for a penny. Had never wanted the inheritance. Had been perfectly content to let Ares figure out what to do with his father's blood money.

But Julian was making it sound like a con. Like Ren had orchestrated everything.

"I'm formally announcing tonight," Julian continued, "that I'll be contesting the will. Not because I want to destroy what you've built. But because billions of dollars in charitable funds deserve professional oversight. Because vulnerable people relying on this foundation deserve to know their support is coming from legitimate sources, not money obtained through manipulation of a grieving, traumatized man."

The room erupted.

Reporters surging forward. Cameras flashing. Security trying to maintain order while Julian stood at the microphone looking perfectly composed. Perfectly reasonable. Perfectly sympathetic.

Ren felt Ares pulling him toward the exit. They moved through the crowd, people trying to stop them with questions, with concerns, with barely concealed excitement at the drama unfolding. This was going to be a story. A scandal. The kind that sold newspapers and generated clicks.

They made it to the lobby. Patricia was already there, phone to her ear, her face grim.

"Don't say anything to anyone," she ordered as soon as she saw them. "No comments. No statements. We need to figure out what's happening before we respond."

A man in a suit approached them. Expensive watch. Expensive briefcase. The kind of lawyer that got paid by the hour and charged enough to make it hurt.

"Mr. Corvus," he said, extending a hand that Ares didn't take. "My name is David Chen. I represent Julian Corvus in this matter. I have papers for you."

He pulled documents from his briefcase. A formal legal challenge. Pages and pages of dense text that Ren couldn't process because his brain was too busy screaming that this couldn't be happening.

"Court date is in six weeks," David said. His voice was professionally neutral. "You'll want to retain counsel. I imagine this will be a complex case."

"This is bullshit," Ares said. His voice was low and dangerous. "My father's will was legally executed. There was no undue influence. Ren didn't manipulate anyone."

"That's for the court to decide. But I'd advise you to consider a settlement. Mr. Julian Corvus is willing to be reasonable. Perhaps a division of assets. Co-management of the foundation. Something that ensures proper oversight while acknowledging your contributions."

"Get out," Ares said.

David smiled slightly. "You have six weeks to prepare your defense. I suggest you use them wisely."

He left. The lobby was filling with people now. Guests trying to leave. Reporters trying to get statements. Julian himself emerging from the ballroom, immediately surrounded by cameras.

Ren watched him work the crowd. Shaking hands. Accepting condolences. Playing the part of the concerned family member doing the difficult but necessary thing.

"We need to go," Ren said quietly. "Now. Before this gets worse."

They left through a service entrance. Found their car in the garage. Ares drove because Ren's hands were shaking too badly to trust himself behind the wheel.

The drive back to the penthouse was silent.

Ren stared out the window and watched the city blur past and tried to process what had just happened. They'd been ambushed. Publicly. At their own event. In front of everyone who mattered.

And Julian had looked so fucking reasonable while doing it.

That's what made it brilliant and terrible. He wasn't Thomas. Wasn't overtly cruel or obviously villainous. He was polite. Concerned. Wrapped his attack in the language of fiduciary responsibility and protecting vulnerable people.

How did you fight someone who claimed to be the hero?

They parked. Took the elevator up in silence. Entered the penthouse that suddenly felt less like home and more like the glass cage it had been when Ren first signed his life away.

The door closed behind them.

And Ares fell apart.

Not crying. Not rage. Just this terrible, hollow devastation in his eyes. The look of someone who'd thought they'd survived the worst only to discover the nightmare wasn't over.

"Hey," Ren said, moving toward him. "We'll figure this out. Patricia will help. We'll fight this."

"He looked like me." Ares's voice was distant. "Did you see that? He has my father's face. My face. Like looking in a mirror and seeing what I could have been if I'd been someone my father approved of."

"You're not him."

"No. But I'm the traumatized son with a prison boyfriend. He's the successful businessman who actually earned his wealth instead of inheriting blood money. Who do you think the court will side with?"

Ren didn't have an answer. Because Ares was probably right. Julian had positioned himself perfectly. The reasonable alternative. The responsible choice.

"Come here," Ren said.

Ares moved into his arms. They stood there in the foyer, holding each other, processing the future that had just shifted under their feet.

