
  
    [image: Vindicated]
  


  
    
      Vindicated

      
        WRONG SISTER

        BOOK SEVEN

      

    

    
      
        NOA CAMHI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Millennial Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Join the Founder’s Circle

      

    

    
      
        1. Mao Song

      

      
        2. Wu Jing

      

      
        3. Leo Jing

      

      
        4. Mao

      

      
        5. Wu

      

      
        6. Mao

      

      
        7. Wu

      

      
        8. Wu

      

      
        9. Mao

      

      
        10. Leo

      

      
        11. Mao

      

      
        12. Mao

      

      
        13. Wu

      

      
        14. Wu

      

      
        15. Mao

      

      
        16. Mao

      

      
        17. Leo

      

      
        18. Wu

      

      
        19. Mao

      

      
        20. Wu

      

      
        21. Wu

      

      
        22. Mao

      

      
        23. Leo

      

      
        24. Wu

      

      
        25. Mao

      

      
        26. Wu

      

      
        27. Leo

      

      
        28. Mao

      

      
        29. Wu

      

      
        30. Wu

      

      
        31. Mao

      

      
        32. Wu

      

      
        33. Leo

      

      
        34. Mao

      

      
        35. Mao

      

      
        36. Leo

      

      
        37. Wu

      

      
        38. Mao

      

      
        39. Mao

      

      
        40. Wu

      

      
        41. Mao

      

      
        42. Leo

      

      
        43. Wu

      

      
        44. Mao

      

      
        45. Leo

      

      
        46. Wu

      

      
        47. Wu

      

      
        48. Leo

      

      
        49. Mao

      

      
        50. Wu

      

      
        51. Mao

      

      
        52. Wu

      

    

    
      
        Also by Noa Camhi

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Noa Camhi

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Founder’s Circle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Founder’s circle]
        

      

      Love dark, steamy romance and want more between releases? The Founder Circle is Millennial Publishing’s reader membership where you get the story before anyone else, plus extras you won’t find in stores. Members receive early chapters and launch-day access, bonus epilogues and alternate scenes, monthly exclusive shorts novellas set in connected worlds, and behind-the-scenes notes on characters, covers, and plot secrets. You’ll also get vote-on-it polls that help shape future books, VIP discounts on eBooks and box sets, and entry to monthly giveaways and live Q&As. Join once, enjoy everything new each month, and cancel anytime.

      https://millennialpublishinginc.com/millennialpublisher_founderscircle

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Mao Song

          

        

      

    

    
      The war ended at breakfast, and then grief arrived in a white box. Mao Song stood at the kitchen island with her hands wrapped around a mug of tea she could not remember making, watching sunlight turn the steam into something fragile and temporary. Across the compound's main residence, children laughed. Actual laughter. The kind that did not stop mid-breath to check for danger. The kind that made Wu Jing's shoulders drop half an inch from their permanent defensive line.

      She had not believed they would reach this morning.

      Six days ago, Shen had fallen. The political protection layer that had kept the Syndicate's ugliest architecture hidden had collapsed under the combined weight of seven couples' worth of evidence, fury, and precisely applied pressure. The legal teams were still sorting through the rubble. The media was still trying to decide if Wu Jing was a hero or a warlord who had simply chosen better enemies than most.

      Mao did not care what they called him, as long as they left the children alone.

      "Dr. Song?"

      She turned. Maya stood in the doorway, holding a tablet and wearing the expression she used when she was about to deliver news that required both tact and speed.

      "The foundation invitation responses are in," Maya said. "Sixteen confirmed appearances, including three cabinet members and the UN special rapporteur on child trafficking. They want you and Wu Jing front and center for the gala next month."

      Mao set down the mug before her hands could betray how much she hated the idea of standing on a stage and being examined like proof of concept. "Tell them we'll confirm by the end of the week."

      "They're also asking if Leo will⁠—"

      "No."

      Maya nodded without argument. She had been with them long enough to know that Leo's comfort mattered more than optics, and that Mao's "no" on behalf of her stepson was as immovable as Wu Jing's.

