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DEDICATION

I would like to thank Mom, Evera Ellis, EL Nelson and all those who believed in me. Also, a special thank you to Ana V. Reader, who made me see Alasdair and Ardan’s potential.

H.M. Wolfe

List of characters

ARDAN MacNAMARA - age 34, husband of Alasdair, father of Lorcan, Cian, Axel and Paisley, brother of Brennan and Caleb, best friends with Ezra and Peyton.

ALASDAIR STARK-MacNAMARA - age 25, husband of Ardan, stepfather of Lorcan and Cian, father of Axel and Paisley, Brennan and Caleb’s brother-in-law, Ezra’s cousin, best friends with Peyton 

BRENNAN MacNAMARA - age 22, brother of Ardan and Caleb, Alasdair’s brother-in-law, uncle of Lorcan, Cian, Axel and Paisley, best friends with Peyton

CALEB MacNAMARA - age 21, brother of Ardan and Brennan, Alasdair’s brother-in-law, uncle of Lorcan, Cian, Axel and Paisley

LLEWELLYN SAINT-JAMES (SAINT) - age 34, block C inmate, former police sketch artist, has a brotherly affection for Winter and Davina

WENDELL WHITE - age 31, Block C inmate, former police officer, in a relationship with Davina, attracted by Winter

WINTER LAMPARD - age 24, Block C inmate, sentenced to life for killing 5 people, protective of Davina

DAVINA PALMER - age 22, Block C inmate, sentenced to 25 years in jail for murder, in a relationship with Wendell, concerned with Winter’s well-being

TREVAN LAMPARD - age 19, Winter’s brother, slightly mentally challenged 

REGNIER BLOOM - age 17, Fabian’s son

FABIAN BLOOM - age 57, Regnier’s father, Alastair Stark’s nephew

PEYTON BLOOM-HUNTER - age 25, Ezra’s spouse, best friends with Alasdair and Brennan

EZRA BLOOM - age 27, Peyton’s husband, Alasdair’s cousin

Would you like to see the photo inspirations for the characters? Check out the Pinterest board HERE
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Brennan put the book aside with a small sigh, shaking his head as he wondered what he was thinking when he took Ardan’s advice of compressing his high school period into only one year. His brother’s confidence in his intellectual abilities, even if flattering, was unrealistic, and he felt that especially when dealing with the mile-long, complicated science or biology lessons.

Fortunately, Gabriel was there for Brennan whenever he needed and patiently explained to his closest friend the notions the other one struggled to understand and assimilate. At that point, Ardan’s brother let out a gratitude- and contentment-filled sigh, closing his eyes. Taking a deep breath, the young man relaxed, his mind starting to wander down memory lane in a recap of the last year’s events.

First, it was the reunion with his father; the warm, tight, almost desperate hug the man enveloped him in, thanking the deities of his ancestors for that moment. Tears streaming down his cheeks, Godfrey MacNamara touched Brennan’s face with his fingertips over and over again, tracing his jaw and cheekbone line, locking eyes with his son, calling the young man’s name every five seconds.

He also met his younger brother Caleb, who was a very quiet, almost shy guy, but that appearance was hiding an immense hatred for any form of injustice and a great determination to fight against it and protect the innocent. Together with Avery Stark and Erling Rottman, he kept the streets clean of the scum who hurt children. Brennan and his younger brother bonded very quickly, which secured him a place in the “mad dog hunters” team.

But then, Fabian’s trial came, and with it, the biggest disappointment in Brennan’s new life. As anticipated, the bastard couldn’t accuse Brennan of being the author of the assassinations he ordered, despite the truth to it, but bringing them into the discussion posed a great risk for the young man, too. To keep Brennan out of trouble, Ian, the prosecutor, had to accept a plea bargain, so the scum only got five years for kidnapping Elian and endangering his life.

The image of the blond, curly-haired little boy made Brennan smile, and his thoughts wandered again to a happier place. Since he was rescued, the kid had become very attached to him, and the two of them were almost inseparable, much to Elian’s fathers’ gratitude. 

With Brennan being so popular among the small children of the clan, and Elian spending a lot of time in his company, the blond integrated into the group, started to socialize with the others and even made a good friend in Bruno. The smile playing on Brennan’s lips grew wider and his eyes lit from inside when he started thinking about his special friends.

When, after a new set of complicated tests, it was established that his brain lesions couldn’t be cured, Quinlan, Bruno’s father, wasn’t sad or discouraged, on the contrary. He sat down on the thick layer of rusty leaves covering the ground and explained to a devastated Brennan that everything was part of his destiny and there was no point in worrying or being sad over something that couldn’t be controlled.

Brennan didn’t say anything, he just hugged Fabian’s older son cradling him back and forth and wondering where all the strength was coming from. However, remembering Daniel’s attitude from when the man was temporarily paralysed, he found the answer: his friend was a Bloom, and no one in that clan surrendered to the adversities or drowned themselves in self-pity.

His other very special friend, Peyton, also borrowed a lot from his husband family’s resilience and iron will. With a delicate appearance, Peyton possessed much more moral strength than people realized, supporting Ezra every step of the way and sticking with their friends through thick and thin. 

For Brennan, the story of the couple’s relationship as told by his brother-in-law Alasdair, was a huge, but very pleasant surprise, putting his friend in a new light. However, he still had the tendency to protect Peyton, much to their husband’s gratitude. One of Brennan’s greatest pleasures was to be at their door early in the morning and help them with the twins and Christopher-Benjamin, whose incontestable idol he was.

Deciding to call it a day, Brennan closed the book and gathered his notes, stacking them neatly on the desk. Shaking his head again, he thought about Daniel and Tarquin’s triplets; Jeroen; Ardan’s twin sons, Lorcan and Cian; and the rest of the teens, for whom understanding and assimilating those complex notions was a piece of cake. 

Turning the bedside lamp off, Brennan slid under the covers, letting his mind wander again in a very pleasant direction: the bunch of kids who completely trusted him right from the start and who were responsible for his transformation. Quinlan melted the block of ice which held his heart captive, but the group of teens warmed it up and freed it from the chains of hatred and prejudice Fabian put it in.

The group had a nomadic existence, sleepovers happening frequently, much to the adults’ amusement. Since Brennan became a permanent fixture of the bunch, he followed them from one residence to another, taking part in the general fun. That night, however, the kids spent the night at their respective homes, and so was he, preparing for his science test.