Then Ares pulled back. His eyes had changed. The devastation replaced with something else. Something raw and desperate.

"I need you," he said. His hands were already moving to Ren's jacket, pushing it off his shoulders. "I need to feel something other than this."

"Ares."

"Please."

It wasn't a request. It was a plea wrapped in command. The same tone that had defined their early relationship when power dynamics were clear and simple and neither of them had to think about what they meant to each other.

Ren understood. Sometimes sex was about connection. Sometimes it was about forgetting. And sometimes it was about proving you still had control over something when everything else was spinning apart.

He kissed Ares. Hard. The kind of kiss that was more collision than romance.

Ares responded immediately, hands fisting in Ren's shirt, pulling him closer. They stumbled toward the bedroom, shedding clothes along the way. Jacket. Tie. Shoes kicked off without care for where they landed.

By the time they reached the bed, they were mostly undressed and breathing hard.

Ares pushed Ren down onto the mattress. Climbed over him with that same desperate energy. His hands were everywhere at once. Claiming. Possessive. Like he needed to map every inch of Ren's body to prove he still could.

"Tell me you're mine," Ares demanded, voice rough.

"I'm yours."

"Say it again."

"I'm yours. I've always been yours."

It was true and not true at the same time. The contract that had started this was long dissolved. They were partners now. Equal. But some part of their dynamic had never quite shed that original transaction. The knowledge that Ren had once signed his life away and Ares had once owned him.

Tonight that knowledge felt necessary. A reminder that they'd survived worse. That they'd built something real from something transactional.

Ares's mouth was on his neck. Teeth scraping. Hard enough to leave marks. Ren gasped, hands moving to Ares's back, nails digging in.

"Mine," Ares repeated, like a mantra. "Not his. Not Julian's. Not the court's. Mine."

"Yes."

They moved together with familiar urgency. Knew each other's bodies well enough by now that communication was mostly nonverbal. Touch as language. Response as answer.

But tonight was different. More intense. Ares was rougher than usual, taking what he needed with an edge of desperation that bordered on pain. Ren let him. Matched the intensity. Used his own body to ground Ares in something real and immediate.

When it was over, they lay tangled together, breathing hard, sweat cooling on their skin.

Ares's face was buried in Ren's shoulder. His voice, when it came, was muffled and wrecked.

"I'm scared."

"I know."

"What if we lose?"

"Then we lose. And we figure out what comes next." Ren ran his fingers through Ares's hair. "But we don't lose each other. That's not negotiable."

"He's going to try to separate us. Make me choose between you and the foundation."

"Then you choose the foundation. It's bigger than us. More important."

"No." Ares lifted his head, eyes fierce despite the exhaustion. "Nothing is more important than this. Than you. I learned that lesson the hard way. I'm not unlearning it for Julian or anyone else."

Ren pulled him close again. They stayed like that for a long time. Close enough to share breath. Close enough to pretend the rest of the world didn't exist.

But it did exist. And it was waiting.


      ***Morning came too soon.

Ren woke to find Ares already up, standing by the window in sweatpants, phone in hand, frowning at whatever he was reading.

"What's wrong?" Ren asked, though he already knew. Everything was wrong. Last night had happened. Julian had happened. The legal challenge had happened.

Ares turned the phone so Ren could see the screen.

It was a news clip. Morning talk show. And there, sitting across from a sympathetic host, was Julian Corvus looking perfectly composed and devastatingly reasonable.

Ren got out of bed and moved closer to hear.

"I want to be absolutely clear," Julian was saying to the camera, his expression earnest and concerned. "I don't judge my cousin's relationship with Mr. Ashford. Love is love. But when we're talking about managing billions of dollars that are supposed to help vulnerable people, we need to ensure there's proper oversight."

"You're suggesting Ren Ashford has undue influence over your cousin?" the host asked, leaning forward with practiced interest.

"I'm suggesting that my uncle died while Ares was in a relationship with someone who'd recently been released from prison. Someone financially dependent on him. Someone whose entire livelihood came from Ares's resources. That creates a power dynamic that makes it very difficult to determine whether decisions about the estate were made freely or under pressure."

"But surely Ares Corvus is capable of making his own decisions?"