      "There's also a delivery," Maya added, her tone shifting into something Mao could not quite identify. "Courier. No return address. Security cleared the scan, but Wu Jing wants you to see it before anyone opens it."

      Mao's pulse did not quicken. She had trained it not to. "Where?"

      "His office."

      She followed Maya through the corridor that connected the main residence to Wu Jing's private workspace, the one with the reinforced walls and the window that overlooked the children's wing. The compound had been designed as a fortress that felt like a home, and most days it succeeded. Today the walls felt too close.

      Wu Jing was standing behind his desk, staring at a white box approximately the size of a shoebox. Unmarked. Clean edges. The kind of packaging that could have contained anything from documents to a bomb, except security had already confirmed it was neither.

      He looked up when she entered, and Mao saw the tension in his jaw. Wu Jing did not scare easily. The fact that he had waited for her before opening the box meant he was scared now.

      "No return address," he said. "No postmark. Delivered by a private courier service that doesn't keep client records longer than twenty-four hours."

      Mao moved closer, studying the box without touching it. "What does security say?"

      "That it's clean. No biologicals, no electronics, no explosives." His voice was even, but his hands were not. "Devon wants to open it in the lab."

      "No." Mao did not know why she said it, only that the box felt personal in a way that made her skin crawl. "If someone wanted to send a message, they sent it to us. Not to Devon's lab."

      Wu Jing held her gaze for a long moment, then nodded. He reached for the box.

      Mao's hand shot out and covered his. "Together."

      His fingers curled around hers, warm and solid and alive. They had survived prison, coercion, war, and the kind of enemies who turned children into commodities. They had survived by refusing to let each other face the worst things alone.

      Wu Jing lifted the lid.

      Inside, nestled in white tissue paper, were four items.

      A clear plastic bag containing what looked like ash. Gray-white, fine-grained, the kind that came from professional cremation.

      A small hospital bracelet, the paper kind they used in neonatal units, with faded ink that might have once been legible.

      A folded document with a laboratory header Mao recognized from her own medical career.

      And a sealed glass vial, the kind used for biological samples, containing something small and pale and⁠—

      Mao's breath stopped.

      It was a finger. A child's finger. Severed cleanly at the first knuckle, preserved in formalin, small enough to belong to a toddler or a young child. The nail was still visible, tiny and perfect and obscene.

      Wu Jing made a sound that was not quite a word.

      Mao's hands were shaking. She could not stop them. She reached for the document instead, unfolding it with fingers that felt too cold, too slow.

      It was a DNA report. Recent, dated four days ago. The laboratory was private, expensive, the kind that catered to people who needed answers they could not get through official channels.

      The sample identification read: Biological material, preserved. Origin: Subject Unknown.

      The comparison samples read: Mao Song. Wu Jing.

      The conclusion, printed in clinical black text, read: Probability of biological parentage: 99.97%.

      Mao read the line three times. Four. The words did not change.

      She looked at the vial again. At the small, severed finger floating in its chemical bath.

      "No," she whispered.

      Wu Jing was reading over her shoulder, his breath harsh and uneven. "Mao⁠—"

      "No." Her voice cracked. "This isn't—we buried⁠—"

      But they had not buried a child. Not really. She had been told, seven years ago, that one of the twins she carried had not survived the emergency delivery. She had been told the hospital would handle the remains. She had been too broken, too drugged, too shattered by prison and coercion and the nightmare of giving birth in a facility that treated her like evidence, to ask questions.

      She had believed them.

      Wu Jing reached for the hospital bracelet with hands that shook worse than hers. He held it up to the light, squinting at the faded ink.

      "Song," he read aloud. "Baby A. Male. Date of birth—" His voice failed.

      The date matched. Exactly.

      Mao felt the room tilt. She gripped the edge of the desk, her medical training screaming at her to breathe, to assess, to think. But the only thought in her head was a loop of no no no no no.

      Wu Jing set down the bracelet and picked up the bag of ashes. He turned it over slowly, as if the weight of it could tell him something the contents could not.