His relationship with Ardan was his greatest personal gain over the past year, Brennan thought, the MacNamara family’s signature smile playing on his lips. Ardan instinctively felt when his younger brother needed him, and was always there to encourage, support and advise him.

And there was Alasdair, of course. The redhead—whom Brennan initially labelled as mouthy, obnoxious and arrogant—loved Ardan with everything he had and was a caring, loving father figure for Lorcan and Cian, who admired and adored him. The first time Landon, one of Ardan’s most trusted friends, told him about the love story between the two husbands, he just shook his head in disbelief, not being able to imagine how the then-teen picked up the shards of Ardan’s shattered soul and made it whole again. 

But then he had many opportunities to witness the profound love Alasdair had for his husband and the strength and depth of the bond they shared. The two of them understood each other without words, a mere touch or a gaze into one another’s eyes being more than enough to communicate and transmit their thoughts and emotions. The calmness and serenity surrounding the two were almost tangible, and anyone who spent enough time in their presence could feel that way, too.

However, for the last couple of weeks, something had changed in the way Alasdair and Ardan looked at each other. Brennan noticed more than once a veil of sadness covering his brother’s eyes, but when he asked Ardan, the man denied that anything was wrong. However, the body language and facial expression told an entirely different story, and Brennan was determined to find out what those two were hiding.
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“I’ll never lay a finger on you, or deprive you of sleep, warmth, light, food or water. I’ll never sexually touch you until you are of age, I’ll never abandon, share or lend you. And I’ll protect you and anyone else you want me to protect. That’s a promise.”

Ardan did that, and much more, Alasdair thought, as he watched his husband crouch down between the two cribs where their son and daughter lay, all fed, bathed, changed for the night, tucked in and ready to sleep. With the soft, deep, warm voice of his, Ardan was singing a sweet lullaby, his tender gaze protectively and lovingly wrapping around the two babies.

At one year and four months old, little Paisley was very aware of the man’s adoration for her, and she did everything to get his attention, succeeding every time. The little girl’s features were a stunning combination between Alasdair’s red, curly hair and Ardan’s turquoise eyes, and she also had the attitude to match that of her red haired father 

Lying flat on her stomach, head raised, Paisley was listening fascinated to her father’s voice, as if she understood the words, carefully examining the man’s face and smiling at him from time to time, making his heart melt. Ever since he heard the baby girl’s first cry, Ardan made her the center of his universe, his love for the tiny bundle of joy knowing no limits.

Of course, the man loved Axel, Paisley’s twin brother, deeply, too, and he would have happily gave his own life to save the baby boy’s, but the girl was special to him, almost in the same way Alasdair was. However, the couple’s daughter had the same effect on everybody else, and Liam, Alasdair’s cousin, joked about it, saying that she was a Stark from head to toe, taking completely after Alasdair, and it was impossible not to love her. 

Ardan sang some more, the bright, tender smile never leaving his face. Blinking slowly, Axel stretched under the blanket, starting to yawn like a little kitty, his expressive turquoise eyes slowly closing. Paisley, however, was still very much alert, and she gave her father a somehow pleading look, which the man didn’t fall for. Standing up, he went to one of the shelves hosting an impressive collection of stuffed animals, picking two of them.

“Here you are, little charming miss.” He put a small penguin on Paisley’s pillow. “Someone wants to keep you company.”

“‘Guin,” the little girl said, grabbing the toy with her little plump hands and hugging it tightly.

“Yes. ‘Guin is sleepy, and I think this little girl should close her beautiful eyes, too,” Ardan spoke tenderly, caressing Paisley’s fiery red curls.

“Papa?” The little girl raised her head, eyes heavy with sleep. 

“Shh, Papa is here, and Dad, too.” Ardan pointed to Alasdair, who was kissing his already asleep son on the forehead. “We will stay until you fall asleep, little princess.”

“Our daughter has you wrapped around her tiny finger, husband,” the redhead whispered half an hour later, turning on the little bedside lamps, while Ardan turned on the numerous mobiles hanging on the ceiling. “What are you going to do when she has a boyfriend or a husband?”

“Honestly?” the blond answered a few minutes later, when the two of them left the room, closing the door behind them. “I’ll jump with joy, knowing that our sweet little Paisley has someone who loves her the way she deserves.”

“These are the words of a perfect father.” Alasdair turned to his husband, his eyes shining with love and pride. “And I can’t tell you how happy I am that you chose me as your life partner from all the guys out there.”

“Hush, my Spitfire.” Ardan opened the door of their bedroom. “I’m the one who hit the jackpot when you took me into your heart, trusting me with your body and soul. Come, my husband, let me show you how much I appreciate your gifts.” 
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Ardan’s hands roamed all over Alasdair’s body, while his mouth was busy peppering sweet, butterfly kisses on his husband’s face, neck, and chest. The man’s usual gentleness was doubled by a sort of urgency, a desire to map the redhead’s body with the tip of his fingers, to etch each curve and line into his memory.

Head tilted backwards, neck exposed, eyes heavy with lust, Alasdair moaned, rocking in his husband’s lap, meeting his thrusts and becoming one in body, mind and soul. He knew Ardan’s heart was heavy, sensed the distress and uneasiness eating the man from inside, and suggested for them to make love in the position that was so special for both of them.

The light in the older man’s turquoise eyes intensified as his hands continued the exploration and worshipping of Alasdair’s body. His mind took a trip down the memory lane, evoking the time when he found the redhead on the bed, in the room they shared, touching himself on the chest, eyes closed. 

He had tentatively kissed and touched him, the first contact they had ever had, but stopped shortly after. Back then, Ardan still saw himself as a tainted piece of meat, a fractured mind and a broken, dark soul, unworthy of the beautiful Alasdair’s love. Fortunately, the Spitfire didn’t think that way and kept insisting, and patiently waiting at the same time, until the older man surrendered to him.

His emotions out of control, Ardan took his husband’s cock in his hand, smearing it with the precum that dripped from the tip and stroking it in sync with the thrusts. A few minutes later, with a victorious cry, the man flooded the redhead’s tight channel with hot cum, Alasdair shooting his load between them almost at the same time. Patting the spot next to him, Ardan grabbed the blanket, wrapping it around their naked bodies.

“I could stay like this forever, just you and me.” The older man caressed the damp, fiery red curls adorning his husband’s head, brushing a rebel strand off of his forehead. “Your soft skin against mine, our hearts beating in sync as the silence wraps around us...”

“We will have all the time in the world for that, once everything else is over.” Alasdair chastely kissed Ardan on the lips, then put his head on the man’s shoulder.