"My cousin survived conversion therapy as a teenager. He's carried that trauma for nearly twenty years. I'm not saying he's incapable. I'm saying he deserves support and protection, not judgment. And right now, the best way to protect him and the foundation's mission is to ensure professional oversight."

The host nodded sympathetically. "What do you hope to achieve through this legal challenge?"

"Honestly? I'd love to avoid court entirely. If Ares would agree to co-management, to an independent board, to financial transparency that ensures the foundation is run properly, I'd withdraw the challenge immediately. This isn't about taking money from him. It's about making sure billions are used responsibly."

"That sounds very reasonable."

"I'm trying to be. This is family. It's painful. But sometimes love means doing the hard thing."

Ren felt sick.

Julian had just positioned himself as the mature, reasonable adult. The one willing to compromise. Made Ares look like the traumatized son clinging to money and control. Made Ren look like the opportunistic ex-con manipulating everyone.

And he'd done it with such perfect, practiced concern.

"He's good," Ren said quietly. "Really fucking good."

"He's lying."

"Doesn't matter. The lie is prettier than the truth. More sympathetic. Easier to believe." Ren took the phone and watched the clip again. Studied Julian's face. The way he looked directly at the camera when saying "love means doing the hard thing." The slight emotional catch in his voice when mentioning family.

This wasn't amateur manipulation. This was someone who'd studied how to appear trustworthy. How to weaponize sympathy.

Someone who might actually believe his own bullshit.

"We need to call Patricia," Ares said. "Figure out our response. Build a defense."

"No." Ren set down the phone. "First, we need to understand what we're actually fighting. Because this isn't about money. Not really."

"Then what is it about?"

Ren looked at the frozen image of Julian on the screen. That face so similar to Ares's. That same Corvus bone structure. That legacy of control and cruelty wrapped in new packaging.

"Family," Ren said. "And revenge. And all the ways people convince themselves they're heroes while they're destroying everything in their path."

He turned back to Ares. "Your father spent your whole life trying to control you. Trying to make you into what he wanted. Julian's about to do the same thing. Just with better PR."

"So how do we stop him?"

Ren didn't have an answer. Not yet. But he knew one thing with absolute certainty: they'd survived Thomas. They'd survived trial and prison and media scrutiny. They'd built something real from the ashes of cruelty.

They could survive this too.

They had to.

Because the alternative was letting Julian win. Letting him take everything they'd fought for. Letting him prove that in the end, the Corvus legacy always won.

Outside, the city woke to the story. Social media exploding with takes. News outlets picking up the angle. The foundation staff probably fielding calls from panicked donors.

Six weeks until court.

Six weeks to prepare a defense.

Six weeks to figure out how to fight someone who looked like family and sounded like reason and moved like a predator who'd learned to smile.

Ren pulled Ares close and felt the familiar weight of his body. The certainty of his presence.

"Whatever happens," Ren said quietly, "we face it together."

"Together," Ares agreed.

But as morning light filled the penthouse and the world outside began to process last night's ambush, Ren couldn't shake the feeling that this was just the beginning.

That Julian's appearance at the gala was the first move in a much longer game.

And that somewhere, right now, more moves were already in play.








  
  

Chapter two
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The Strategist





Julian woke at 5:30 AM to the sound of his alarm playing Chopin. Nocturne in E-flat major. His father's favorite piece, back when his father had been the kind of man who still listened to music instead of drowning in whiskey. 

He silenced the alarm and lay still for exactly sixty seconds, letting consciousness settle into his body the way his therapist had taught him. Breathing. Grounding. Preparing for the day ahead with intention rather than reaction.

At 5:31, he rose.

The penthouse was silent except for the ambient hum of the city twenty floors below. Julian moved through his morning routine with the precision of someone who'd learned early that discipline was the only thing separating success from the chaos that had destroyed his father.

Yoga mat unrolled in front of floor-to-ceiling windows. Forty-five minutes of vinyasa flow while the sun bled pink and gold across Manhattan's skyline. His body stretched and strengthened. His mind cleared. The residual adrenaline from last night's gala burned away until he was calm again. Centered.