      "This could be fake," he said. His voice was steady, but Mao knew him well enough to hear the desperation underneath. "The DNA could be manipulated. The finger could belong to—to anyone. This could be psychological warfare."

      "Then why does the date match?" Mao heard herself say. "Why does the bracelet match the day I delivered? Why does the DNA match both of us?"

      Wu Jing had no answer.

      Mao reached into the box with hands that no longer felt like hers and pulled out a small card she had not noticed before, tucked beneath the tissue paper.

      The message was printed in plain black text, centered on white cardstock, and it destroyed her.

      You buried the wrong child.

      The card slipped from her fingers.

      Wu Jing caught it before it hit the floor. He read it once, twice, and then his face went blank in the way it only did when he was too angry to allow himself expression.

      "Who sent this?" His voice was soft, lethal. "Who the fuck sent this?"

      Mao could not answer. She was staring at the vial again, at the tiny finger preserved like a specimen, like evidence, like proof of a crime she had not known she was mourning.

      If the DNA report was real—if the bracelet was real—if the date was real⁠—

      Then someone had told her a child died when he had not.

      Someone had given her ashes that did not belong to her son.

      Someone had kept a living baby and let her bury grief instead of fighting for him.

      And now, seven years later, someone had cut a piece off that child and sent it to her in a box.

      "Mao." Wu Jing's hands were on her shoulders, grounding her before she could spiral into the place where breathing stopped. "Look at me."

      She looked. His face was pale, his jaw tight, his eyes burning with the kind of rage that had once terrified her and now felt like the only solid thing in the world.

      "We don't know what this is yet," he said. "We don't know if it's real. We don't know if someone is trying to break us with lies."

      "The DNA⁠—"

      "Can be faked. You know that."

      "Not this cleanly." Mao's voice was shaking, but her mind was starting to work again, dragging itself out of shock and into the cold clarity she had learned in medical school. "Not with a private lab this reputable. Not with a biological sample this well-preserved. Wu Jing, if someone wanted to fake this, they would have made it messier. This is—" She stopped, her throat closing. "This is precise. This is someone who knows exactly what they're doing."

      Wu Jing stared at her, and she watched him reach the same conclusion she had.

      This was not a taunt. This was a confession.

      Someone had stolen their child. Someone had let them believe he was dead. And now someone wanted them to know the truth in the cruelest way possible.

      "Who?" Mao whispered. "Who would do this?"

      Wu Jing's expression went cold. "Someone who had access to the hospital seven years ago. Someone who had access to neonatal records, delivery schedules, and the kind of infrastructure that could falsify a death certificate." He reached for his phone. "I'm calling Devon. And Sophie. And everyone who helped us burn the Syndicate to the ground, because if there's one more piece of it still breathing⁠—"

      "Wait." Mao's hand shot out, stopping him. "If we call everyone now, if we make this loud before we know what it is, whoever sent this will know we're looking. They'll know we believe them."

      "Good. Let them know."

      "No." Mao's voice was steadier now, sharpened by the same fury that had carried her through prison, through coercion, through every nightmare that had tried to break her. "If our son is alive—if this is real—then someone has had him for seven years. Someone has been close enough to take a sample four days ago. Someone is watching us right now, waiting to see what we do."

      Wu Jing stared at her. "You think this is bait."

      "I think this is a message." Mao looked down at the box, at the ashes and the bracelet and the vial and the card. "I think someone wants us to know they have something we love. And I think if we react the way they expect, they'll hurt him more."

      The silence between them was sharp enough to draw blood.

      Finally, Wu Jing set down his phone. "Then what do we do?"

      Mao reached for the DNA report and read it again, forcing herself to see it as evidence instead of a wound. "We verify. Quietly. We find out if the sample is real, if the ashes are fake, if the bracelet matches hospital records. We find out who had access to the delivery room seven years ago and who's still alive to send this now." She looked up at him. "And then we find our son."