“I have to do this. It’s the biggest opportunity we have to get to whoever is the real leader of that goddamn children trafficking ring and put him behind bars for the rest of eternity.”

“No one understands that better than me.” The redhead slowly raised his head, locking gazes with his husband. “I could’ve talked you out of it, but I didn’t want to. I’ve had enough of this, too, and if this is the only way to stop those human-faced monsters, so be it,” Alasdair spoke heatedly. “Take care of you, my love, that’s all I’m asking,” he continued in a softer, whispered voice.

“I will.” Ardan hugged the redhead tightly, delicately running a finger up and down his spine. “I have many reasons to. I want to come back to you in one piece. I intend to watch not only my children, but also my grandchildren grow up. Don’t worry, my Spitfire, you are stuck with me in this life and even the next one.”

“I’ll snore in your ear and we will make love like rabbits, then bathe and repeat.” Alasdair flashed one of his cute grins that never failed to put a smile on his man’s face. “Speaking of, let’s take a shower and then to bed with us. Tomorrow will be a very long day.”

“The voice of wisdom.” Ardan grinned back, carefully placing the redhead on the bed. “Come on, my beautiful.” He stood, extending a hand. “Let’s go.”

They took a quick shower, hands worshipping one another’s body, with feather-light, barely there but hot touches, sending sweet shocks of pleasure through certain areas of their anatomy. Alasdair’s mouth attacked the lips of his husband, making him to grant him access. However, the redhead quickly realized it was just a trap, as Ardan turned the table, taking full control over the kiss.

Slowly but passionately, he captured Alasdair’s lips, slightly tugging at the bottom one, playing with it for a short while. Then, his tongue demanded entrance into the other one’s mouth, exploring it and drinking dry its sweet, inebriating essence. From slow and tender, the kiss soon became urgent and passionate, wild even, much to the redhead’s surprise and delight.

Once back in bed, dried and dressed for the night, Alasdair curled into his husband’s side, the warmth of the man’s body lulling him to sleep. Ardan listened to the familiar soft snore, a small smile playing for a short while on his lips. Gradually, the light in his turquoise eyes dimmed, replaced with an expression of concentration as the man thought about the important mission he had taken upon himself, praying for its success.

Over the last few months, Ardan and the rest of the crew had doubled their efforts to rescue teens and even young children from the claws of the predators who were making money from their tears and pain. Gregory Tanner, Armin Van der Meerwe, Martin Cornelius Bloom and other members of the House, who kept a low profile, went to the auctions, hoping that they would meet the sellers.

However, all they could find was a room full of huge screens, where images of the “merchandise” were exposed. Tarquin managed to track down some of the clients’ servers, and the tactical team arrested some of the perverts, but without rock-solid evidence, Ian and his assistant Duncan had to let most of them go, much to the rescuers’ frustration.

According to some underground information from an anonymous source, a change of leader recently happened inside the organization, and it appeared that the new leader was even more clever, calculated and ruthless than his predecessor. One point both bastards had in common was that no one had a clue about their identity: nameless, faceless monsters that destroyed innocent lives.

But then, Tarquin did some digging, and came across a top secret file that rekindled everyone’s hope of seeing the beasts behind bars for good. It was about a group of independent experts, police and army officers, secret services and federal agents who teamed up to investigate the child trafficking and prostitution ring, getting an inch closer to the leader’s identity.

At that point, without any explanation, they were accused of the horrible crime they were trying to eradicate, the investigation was suspended and all evidence they gathered destroyed. The entire group was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison, and they were serving the sentence in a top secret location. At that point, Alastair Stark, from the position of former CIA director, pulled some strings and found out where the men were being kept.

Once in possession of that essential information, the rest of the plan was simple: one of them was going to get inside the prison, spend some time in the company of the group, win their trust and get them out. From the many volunteers, Ardan came as the most logical choice, not only because he was familiar with the practices of those monsters, but also because had the best chances to get to those men’s hearts.

It’s going to be fine, the man thought, rolling to one side and wrapping an arm around the redhead’s waist. He and those men spoke the same language, their hearts were beating for the oppressed, defenseless and innocent. If being away from his own children, deprived of freedom and with his heart and body aching for his Spitfire was the price for destroying that diabolical organization once and for all, he was willing to pay it.
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“You have a slutty mouth, don’t you, Fab?” the hunky man growled, as he spilled himself down his cell mate’s throat. “Swallow it, whore, don’t spit it.” He raised his voice and his hand at the other, older man, who scrambled to his feet, casting a poisonous glare in the hunk’s direction.

“He really hates you, Wilkes,” another solidly-built inmate said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “The bastard would kill you, if he could,” the man added.

“Who said the pathetic little worm didn’t try?” The hunk let out a throaty laugh, looking in his cell mate’s direction. “He possesses certain interesting combat skills for a good-for-nothing, perverted bureaucrat who kidnaps small children.”

“How the fuck do you know? Were you there?” Fabian venomously spat. “I rescued him from the real kidnappers, but I was framed. Someone in my position always has powerful enemies, but what does someone like you know?”

“Uh-oh.” The third inmate shook his head, panting between push-ups. “Wilkes, since when do you allow your bitch to run his mouth like that? He’s become quite bratty lately, if you ask me.”

“I’m throwing a party tonight in my cell after dinner, Cosmo,” the hunk dragged the words, “and you’re invited. Fab’s ass will be the main treat. You can have it at your heart’s content. I don’t know why, but the guards are happy to turn a blind eye to it.”

“Maybe because they hate the guts of those who kidnap eight-year-old autistic boys, claiming that they intended to save them,” Cosmo spat hatefully. “Hey, Fab, you should be grateful to Wilkes here for drilling your ass. He could turn you into his punching bag instead. Speaking of ass, did you find out the news?”

“About the fresh meat coming at the end of the week? The geeky-looking guy who killed all those pedophiles? Yeah, I’ve heard about him. They say he’s a very handsome man, beautiful even...and very dangerous. However, the fellow won’t share the space or breathe the same air as us mortals. The warden decided to put him in block C.”

Block C. Fabian imperceptibly flinched at the mention of the partially unfinished building that was somehow separated from the rest of the prison. There, a group of inmates labeled as very dangerous roamed freely, enjoying far better living conditions than the general population, at least according to the rumors. They only joined the others at breakfast, lunch and dinner, and even then they didn’t mix with them.

The prison guards and the warden himself talked with utmost respect about The Saints, as the group was known, and treated them accordingly. Fabian knew who those men were. He put them there himself when their little investigation got too close to certain activities he was involved in, threatening to destroy his life and career. 