In the shower, he let hot water pound against muscles that were pleasantly sore. Washed away sweat with organic soap that cost thirty dollars and smelled like eucalyptus. Dried off with Egyptian cotton towels and dressed in clothes that cost more than most people's monthly rent but looked effortless.

Gray slacks. White shirt. No tie yet. Barefoot.

By 6:30, he was in the kitchen pressing kale, ginger, apple, and lemon into green juice that tasted like punishment but made him feel virtuous. He drank it while reading the morning news on his tablet.

The gala was everywhere.

Billionaire's Nephew Contests Will, Claims Foundation Built on Manipulation

Julian Corvus Challenges Inheritance: "I'm Protecting My Cousin"

Ren Ashford Under Scrutiny as Corvus Family Legal Battle Begins

The coverage was exactly what Julian had hoped for. Sympathetic to him. Questioning Ares. Raising concerns about Ren's influence. The narrative was forming perfectly.

He'd spent six months planning last night's entrance. Timing. Optics. Message. Every detail calculated to position himself as the reasonable party. The one acting out of genuine concern rather than greed.

And it had worked.

He scrolled through social media reactions. The LGBTQ+ community was predictably divided. Some defending Ares and Ren as survivors who'd earned their happiness. Others questioning whether someone with Ren's criminal history should be anywhere near billions in charitable funds.

Julian favorited a few comments from the latter group. Not the homophobic ones, those he reported. But the ones that raised legitimate questions about oversight and financial management. The ones that sounded reasonable.

He was very careful about what he appeared to endorse.

At 7:00 AM, his phone rang. His mother.

Julian considered letting it go to voicemail. But Margaret Corvus didn't call unless it was important, and guilt was a powerful motivator even for someone who'd spent years in therapy learning to manage it.

He answered. "Good morning, Mother."

"I saw the news." Her voice was thin and uncertain, the way it had been since his father's death twenty years ago. "Julian, are you sure about this? Challenging the will? It seems so... confrontational."

"It's necessary."

"But Thomas was your uncle. Family business should stay private."

"Family business that involves billions of dollars and vulnerable people can't stay private. You know that." Julian kept his voice gentle. Patient. "This isn't about revenge, Mother. It's about making sure the money is used properly."

"Your father wouldn't have wanted you to fight with family."

Julian's hand tightened on the phone. His father. The man who'd died in a studio apartment in Queens with nothing but empty bottles and unpaid bills because Thomas had decided he was weak. Because loving his brother meant enabling his self-destruction, and Thomas Corvus didn't enable weakness.

"My father would have wanted his family taken care of," Julian said carefully. "He would have wanted me to ensure we weren't forgotten."

Silence on the other end. Then, quietly: "I'm proud of you. For standing up. For fighting for what's right."

"Thank you, Mother. I'll call you later."

He ended the call and set down the phone and looked at his reflection in the darkened tablet screen.

Sometimes he wondered if he looked like his father. The photographs showed similarity. Same bone structure. Same dark hair. But his father's eyes in those last photos had been empty. Defeated. The eyes of someone who'd given up.

Julian's eyes were different. Determined. Alive.

He would not end up like his father. Would not be crushed by the Corvus legacy. Would not accept that Thomas's cruelty was simply how things were.

He would take back what should have been his father's. Make it mean something. Use it properly instead of letting it fund the vanity project of a traumatized man and his opportunistic boyfriend.

At 8:00 AM, Victoria Hayes arrived.

Julian had hired her specifically because she was exactly what he needed: ruthless, brilliant, and utterly without sentiment when it came to winning. She was fifty, silver-haired, immaculately dressed, and she'd built her reputation destroying people who thought their money made them untouchable.

She set her briefcase on his dining table and pulled out a tablet already loaded with information.

"The morning shows went perfectly," she said without preamble. "You looked sympathetic. Concerned. Reasonable. Social media engagement is overwhelmingly in your favor among the demographic that matters."

"Which demographic?"

"Wealthy donors. Moderate liberals who care about LGBTQ+ rights but also about fiscal responsibility. People who want to support the foundation's mission but are uncomfortable with the optics of a convicted felon managing billions." Victoria swiped through data. "We're polling at sixty-three percent favorability among likely influencers."

"And Ares?"