      Wu Jing's hand came up to cup her face, his thumb brushing her cheekbone. "If he's alive⁠—"

      "He's alive." Mao did not know how she knew, only that the alternative was not survivable. "Someone wouldn't send us a piece of him if they'd already killed him. They want us to know he exists. They want us to feel this."

      "Then they're going to regret it."

      Mao leaned into his palm, letting herself take one breath of comfort before the war began again. "We don't tell the children yet. Not until we know."

      "Agreed."

      "And we don't let anyone know we're looking until we have a target."

      "Agreed."

      Mao straightened, her hands no longer shaking. The grief was still there, a howling thing in her chest, but she had learned how to fight through grief. She had learned how to turn it into a blade.

      "Whoever did this," she said quietly, "thinks they can break us by showing us what they took. They think we'll collapse. They think we'll make mistakes."

      Wu Jing's smile was a dangerous thing. "They don't know you very well."

      "No." Mao looked down at the white box, at the evidence of a theft so old it had learned to breathe. "They really don't."

      She reached for the vial, her hands steady now, and held it up to the light. The small finger floated in its preservative, a piece of a child she had mourned without knowing she should have been searching.

      "We're coming," she whispered to the glass, to the boy she had never known, to the son someone had stolen from her body and her memory. "I don't care how long it takes. I don't care who's protecting you. We're coming."

      Wu Jing's hand covered hers, warm and solid and unbreakable.

      Together, they looked at the card one more time.

      You buried the wrong child.

      And Mao Song, who had survived every cage they had ever tried to put her in, made a promise to the monster who had sent it.

      "You should have let me keep mourning."
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            Wu Jing

          

        

      

    

    
      Wu Jing had carried guns, bodies, secrets, and empires. Nothing had ever weighed as much as a child's finger in glass. He stood at the window of his office, watching the children's wing across the courtyard while his mind tried to reconcile two impossible truths: that his son might be alive, and that someone had mutilated him four days ago to prove it.

      Behind him, Devon was photographing the contents of the white box with the methodical precision of a man who had documented worse things. Sophie sat at the conference table with her laptop, already pulling hospital records from seven years ago through channels Wu Jing did not ask about and she did not explain. Mao was on the phone with Dr. Kross, speaking in the clipped medical shorthand they used when emotion had to be surgically removed from the conversation.

      Wu Jing had wanted to lock the office down and handle this alone. Mao had overruled him with a single look that said she would break down the door if he tried.

      She was right. She was always right about this.

      "The cremation ash is consistent with human remains," Devon said without looking up from his camera. "But there's no way to determine age, sex, or identity without a full spectrographic analysis. Even then, if it's been mixed or contaminated, we might not get a clean answer."

      "How long?" Wu Jing's voice came out rougher than he intended.

      "Forty-eight hours. Maybe less if I call in favors."

      "Call them."

      Devon nodded and kept photographing. The clinical detachment in his movements was the only thing keeping Wu Jing from putting his fist through the wall. Someone had to stay objective. Someone had to treat this like evidence instead of a desecration.

      Wu Jing was not that person. Not today.

      "The hospital bracelet is authentic," Sophie said, her fingers flying across the keyboard. "Paper stock matches the supplier the hospital used seven years ago. Ink composition is consistent with the thermal printers in their neonatal unit. The date and time match Mao's delivery records exactly."

      "Can it be faked?" Wu Jing asked.

      "Yes. But not easily. You'd need access to the original supplier, the right equipment, and detailed knowledge of the hospital's documentation protocols from that specific year." Sophie looked up, her expression grim. "This isn't some amateur trying to mess with your head. This is someone who was either there seven years ago or has access to someone who was."

      Wu Jing's jaw tightened. Seven years ago, he had been building his empire from the wreckage of the organization that had tried to destroy Mao. Seven years ago, he had been standing in a hospital corridor being told that one of his children had not survived, while Mao lay sedated in a recovery room and Leo—small, silent, traumatized Leo—had been placed in his arms like a fragile accusation.

      He had believed the doctors. He had signed the forms. He had made arrangements for remains he had never seen because Mao had been too shattered to ask questions and he had been too focused on keeping her alive to demand answers.