The oldest of the Bloom heirs was unpleasantly surprised to discover those men at the cafeteria, but they didn’t take any action against him. Maybe they were waiting for a sign to launch an attack, and the arrival of the mystery inmate was that sign. If that was the case, Fabian thought, Wilkes forcing himself on him was the least of his problems. 

Unless he could make dear Uncle Alastair get him out of there. At that thought, the signature hyena smile appeared on his lips, becoming wider by the second. The innocence was an effective weapon, one his enemies couldn’t resist, and he was going to use it.
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“Good morning, Lothier. How are you, buddy?” Brennan put a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “You look a bit tired. Did Raven work you up too much last night?”

“Good morning, boss,” The Base’s chief of security politely answered. “I slept well, and so did my husband, thanks for asking. Your brother wants to talk to you,” he added, his eyes suddenly clouded with sadness.

“Since when am I the boss?” Brennan was confused by Lothier’s respectful attitude. “I thought that position belonged to Ardan.” He turned around, alerted by the warning in the other man’s eyes. “Hi, kiddies,” he smiled to the group of teens harbouring sad and defeated expressions.

“Is it true?” Lorcan asked, his beautiful turquoise eyes brimming with tears. “Is Pater going to jail? It can’t be true, I mean, he’s a good man, who only helps people and children. I...I can’t...” The boy started to cry, sobs racking through his frail body.

“Calm down, my beautiful, everything will be alright. Don’t you trust me?” Thorvald hugged Ardan’s son to his chest, kissing the top of his head. “Your father has his destiny, one of a great man, and he is going to fulfill it.”

“No,” Brennan shook his head, speaking a little too harshly. “You’re right, Lorcan. It’s not true. My brother can’t go to jail, I won’t allow it. I’ll go to talk to him and together we’ll find a way out of this. I promise you that...”

“Let’s go, my friend.” Lothier touched Brennan on the shoulder, the same warning from earlier in his eyes. “Although he’s known for his patience, I don’t think it’s a good idea to make him wait.”

“What was that?” Brennan frowned, as soon as they were at a safe distance. “Lorcan needed reassurance and comfort from someone from his family. I respect that Thorvald kid a lot, and I believe he really loves my nephew, but...”

“Ardan is unstoppable, and I learned that a long time ago, although I had a very hard time accepting it, mainly because of my huge ego. I know your intentions are good, but giving your nephew false hope...”

“What do you mean by that?” Brennan’s eyes widened, shock etched on his face. “Are you insinuating that...”

“I’ll leave the two of you to talk,” Lothier cut him short again. “You’ll find out by yourself. Please don’t try to change his mind, you’ll only make things harder for him. If you can’t help your brother carry his burden, don’t add to it.”

Brennan nodded in understanding, stepping inside the room and closing the door behind him. As usual, Ardan was typing at his computer, the long, slim, elegant fingers barely touching the keyboard. Without a word, he gestured to one of the two chairs across the desk and to the three thick files neatly stacked on the desk’s corner, then resumed his feverish typing.

Brennan took one of the files and started to carefully study the pages filled with names, dates and photos of missing children. Some of them disappeared over a decade ago, others were missing for only a week or two. The ages also varied, from teens to five-year-old little boys and girls, some of them even younger.

The information and faces from the second file seemed very familiar, and it took Brennan a few seconds to realize they belonged to the children at The Base. Most of their stories had a happy ending, but some brought tears into the young man’s eyes. It was too late for those poor souls, who, after years of abuse, lost the battle.

The third and last file was the hardest to look at, but Brennan did it anyway, wondering what happened in his brother’s soul when, instead of rescuing children and taking them to The Base, he had to lay them to eternal rest. Once again, he felt ashamed for behaving so selfishly during his captivity at the lab of horrors while Ardan fought tooth and claw to keep those poor children alive and give them hope.

Closing the last file, Brennan put it on the top of the stack, waiting for the older man to start talking. He discreetly examined his brother, but couldn’t detect any trace of emotion on that stern, but beautiful face. The slim fingers continued their dance over the keyboard, the man focused on his work, like he was the only person present in the room. After a while, he stopped, relaxing into the chair with a soft sigh of satisfaction.

“A group of police officers and agents working for the FBI and various secret services got very close to the greatest beasts of all,” Ardan started. “However, the monster managed to use his influence and put them behind bars.”

“What do you want me to do? Just tell me how high or how deep, and I’ll jump,” Brennan said, fire in his voice.

“I’ll do the jumping. You stay here and take care of things while I’m away. If you want to, that is.” The last part was spoken in a hesitant voice.

“Are you kidding me? I would be insane to say no to this offer! Finally, I’ll be the big bad boss, the undisputed leader of The Base.” Brennan flashed a toothy grin. “No, seriously now, I’m all in.”

“I’m going to jail, and I don’t know how long I’m going to stay in there. The plan is very simple, but if the things turn ugly, please take care of the babies and Spitfire for me. That husband of mine is a feisty little thing, but even the strongest of us need someone to tell them everything will be fine.”

“Everything will be alright.” Brennan locked eyes with his brother. “I’m not telling you this for the sake of it. If there’s a man who can successfully complete this mission, you are the one. I believe in you, Ardan.”

For a moment, the older man went rigid, not knowing how to react. He examined the one in front of him, searching for any signs of falsehood or deceit in his eyes, but all he could find was sincerity and affection. The one who spoke those words was more than his younger brother, he was one of the closest friends he had. Just like Alasdair, Brennan understood him almost without words, and was ready to support and follow him wherever he might go, or to stay behind, making sure things ran smoothly while he was away.

Slowly, Ardan let out the air from his lungs, slumping into the chair. He stayed like that for a good while, head lowered, fingers intertwined in a prayer-like gesture. Seeing his brother’s reaction, or better said the lack of it, Brennan started to worry, so he went next to the man, lightly touching his arm.

“I’m fine, little brother. Sorry if I worried you, it wasn’t my intention.” Ardan raised his head, the light in the turquoise eyes almost incandescent. “I’m overwhelmed by your words. They give me the strength I need to complete this mission.”

“They are not just words. I strongly believe in you and completely trust your judgement,” Brennan replied in the same passionate voice from earlier. “You’ve gone to great lengths to save all those kids from predatory claws and done things only a few men would have had the courage to do. I admire and support you all the way.”