"Forty-one percent. Down from fifty-eight before last night. The narrative is shifting exactly as we planned."

Julian nodded. He felt no pleasure in Ares's declining numbers. This wasn't about hurting his cousin. It was about correcting an injustice.

At least, that's what he told himself.

"What about the legal challenge?" he asked.

"Strong. We're arguing undue influence based on Ren Ashford's financial dependence, recent prison release, and the timing of Thomas's death. We have documentation showing Ren moved into Ares's home immediately after release. That he was employed by the foundation despite no relevant credentials. That every major financial decision about the estate was made while they were in a romantic relationship."

"That's not illegal."

"No. But it creates reasonable doubt about whether Ares was making independent decisions. Especially given his history of trauma and documented mental health struggles." Victoria pulled up a file. "Thomas's lawyers documented everything. Years of notes about Ares's therapy, his struggles with anxiety and depression, his inability to maintain relationships. It paints a picture of someone vulnerable to manipulation."

Julian's stomach turned. "I don't want to destroy my cousin. I want to protect him."

"I know. But protecting him means proving he's not currently capable of managing this wealth responsibly. Which means documenting his vulnerabilities." Victoria's expression was professionally neutral. "If you want to win, you have to be willing to use everything available."

"There are lines I won't cross."

"Good. That makes you the reasonable one. But we still need to establish that Ares was under undue influence when estate decisions were made. Otherwise we have no case."

At 9:00 AM, Derek Mills arrived.

The PR consultant was younger than Victoria, mid-thirties, dressed in what Julian's mother would have called "creative professional." Expensive but deliberately casual. The kind of studied effortlessness that cost a fortune to achieve.

Derek was responsible for Julian's public image. For making sure every interview, every statement, every photo op reinforced the narrative: concerned family member doing a difficult but necessary thing.

"The Today Show wants you on tomorrow," Derek said, settling into a chair with the tablet that seemed permanently attached to his hand. "Good Morning America called. CNN. They're all interested in the human angle. Estranged family. Tragic uncle. Concern for cousin's wellbeing."

"What's the angle?" Julian asked.

"Compassion. You're not attacking Ares or Ren personally. You're worried about them. About the foundation. About vulnerable people who depend on it. You'd love to resolve this quietly but you have a fiduciary responsibility to ensure billions are managed properly."

"And what about Ren?"

Derek's smile was sharp. "We don't attack him directly. We raise questions. About his background. His qualifications. His dependence on Ares. We let the public do the math."

"That feels manipulative."

"It is manipulative. That's the point." Derek leaned forward. "Look, you hired me to manage your public image. And right now, your image is perfect. You're the good guy. The responsible adult. The one doing the hard thing because someone has to. We maintain that by staying reasonable while letting others question Ren's motives."

Julian wanted to object. Wanted to say that wasn't what he was trying to accomplish. But Derek was right. That was exactly what he'd hired him for.

And it was working.

"Schedule the interviews," Julian said. "But I want to review talking points before each one. I won't lie. I won't make false accusations."

"You won't have to. The truth is damaging enough."

The truth. That Ren Ashford was a convicted felon with no relevant experience who'd moved from poverty to a billionaire's penthouse through a romantic relationship. That Ares Corvus was traumatized and vulnerable and possibly making decisions under influence he didn't recognize.

Those facts were true. The interpretation Julian was putting on them might be skewed, but the underlying facts were solid.

At 10:00 AM, Elena Volkov arrived.

She was exactly what Julian had been looking for. Twenty-eight years old. Eastern European accent that made her seem exotic and slightly vulnerable. A face that photographed well but not too well. The kind of person who could blend into a crowd of survivors without drawing attention.

And she had the right story.

"Thank you for coming," Julian said, gesturing to the couch. "Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?"

"Water would be nice." Her English was good but careful, each word precisely chosen.

Julian poured water from the filtered pitcher in his refrigerator and brought it to her. She took it with a slight nod of thanks.

"You understand what I'm asking you to do?" he said, settling into the chair across from her.

"Yes. You want me to infiltrate the Daniel Chen Foundation. Pose as survivor needing help. Document any... irregularities in how they operate."

"Not irregularities. Evidence of mismanagement. Poor financial oversight. Anything that suggests the foundation isn't being run professionally."