      Someone had used his trust as a weapon. Someone had stolen his son while he was drowning in grief and logistics and the overwhelming terror of becoming a father to a child who did not speak and a wife who looked at him like he was the only thing keeping her from disappearing entirely.

      "Who had access to the delivery room?" Wu Jing asked.

      Sophie pulled up a file. "Official record says four people: the attending physician, two nurses, and an anesthesiologist. All hospital employees. All still alive, as far as I can tell from a preliminary search."

      "Preliminary isn't good enough."

      "I know. I'm working on it." Sophie's tone was patient, but her eyes were sharp. "Wu Jing, if someone falsified a stillbirth seven years ago, they didn't do it alone. They needed someone to sign the death certificate, someone to handle the body, someone to process the paperwork. That's a conspiracy, not a lone actor."

      "Then find the conspiracy."

      "I will. But you need to prepare yourself for the possibility that this goes higher than a few corrupt hospital employees." Sophie closed her laptop and met his gaze. "The Syndicate had access to hospitals, medical records, and child placement networks across three countries. If they wanted to take a baby from a delivery room and make it look legal, they had the infrastructure to do it."

      Wu Jing felt the rage in his chest coil tighter. "Shen is dead. Aldo is in a cage. The Black Route is dismantled. Who's left?"

      "That's what we need to find out."

      Mao ended her call and crossed to the table, her face pale but composed. "Dr. Kross confirms that neonatal remains are almost never shown to parents in cases of stillbirth or early death. The hospital handles disposal according to policy, and families are given documentation, not proof. If someone told me my son's body had been cremated and gave me a death certificate, I would have had no reason to demand evidence."

      "But you would have had the right to ask," Wu Jing said.

      "Yes. But I didn't ask." Mao's voice was steady, but he could see the guilt eating at her. "I was sedated, traumatized, and drowning. I trusted the system because I didn't have the strength to fight it."

      "That's not your fault."

      "Isn't it?" Mao looked at the vial on the table, at the small finger suspended in formalin like an accusation. "I'm a doctor. I know how hospitals work. I know how documentation works. I should have asked questions. I should have demanded to see⁠—"

      "You were a prisoner six months before you delivered," Wu Jing interrupted, his voice hard. "You were coerced, assaulted, and gaslit by a system that treated you like a criminal. You survived a traumatic delivery and came out of it with one living child and a dead man's ghost trying to claim ownership of your body. You did not fail. Someone targeted you."

      Mao stared at him, her eyes too bright. "Then why does it feel like I let him disappear?"

      Wu Jing crossed to her and took her face in his hands, forcing her to meet his gaze. "Because whoever did this wants you to feel that way. They want you to believe you failed so you'll break before we find him. Don't give them that."

      She closed her eyes and leaned into his palms, breathing slowly. When she opened them again, the guilt was still there, but the steel underneath was sharper.

      "The DNA report," she said. "We need to verify it independently. If the sample is real, we need to know when it was taken and how it was preserved. If it's fake, we need to know how someone got biological material from both of us to fabricate a match."

      Devon looked up from his camera. "I can run a counter-analysis, but I'll need a comparison sample from both of you. Blood, preferably."

      "Take it," Wu Jing said.

      Devon nodded and pulled out a field kit. Wu Jing rolled up his sleeve without hesitation. The needle prick was nothing. The wait would be worse.

      "What about the finger?" Mao asked, her voice clinical now. "Can we determine age, time of amputation, or whether the child was sedated when it was removed?"

      Devon's expression darkened. "I can try. But that kind of analysis requires equipment I don't have here. I'll need to send it to a lab I trust, which means moving the sample and risking exposure."

      "Do it anyway," Wu Jing said. "I don't care about exposure. I care about answers."

      "Exposure means whoever sent this will know we're investigating," Sophie warned. "It means they'll know we believe them."

      "Good." Wu Jing's voice was cold. "Let them know I'm coming."