“I’m proud to be your brother,” Ardan said, his voice thick and raspy. He stood and hugged Brennan tight. “I, too, trust your judgement,” he continued after a while. “That’s why I’m leaving you in charge of the rescuing operation with Landon as your second-in-command. Now, there are a few things you need to know...”
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The room was spacious with the walls painted in a brownish white, that matched with the colour of the two couches and several armchairs’ tapestry. A few shelves bursting with books were aligned along the walls, covering some of the unappealing paint. The small, pastel rugs scattered on the tile floor reduced the austere appearance of the room, adding some warmth to it.

The furniture and carpeting were outdated, but very well maintained, and everything was spotlessly clean. The atmosphere was warm, welcoming even, and it was very hard for visitors to believe that they were in the recreation room of the famous Block C belonging to one of the prisons with the highest level of security in the country. 

Ten of the twelve men incarcerated there were considered so dangerous, that they had to be kept separated from the general population. How the other two, Winter and Davina, the youngest of the group, ended up in there was a mystery known only to the warden and a few select others. For most of the inmates, the two were dead meat, mere toys for the others’ pleasure, while others considered them the winners of the jackpot.

That afternoon was like any other, with Doc reading one of the psychology books that were filling half of a shelf; Gunnar and Branko playing chess, focusing on the moves; and Saint looking out the window while drawing in his sketch book. Red was training his fingers and mind with the Rubik cube; Riggs, the boss, was solving impossibly complicated crossword puzzles, while Mitchell was reading the newspapers the guards brought on a daily basis.

Comfortably seated on an armchair, Wendell, the youngest of the ten, ran his palms up and down Davina’s chest, focusing on the dusky nipples. His moves made the blond, long-haired man flinch from time to time. At some point, he started to undulate the lower part of his slender body, rubbing himself against Wendell’s crotch and making the man’s cock stir inside its fabric confinement.

A wanton smile on his beautiful face, Davina started to undo the older man’s pants, sliding to the floor on his knees. Eyes half closed, he started to lick the cock through the underwear, bringing Wendell close to the edge. After a few minutes of merciless teasing, the blond hooked his fingers in the waistband of the other’s underwear, pushing it down the man’s hips and making the semi-erect cock spring out of it.

Davina stared hungrily at the dripping, bulbous head, darted the pink tip of his tongue over his luscious lips and started to lap at the precum, making Wendell writhe and moan. With a mischievous look in his eyes, the blond continued to twirl his skilled tongue around the cock’s head, then started to lick the underside, following the thick vein.

The door opened, making Davina abandon the pleasant activity he was engaged in, much to Wendell’s frustration.

“Sorry for the interruption, guys.” A guard stepped in, a half-ironic, half-apologetic smile on his face. “You have company.”

“Oh, come on, Officer Ames. We don’t need troublemakers among us,” Gunnar protested, turning his attention from the chess game for a while. “Why doesn’t the boss lock him up with the others? I’m sure he can.”

“Sorry, boys. Warden Albright has his orders,” the guard answered apologetically, all irony gone. “Anyway, the guy is really quiet and inoffensive, certainly not looking for trouble, your average serial killer. My time with you is up, enjoy the company. Come on, get in, this will be your home for the next twenty-five years.” He lightly shoved the new inmate inside.

“Hello, my name is Ardan,” the new inmate said in a quiet voice. “I’m not very good at socializing, but I’ll answer any question you ask.”

“Since most likely we’ll share this place for the rest of our lives, I would like to know a thing or two about you, and I’m sure the others are curious, too,” Mitchell’s voice thundered in the closed space. “For instance, why are you here?” 

“I’ve killed a lot of people,” Ardan answered in a flat voice. “I’d do it again and again, each and every one of those human-faced monsters deserved what I’ve done to them.”

“No one deserves to die,” Doc replied in his usual, professional tone. “Punishing the wrongdoers is the police, FBI, and DA office’s job, not yours or mine.”

“Sure, whatever you say, I respect that.” Ardan nodded, then pressed his lips together in a thin line. “Like I said, I’m not very good at socializing, and I’m even worse when it comes to explaining my reasons to people I barely know. I suppose it’s the same in your case.”

“What did those people do to you or yours?” Saint continued the sketch, not looking at the newcomer. “Or did you kill them for the sake of it?”

“What’s that sound?” Ardan ignored the question, listening intently. “Is someone crying in there?” He pointed to the narrow corridor walking to the cells.

“Good luck with that, my friend,” Wendell muttered under his breath. “Someone go and tell that ignorant to stay away from Winter if he wants to stay in one piece. It’s hard for the poor boy to keep his emotions under control right now, and if he snaps...”

“He won’t,” Riggs calmly intervened. “I don’t know about you, but I have a feeling that the guy is one of us. Those people he killed may be child molesters or worse.”

Mitchell nodded, murmuring in approval, followed by everyone else. Back when they were investigating the child trafficking and prostitution ring, Riggs was the group’s boss, and they all knew how good a judge of character he was. Just like Magnus Cronin, or Doc, the criminal psychology expert, the leader possessed the ability to read the body language, seeing past the appearances.

Meanwhile, Ardan followed the noise that became increasingly clearer until he found the cell where it came from. There, curled on the bed in fetal position, was a man sobbing his heart out. His long hair reached the end of the shoulder blades, spreading all over his back, like a fan. Once, it was dyed purple, but the colour had faded away, and it was only covering about six or seven inches of the hair’s length.

Ardan sat on the edge of the bed, tentatively touching Winter on the shoulder, making him go rigid at the contact. However, the younger man didn’t protest verbally or physically, so the touches continued, as delicate as before, until some of the tension started to leave his body, and he sank into the mattress.

Encouraged by Winter’s reaction, Ardan laid down next to the young man, and sneaked an arm under him, wrapping the other one around his waist. Those actions were met with some opposition, but soon the younger man gave up fighting, becoming inert like a rag doll. Nothing matters anymore, he thought, tears streaming from his eyes and rolling down his pale cheeks.

Ardan dared more, and he started to caress the long strands, whispering comforting words in Winter’s ear, his heart aching for the young, vulnerable man. The loss he suffered must have been great to make him cry like that, Ardan said to himself, holding Winter to his chest and rubbing soothing circles on his back.

“Mourning the death of our beloved is a good thing,” he said in a voice laced with melancholy, “but honoring their memories by fulfilling the ideals and dreams we shared is even better.”

“Dreams and ideals? Within these walls? You are out of your mind,” Winter huffed, disentangling himself from the embrace. “And how did you know I lost someone?”