Elena sipped her water. "And if I find nothing? If everything is proper?"

"Then you report that honestly. I'm not asking you to fabricate evidence. I'm asking you to document the truth."

"But you believe there will be problems."

"I believe that a foundation run by someone with no management experience and a convicted felon with no credentials is likely to have issues. Even if they mean well. Good intentions don't replace competence."

Elena nodded slowly. "My cousin Dmitri. He was gay. In Kyiv. There was organization that promised to help him. Safe space. Resources. Support. American funded. Very progressive."

"What happened?"

"They were activists. Very passionate. But not good at actually helping. They gave Dmitri legal advice that was wrong. Got him arrested. Then they used his story for fundraising. Made him famous in their materials. But when he needed real help? Lawyers who knew the system? Way to get out of country? They had nothing. Just good intentions and American money."

Her eyes were distant. Haunted.

"He's still in Kyiv. Working at factory. Can't leave because of arrest record from their bad advice. Can't be open about who he is because now everyone knows from their publicity. They destroyed his life trying to help him."

Julian felt something in his chest tighten. "I'm sorry."

"I'm not telling you for sympathy. I'm telling you so you understand. I believe you. About foundation maybe being run poorly. About money not being used right. I saw what happens when passionate people have resources but not competence."

"So you'll do this?"

"For two hundred thousand dollars, yes. For chance to make sure other Dmitris don't get hurt by well-meaning Americans who think money solves everything."

Julian stood and pulled a contract from his briefcase. "This outlines the terms. Monthly reports. Documentation of anything concerning. And most importantly, discretion. No one can know who hired you."

Elena took the contract and read it carefully. Then she signed.

"When do I start?"

"Monday. Go to the foundation office. Tell them your story. That you're a survivor who needs support. They'll intake you, assign you resources. From there, you document everything. How they manage cases. How they spend money. Whether there's proper oversight."

"And if they suspect me?"

"They won't. You're exactly the kind of person they want to help. Young. Vulnerable. Genuinely affected by conversion therapy through your cousin's experience. They'll see themselves in your story."

Elena stood. "I hope I find nothing. I hope they are good people doing good work."

"So do I," Julian said, and meant it. "But if they're not, vulnerable people deserve to know."

After Elena left, Julian stood at his window looking out at the city and wondered when he'd become someone who hired people to infiltrate charitable organizations.

The answer was simple: when his uncle had left billions to a traumatized son and his criminal boyfriend instead of to family who'd actually suffered from Thomas's cruelty.

His phone buzzed. Victoria sending files. Ren Ashford's complete criminal history. Ares Corvus's therapy records obtained through Thomas's estate lawyers. Financial documents showing how much foundation money went to salaries versus programs.

Julian opened the files and started reading.

Ren's history was exactly what he expected. Poverty. Desperation. Bar fight that got him an assault charge. His mother dying while he shoplifted medication. A pattern of someone who broke rules when he felt circumstances justified it.

Not necessarily a bad person. But not someone who should be managing billions.

Ares's therapy records were harder to read. Detailed notes about conversion therapy trauma. About panic attacks and dissociation and the years it had taken to rebuild basic functionality. About how he'd learned to perform normalcy while dying inside.

Julian felt sympathy for his cousin. Genuine sympathy. Thomas had been a monster. What he'd done to Ares was unforgivable.

But that didn't mean Ares was currently capable of managing a foundation. Trauma didn't grant competence. And allowing sympathy to override responsibility would be its own form of cruelty.

The financial documents were most interesting. They showed that Ren Ashford was paid two hundred thousand dollars annually as "Operations Director" despite having no relevant experience. That Matthew Chen was paid similarly for "Survivor Outreach" when he had no credentials beyond being Daniel's brother.

The foundation was essentially a family business run by traumatized people with good intentions but questionable qualifications.

And that was the case. That was what Julian would prove.

Not that Ares and Ren were bad people. Just that they were the wrong people to manage this kind of wealth and responsibility.

At 2:00 PM, his phone rang. Unknown number.

Julian almost didn't answer. But something made him pick up.

"Hello?"