      Mao's hand closed around his wrist, her fingers pressing against his pulse. "Wu Jing. If our son is alive, and someone has had him for seven years, they've had time to shape him. To control him. To make him believe things about us that aren't true." Her voice cracked. "We can't go in like a war. We have to go in like a rescue."

      Wu Jing stared at her, hating that she was right. Hating that his first instinct was to burn down every hospital, every record office, every person who had touched his son's file until someone told him where the boy was. Hating that love required strategy instead of violence.

      "Then we do both," he said finally. "We rescue him. And we destroy everyone who kept him from us."

      Mao's hand tightened on his wrist. "Together."

      "Always."

      Devon finished drawing blood from both of them and packed the samples carefully. "I'll have preliminary DNA results in twenty-four hours. Full analysis in forty-eight. If the sample is real, I'll be able to tell you approximate age and whether it matches your genetic markers."

      "And if it's fake?" Wu Jing asked.

      "Then someone went to a lot of trouble to make us think a dead child is alive." Devon's expression was grim. "Which means they want something from you badly enough to weaponize your grief."

      Wu Jing looked at the white box, at the ashes and the bracelet and the vial and the card. You buried the wrong child. The words were seared into his brain now, a brand he could not remove.

      "What do they want?" he asked quietly.

      "You," Sophie said. "Visible, vulnerable, and distracted. The inquiry into your methods opens in three days. If someone wanted to destabilize you before you testify, this is how they'd do it."

      Wu Jing's blood went cold. "The inquiry."

      "Official notice arrived this morning," Sophie confirmed. "You're ordered to appear before a special committee investigating allegations of trafficking, unlawful detention, and coercion of witnesses. They're calling it a child protection review, but the subtext is clear. They want to prove you built your empire on the same crimes the Syndicate committed."

      "That's bullshit."

      "Of course it is. But the optics are bad, and the timing is worse. If you're dealing with a personal crisis while the inquiry is active, you'll look unstable. If you refuse to appear, you'll look guilty. If you appear and lose control, they'll use it as evidence that you're dangerous."

      Wu Jing felt the trap closing around him. "So someone sends me proof my son is alive right before I'm supposed to sit in front of a committee and defend myself for saving children."

      "Yes."

      "Who benefits?"

      Sophie pulled up a file on her laptop. "Short list: anyone who wants the inquiry to succeed. Anyone who wants you discredited. Anyone who wants the foundation shut down. Anyone who wants access to the children we've protected." She paused. "Or anyone who was part of the original Syndicate network and wants revenge."

      "Shen is dead," Wu Jing said flatly.

      "Shen had allies. Financiers. People who stayed quiet while we burned the operation down because they knew we were focused on the visible targets." Sophie's voice was careful. "If someone high enough up the chain survived, they'd have access to old records. Old networks. Old crimes."

      Wu Jing's mind raced. The Syndicate had not been one organization. It had been a web of corrupt officials, medical professionals, financiers, and traffickers who had built an empire on stolen children and falsified records. He and Mao and the others had torn apart the visible structure, but Sophie was right. There were always people in the shadows. People who knew how to wait.

      "Find them," he said.

      "I will. But Wu Jing, if this is connected to the inquiry, you need to be careful. Whoever sent this box wants you emotional. They want you to make mistakes."

      "Then they're going to be disappointed."

      Mao's hand was still on his wrist, her fingers steady now. "We need to tell the others. Not everything. Not yet. But Maya, Wei, Ghost—they need to know we're under attack."

      Wu Jing nodded. "Agreed. But no one touches this box except Devon. And no one talks about the contents outside this room until we know what we're dealing with."

      "What about Leo?" Mao asked quietly.

      The question hit Wu Jing like a punch. Leo, who noticed everything. Leo, who communicated through gesture and touch and the kind of silence that made adults uncomfortable. Leo, who had been four years old when his twin was supposedly stillborn and had never asked about the sibling he had lost because no one had known how to explain death to a child who did not speak.

      If their son was alive, Leo had a brother he had never met. A brother who had been stolen before Leo was old enough to remember him.