“I have felt your pain more than once.” Ardan’s voice broke at the painful memories. “I’ve lost more than one close friend, but I didn’t give up fighting. Always remember how they lived, not how they died.”

“He was loved very much at the sanatorium, the happiest kid in the world, so sweet in his childish innocence. Why did my kid brother have to die? He didn’t hurt anyone during his life, I can’t understand...”

“Right now, your heart is aching and your mind is tired,” Ardan spoke in his soft, low voice, “but one day, you’ll see the whole picture and will figure out what really happened and why. Once you do, make sure that the one responsible pays for what they did to him...and you. Until then, remember the happy moments you and your brother shared.”

“You are a wise man.” A small smile brightened Winter’s face. “I don’t know what brought you here, but I’m grateful for it. I’ll take your advice.”

“Well, the wise man says it’s time to join your friends in the recreation room. Although I spent very little time in their company, I could see they were worrying about you.”

“Yes, it’s true.” Winter nodded. “All of them are caring, gentle souls, even Riggs, in spite of his rigid, stern appearance. Let’s go.” He gestured with the head to the cell’s entrance.

When Ardan appeared in the recreation room with Winter leaning on him, who didn’t show signs of aggressiveness, everyone’s jaw hit the floor. Even Malone and Frenchie, the rookies, who usually weren’t interested in what happened around them because they were absorbed by their romance, abandoned their makeout session to enjoy the show. 

Mitchell, who was the oldest of them and had witnessed a lot of dramatic situations in his career as a police officer, shook his head. Riggs was right, he thought, the newcomer was one of them, a man who was hellbent on finding those who stripped children of their innocence and putting them into the ground with his own two hands.
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The man opened the door of the imposing room that served as an office for the Honorable Judge Kirk Abbott. Although retired, the old man insisted that the others should use the honorary when addressing him, and people actually complied. Some of them did it out of respect, if not for the man, at least for the position, but most of them were ass kissers who hoped to get in his good graces.

Not the man who just stepped into the former judge’s office, much to the old man’s displeasure and irritation. At thirty-two, Quentin, the only son of Abbott’s only daughter, Myraleen, decided he’d had enough of the bullshit his grandfather and stepfather had piled on his head for over a decade. This was the last time he was going to see the greedy bastard who ruined three lives to fulfill his selfish, stupid ambitions.

Once the door closed behind him after this conversation, Quentin thought, he was free to pursue his dreams of becoming a painter and a teacher. The man was aware that no school, public or private, would hire him, so he decided to try his luck with a foundation of sorts. According to the information he had, the people there rescued kids of all ages from dire situations, sheltering, feeding, clothing and educating them, all the expenses supported out of their own pocket.

Finally, Quentin thought, the money his great-grandmother left to Myraleen in her will would be put to a good use. An amused grin spread on the man’s face when he tried to imagine his grandfather’s reaction to the news. The old bastard, who didn’t believe in child abuse and domestic violence, would probably have a heart attack at the news that his mother’s much coveted estate would go to that foundation or whatever it was. 

“I didn’t send for you,” the former judge croaked. “Why are you here when you should be working? Dean has informed me that...”

“Good morning to you, too, Grandfather.” Quentin offered the old man a polite smile. “I’m fine, thanks for asking. Still mourning Frederick, but I’ll get over it, eventually. I came here to inform you that I’m leaving. For good. Forever. You and your precious son-in-law won’t have to pretend that you like me anymore. In public, that is, because we all know how things are when there’s no one around.”

“You can’t leave.” Kirk Abbott made a dismissive gesture. “You promised you wouldn’t. Is this your word of honor that you are so proud of?” He huffed in contempt.

“I made that promise for my husband’s sake,” Quentin replied in a thick voice. “He loved being a lawyer, and I loved him with everything I have, but now Frederick is no longer among the living. The one-year commemoration was yesterday, but of course you didn’t give a damn, so yes, I’m leaving and I’m taking the money with me.”

“You little bastard, how dare you bring up this subject?” the former judge thundered, gesturing vehemently. “You are nothing but a spendthrift, a stain on our family’s reputation, just like your wretched father was on his.”

“Since you brought that up, I’ve hired some private investigators to find out the name of my father, information you obstinately kept hidden all these years. More, you threatened my poor mother with taking me away from her if she would have disclosed it to me. I’m going to get in touch with him and ask for a face-to-face meeting,” Quentin said in a flat voice.

“Well, Sonny Boy, let me tell you a few things about your dear father.” Abbott’s face contorted in an ugly rictus. “He got my daughter pregnant and vanished into thin air. Some seven years later, he married one of the richest heiresses in the world, the union resulting in a son, who is the President’s election campaign coordinator. Another son is a successful architect in Detroit, or so I’ve heard. How can you compete against them?”

“Those men are my brothers, and I have the feeling none of them are the arrogant bastards you portray them as. And even if they were, at least those men are my family, the real one, and I’m seriously doubting that they are greater assholes than you and Dean Winslow.”

“Your stepfather is a hard-working, well-mannered and educated man, unlike you. He is a man full of admirable qualities, and I’m not allowing you to...”

“If he’s so wonderful, why don’t you marry him?” Quentin put an abrupt stop to his grandfather’s tirade. “The two of you would make such a lovely couple, greedy and greedier.” He grinned at the sight of the expression on his grandfather’s face. “Have a good day, not-so-good sir!”

As he closed the door behind him, Quentin heard the former judge coughing violently, but he didn’t go back into the office to offer his help. That’s what the man’s son-in-law was for, he bitterly thought, remembering how Abbott’s coldness and the constant rejection of her affection led to his only daughter’s untimely death. 

Going back to his house, located only a few hundred yards away, Quentin stepped inside, took the two suitcases and two duffelbags from the entry hall, then left the house, locking the door and putting the key in his jeans back pocket. Then, he loaded everything in the semi-truck Frederick had given him as a present on their fifth wedding anniversary, knowing Quentin’s aversion for fancy cars.

A single tear rolled down Quentin’s cheek, but he wiped it right away, climbed into the car and took off. His husband wouldn’t have liked to see him sad, the man thought. After all, that change was a positive one, he was going to be far away from that evil, decrepit old man and his goddamn son-in-law. 

If the coordinates were right, the foundation was situated at the outskirts of the city, in a deserted area, completely opposite to the fancy suburb Abbott and Dean lived in. Not that them not coming to visit would have bothered Quentin, on the contrary. As soon as he’d stepped out of the temple of greed Abbott’s house was, he felt liberated from the malevolent presence of the two men who crushed his mother’s heart and will.