"Mr. Corvus?" A woman's voice. Older. Uncertain. "My name is Margaret Ross. I was... I was the housekeeper at your uncle's estate for thirty years."

Julian's attention sharpened. "Yes?"

"I saw the news. About you contesting the will. And I thought... I thought you should know something. About the night your uncle's will was changed."

"Changed?"

"Six weeks before he died. He had lawyers come to the house late at night. Changed everything. Left it all to Ares instead of dividing it among family like the original will said. I heard him on the phone afterward. He was laughing. Said he was going to haunt Ares from the grave. Make him choose between the money and his pride."

Julian's breath caught. "Are you saying he left the money to Ares as a punishment?"

"I'm saying your uncle was a cruel man who liked control. And sometimes cruelty looks like generosity if you don't understand the person behind it."

The call ended.

Julian sat with that information for a long time.

If Margaret was right, then Thomas hadn't left the fortune to Ares out of love or even grudging respect. He'd done it to torture him. To force him to become the thing he hated. To manage the empire Thomas had built.

It was brilliant and horrible.

And it changed nothing about Julian's case.

Maybe the money was a trap for Ares. But that didn't mean he should keep it. Didn't mean Julian didn't deserve it more. Didn't mean the foundation shouldn't be professionally managed.

At 6:00 PM, Julian video called his mother.

She answered from the study of the Connecticut mansion. Thomas's study. The one Julian had inherited along with the house when his uncle died and the estate was divided. The money had gone to Ares, but the properties had been split among other relatives.

It was small comfort. A mansion in Connecticut versus billions in liquid assets.

"How are you feeling?" his mother asked. She looked tired. Small. She'd always looked small in this house.

"Good. The legal challenge is proceeding. The media coverage is positive. We have a strong case."

"And you're sure this is right? Taking from Ares?"

Julian looked at his mother. At the woman who'd raised him alone after his father drank himself to death. Who'd worked as a secretary and cleaned houses and done whatever it took to keep them afloat after Thomas had cut them off.

Who'd never complained. Never demanded justice. Never fought back.

"I'm not taking from him, Mother. I'm ensuring the money is used properly. That's all."

"Your father wouldn't have wanted you to become like Thomas. Hard. Unforgiving."

"I'm nothing like Thomas. I'm doing this for the right reasons."

"Thomas always said that too."

The words hit harder than they should have.

Julian ended the call shortly after. Stood in his apartment surrounded by evidence and strategy and certainty that he was right.

But his mother's words echoed.

Thomas always said that too.

No. He wasn't like his uncle. He wasn't destroying Ares out of control or cruelty. He was protecting him. Protecting the foundation. Protecting vulnerable people.

The fact that he'd also get the money his father should have had was just... justice. Correction of an old wrong.

Julian poured himself whiskey. Thomas's favorite brand. Sipped it and felt the burn and wondered when he'd started drinking his dead uncle's scotch.

Outside, night fell on Manhattan. And two hundred miles north, Ren and Ares were probably planning their defense. Probably scared. Probably feeling like the world was against them again.

Julian felt a pang of guilt.

Then he remembered his father's funeral. The empty church. The unpaid bills. His mother's face when she'd realized Thomas hadn't even sent flowers.

The guilt evaporated.

This wasn't personal. It was justice.

And if Ares got hurt in the process? Well. That was Thomas's fault. For building a legacy of cruelty. For raising sons to hurt each other. For teaching that love looked like control and family looked like warfare.

Julian finished his whiskey and went to bed.

Tomorrow, he'd do another interview. Continue building public support. Move the pieces into position for the legal battle ahead.

But tonight, alone in his expensive apartment that looked nothing like the studio where his father died, Julian allowed himself one moment of honesty.

He was doing this for his father. For his mother. For every person Thomas had casually destroyed.

But he was also doing it because he wanted to. Because some part of him enjoyed the fight. The strategy. The satisfaction of dismantling what Thomas had built.

And that part of him, the part that took pleasure in other people's pain if he could justify it as righteous, was exactly the part that made him Thomas Corvus's nephew.

The thought followed him into sleep.

And in Connecticut, his mother sat in Thomas's old study and looked at family photographs and wondered if she'd raised a son who would break the cycle or perpetuate it.

She feared she already knew the answer.
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