Arriving at his destination, the man looked around him a little confused because the place didn’t look at all like he imagined it. Small or bigger houses with an attractive, eye-pleasing design, with the front yard bursting of vegetation were aligned on both sides of the street. A typical middle class neighbourhood, if it wasn’t for the large enclosed area situated about half a mile away.

The trees and bushes surrounding the tall, grey wall diminished a lot of its bleak appearance, making it less intimidating. The car stopped in front of the massive gates, and Quentin waited patiently for one of the numerous guards to come and open it. After a short time, a solidly built man appeared, punched in the security code, then gestured in the yard’s direction.

“You must be the candidate for the art teacher position.” The guard tipped an invisibly hat. “Peyton waits for you in the administrative building. I’ll accompany you there. My name is Lothier de Lavaliere, nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” Quentin tried a smile, intimidated a little by the man’s imposing stature. “Is Mister Peyton the Chairman of the foundation? Because the school principal or someone from the human resources would be more than enough...”

“The candidate has arrived.” Lothier cracked a door open, peeking inside. “I’ll let the two of you talk and go back to my duties. The boys on the night shift will be busy tonight.” He cast a significance-filled look to the person behind the desk.

“Please, come inside, Mister Wilcox, nice to meet you,” Peyton smiled warmly, extending a hand over the desk. “My name is Peyton Bloom-Hunter, and I’m responsible for interviewing the candidates for the teacher position. Also, I’m in charge of arranging the teachers’ accommodation. You see, we can’t afford to pay them very much, so we offer them rent-free housing and also support the expenses with utilities.”

“That’s extremely generous of you, Mister Bloom-Hunter, considering that most of a paycheck goes on rent and utilities,” Quentin said, pleasantly impressed.

“You can bring your babies or toddlers to the daycare center. Gaspard adores taking care of the little ones, he’s born for this.” Peyton offered the other man a warm, encouraging smile. “The expenses with children’s education are also covered, if you choose to enroll them at our school or kindergarten. Oh, and you’ll also benefit from free medical assistance for you and all the members of your family who live with you. I wish there would be more, but that’s all we can afford to offer at the moment.”

Quentin examined the person across the desk as they were talking, paying great attention to their body language. Thanks to his husband’s lessons, he was a good reader of gestures and body posture, that skill helping him to win difficult negotiations. However, he couldn’t detect hidden intentions in the way the other moved or talked.

Suddenly, Quentin remembered a detail from the beginning of the conversation, something that he didn’t pay attention to, but was very important for him. The interviewer introduced themselves as Peyton Bloom-Hunter, and he wondered if they were related one way or another with his father, Benjamin Bloom. 

However, the idea was rejected almost on the spot because a person so warm, kind and sincere couldn’t fit in a family whose members’ main concern was to advance to the top of the social ladder and accumulate heaps of money, no matter the methods. 

“So, what do you say? I would love to collaborate with you, but I would also understand if you refuse. I’m aware we can’t compete with most of the private schools out there, that would pay a small fortune to have such a talented person like you working for them.” Peyton smiled shyly.

“Since you brought it up,” Quentin frowned a little, “I want to tell you I don’t have a formal qualification as a teacher or a painter. The portfolio I sent you...”

“The works included in the portfolio are simply amazing,” Peyton cut him short, their voice enthusiastic. “The one who evaluated them knows a thing or two about art, and he was thrilled at the prospect of collaborating with you.”

“I’m beyond happy to hear that an expert considered my amateurish paintings noteworthy.” Quentin smiled, his sapphire-blue eyes shining with happiness. “Now, that everything’s clear, where do I sign and when can I start?” 
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The blond boy was on the brink of death, blood seeping from the multitude of cuts littered all over his frail form. The beast took his sweet time with him, but he was somewhat grateful for that. Had the monster been merciful, the boy would have lived, only to be put through another round of hellish treatment a few days later.

The darkness descended over him, enveloping his battered and mutilated body, and he welcomed it, relieved at the idea that everything would be over soon. Tears started to stream from the blond boy’s eyes, leaving streaks on his bloodied face, that was covered in cuts and welts. Exhaling sharply, he went inert, waiting for the moment when his shattered, tormented soul would finally leave the cage it was held captive in.

But that moment didn’t come. Instead, the boy felt strong hands wrapping around his delicate frame, and he screamed in his head, cursing the one who pulled him back from the edge of the grave, to be thrown back into the world of horrific abuse, cruelty and torture. Thrashing his head, the blond wanted to yell his frustration, but no sound came from his parched throat and cracked, bruised lips. 

Hissing through clenched teeth, the boy started to writhe in a desperate attempt to escape from the embrace, hoping that he would fall on the ground, maybe even hit his head on the floor and die on the spot. Somewhere in the background, the owner protested, his voice raised. Most likely, he was asking the brute to pay more than the price they agreed on for damaging the merchandise too much.

“Avigdor, come quickly. He’s fading away.” The boy heard a man’s voice. It was laced with panic and concern, and he realized it belonged to the one carrying him.

Let me die, bastard, he screamed in his head, I don’t want to be healed then go back to this. I spit on your care.

“Everything will be just fine, poor little thing,” the same voice spoke softly, while a hand gently touched his forehead. “Just hang in there for a little while, can you do that?”

I don’t want to hang on. I want to let it go, the boy wailed in his mind, I want you to feel all my pain tenfold. I want you to be torn apart inside and out. I curse your families to the ninth generation. I... The darkness finally enveloped him.

A persistent, brain-piercing, beeping noise reached the boy, waking him up. Soon, the blond discovered he was connected to at least one monitor. Anger bubbling inside him at the realization. He violently shook one of his arms, trying to free himself from the wires attached on it, but a sharp pain shot through it, spreading all over his body.

The bastards were hellbent on keeping him alive, the boy thought bitterly. They hooked an IV into his arm, making sure he would get the necessary nutrients. Well, at least he would have the chance to die with honor, because, as soon as they would let him out of the hospital, he would find a way to end his life.

“How is he feeling?” A man’s voice made the boy’s blood boil as he recognized it belonged to the one who hadn’t let him die. “Any progress?”

“His vitals are stable, but he’s malnourished and...you saw his body,” a second man, a little older, judging by his voice, answered. “Doctor Stark will have a lot of work with this one.”

“I wish I’d never made that promise to Ardan,” the rescuer started to speak again. “I would have put that fucker into the ground with my own two hands.”

“Would that help the children at The Base or the poor boy lying on that bed?” the second man replied, his voice sad. “Violence is not the answer, and revenge has the most bitter taste of all. Trust me, I’ve been there, done that; the satisfaction lasts just a second, then you live to regret it for the rest of eternity.”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore, Avigdor.” The first man’s reply came in a sad, defeated voice. “I mean, look at what happened in that bastard Fabian’s case: he was sentenced to only five years in prison for kidnapping Elian. Would that be enough for the fear and distress that poor child suffered?” 

“There’s this little thing called karma. It will take care of everyone, according to their deeds,” Avigdor replied confidently. “I forgot to ask you, did Daniel and Darien find out who the boy is and where he comes from? Are there any relatives we can get in touch with and tell them about his predicament?”

“Not yet,” the other man answered in the same saddened voice from earlier. “We only managed to find out his first name, Cillian. However, Tarquin started digging. It’s only a matter of time until he’ll come across something, he always does.”

Eyes tightly shut under the bandages covering his face, the boy prayed like he never had in his entire life, wishing those men would never find his parents. Because, if they did and told his father how he ended up, the man’s heart would be crushed and his name covered in shame. Change of plans, the boy thought: he will live and stay between those men and his family, whose reputation had to remain unstained.
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“Well, well, well, look who’s here!” The man grabbed Winter’s arm, painfully squeezing it. “The broken sex toy in all his ugliness, the most pathetic form of life I ever met. I’ve heard that little retarded shit kicked the bucket,” he spat hatefully.

“M...Master, how come you are here?” Winter stuttered, tears streaming from under the latex mask covering the top part of his face. “And please, don’t talk like that about Trevan, he didn’t do anything to you or anyone else. Just this once, please!”

“I’ll say whatever, whenever and about whoever I want, and no one is going to stop me, especially not a loser like you. That half-brained brother of yours died because you weren’t able to protect him. The sacrifice you are probably so proud of was useless, because here I am, instead of taking care of my business. You are a total failure, why don’t do yourself a service and end that pathetic life of yours?”

The scene was playing in Winter’s head, frame by frame, as his fingers caressed the cold blade. The man came across the small scrap of metal in the yard about two months after he was transferred to Block C, and, for the last two years, sharpened it into a deadly weapon to use on himself, when the time would come.

And it finally came. Over the last couple of days, he tried to silence his former Dom’s words, but they played in his head over and over again, like a broken record. The man was right, he should have taken better care of Trevan, should have done more, should have...

Slowly, Winter turned the water on, waiting for it to get warmer, then stepped under the shower, holding the blade against his throat. One clean, precise cut, and everything would be over. He would do it right this time.

“Please, don’t do it.” Winter flinched at the sound of Ardan’s soft, pained voice. “The answer is not there,” he pointed to the blade, “and you know it.”

“It’s the only way, can’t you see? I failed miserably. I let everyone down, can’t do anything properly. I’m nothing but a waste of space.”

“Yes, you failed, and you let people down.” Ardan nodded, getting one step closer, maintaining eye contact. “But you won’t straighten up the things by using that against yourself. If you think that Trevan would be waiting for you at the end of this road, think again, because he won’t.”

“How do you know?” Winter retorted, but the seed of doubt was already planted, and he lowered the blade. “How can I make everything right from within these walls?”

“You’re right, you can’t,” Ardan approved, “but taking your own life won’t solve your problems, either. You would be a great older brother for a kid in need. Or two, or more, if you would want to. All I’m asking is to wait a couple of weeks at the most.”

“Okay, you have your couple of weeks,” Winter agreed, lowering the blade. “But if the situation doesn’t get better...”

“Then I’ll send you away while you are sleeping. A clean, painless, dignified way of leaving this world. You have my word.” Ardan locked his eyes with Winter, the turquoise eyes piercing the other one’s soul.

The rest of the day was uneventful, the group caught in the same routine. The only exception was Davina, who sat in an armchair, absorbed by the book he was reading, a melancholic expression on his face, very different than the usual playful one, his horny self was sporting. However, none of the other men seemed to notice his change of disposition.

Ardan was somewhere in the middle, not isolated but not fully integrated, either, speaking only when spoken to. He was aware that all the others scrutinized his every move, but that was a natural reaction, and it didn’t bother him. The only one who didn’t express interest in his person was Saint, always busy sketching in his pad.

Winter was semi-lethargic for most of the day, but no one paid more attention than usual to the dark circles under his eyes. They’ve been there since the man got the news of his brother’s death, some three weeks earlier. But as dinner time got closer, he became increasingly agitated. Taking advantage of the others being caught in their everyday activities, Ardan sent a discreet sign to Davina, who left his seat and followed him outside.

“Winter is not feeling very well. Will you please keep an eye on him? I know you care deeply about him, and...”

“It’s not what you think.” The blond, long-haired young man blushed. “I have for him a brotherly affection, but...”

“That’s exactly what I thought.” Ardan tentatively caressed Davina’s hair. “At the moment, it is in Winter’s best interest to avoid the cafeteria, and you keeping him company is the best way to do that.”

“Yes, boss. You can count on me.” The younger man smiled brightly, light returning to his ice-blue eyes. “Thank you for keeping an eye on things like you do.”

“Thank you for helping me.” Ardan hugged Davina tightly, rubbing circles on his back. Neither of them noticed Saint, who stepped out of the recreation room and went to his cell, returning with a new sketch pad in hand.
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“These will kill you.” Ardan pointed to the cigarette between Saint’s fingers. “Another sleepless night?” He plopped down on the other end of the couch the man was sitting on.

“Look who’s talking. The guy who’s everywhere and keeps an eye on everyone. You are quite an interesting fellow, if I may say so. What are you after?” 

“I will answer that question, but first I have to know more about you and the others in the group. I suspect the boys have their stories, too, but I would understand if you wouldn’t want to share them. It is not your secret to tell.”

“Today is the day my brother Alvin would have turned twenty-four, had he lived,” Saint stared blankly ahead of him. “He was taken from the street, in broad daylight, on his way home from a friend’s. We searched for him for three weeks, and nothing. Then, one day, Riggs came into my office, and I knew. Alvin was still alive when we found him. He died in my arms, asking me to take his pain away.”

“I’m sorry,” Ardan whispered, lowering his head. “I know it doesn’t mean anything for you, coming from a complete stranger, and I know my words won’t bring Alvin back, but I mean it. Caleb is twenty and Brennan twenty-one, and I don’t know how would I react if something like that would happen to either of them.”

“Your brothers.” Saint offered
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