      "We don't tell him yet," Wu Jing said, hating himself for it. "Not until we know for sure. I won't let him hope for something we might not be able to give him."

      Mao's eyes filled, but she nodded. "Okay."

      Devon packed up the last of the evidence and stood. "I'll start the analysis now. If you need me, I'll be in the lab. And Wu Jing—" He paused at the door. "If this is real, if your son is out there, we'll find him. All of us. You're not alone in this."

      Wu Jing nodded, not trusting his voice.

      Sophie followed Devon out, leaving Wu Jing and Mao alone in the office with the white box and the weight of seven years of stolen time.

      Mao moved to the window and stared out at the children's wing, where Leo was probably in his sensory room, building patterns with colored blocks and humming to himself in the key of C major. Where Chen Rui and Lily were likely arguing over a game. Where the children they had fought to protect were safe and whole and alive.

      "If he's out there," Mao said quietly, "he doesn't know us. He doesn't know Leo. He doesn't know he was supposed to be here."

      Wu Jing came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her back against his chest. "Then we'll teach him. However long it takes."

      "What if he doesn't want to be found?" Her voice broke. "What if whoever has him has convinced him we're the enemy?"

      "Then we'll prove them wrong."

      Mao turned in his arms, her face tilted up to his. "Wu Jing, if this is real—if we find him—I don't know if I can survive losing him again."

      Wu Jing cupped her face, his thumbs brushing away the tears she was trying not to shed. "You won't have to. Because I will burn the world down before I let anyone take him from us twice."

      She kissed him, hard and desperate, and he held her like she was the only thing keeping him from falling apart. Because she was.

      His phone buzzed. He ignored it. It buzzed again.

      Mao pulled back, her eyes still wet. "Answer it."

      Wu Jing pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. The message was from an unknown number, and it contained only two lines of text.

      If you want the boy's body, come to the hearing.

      Refuse, and I'll send you the rest of him one piece at a time.

      Wu Jing's vision went red.

      Mao read the message over his shoulder, and he felt her go rigid in his arms.

      "They want you at the inquiry," she whispered. "They want you visible and contained while they⁠—"

      She didn't finish. She didn't have to.

      Wu Jing forwarded the message to Sophie and Devon, then looked at Mao. "I'm going to the hearing."

      "No."

      "They just threatened to send me our son in pieces, Mao. I'm going."

      "That's what they want. They want you angry. They want you to walk into that hearing and lose control so they can prove you're dangerous."

      "I don't care what they prove. I care about keeping him alive."

      "And what happens when you're in custody and they come for the rest of the children?" Mao's voice was shaking. "What happens when you're locked in a hearing room and someone uses that as cover to take Leo? To take Chen Rui? To finish what the Syndicate started?"

      Wu Jing stared at her, hating that she was right. Hating that his rage was exactly what the enemy wanted. Hating that protecting one son might mean risking all the others.

      "Then what do I do?" he asked, his voice raw.

      Mao took his face in her hands, her eyes fierce. "You let me stand beside you. You let the others cover our backs. And you go into that hearing like the man who destroyed the Syndicate, not like a father they can break."

      Wu Jing closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against hers. "I don't know if I can do that."

      "Yes, you can." Her voice was steady now, certain. "Because you've done it before. Because you're Wu Jing, and you don't break."

      He wanted to believe her. He wanted to be the man she thought he was.

      But all he could see was the small finger in the vial, and all he could hear was the message promising to send him the rest.

      "If they hurt him—" Wu Jing's voice failed.

      "Then we make them regret being born," Mao finished. "But first, we keep him alive. And we do that by being smarter than they think we are."

      Wu Jing opened his eyes and looked at his wife—the woman who had survived prison, coercion, and every attempt to break her—and saw the same cold fury that had carried her through hell.

      "Okay," he said. "We play it smart."

      "Together."

      "Always."

      His phone buzzed again. Another message from the unknown number.

      Three days, Wu Jing. Tick tock.

      Wu Jing looked at the white box on the table, at the evidence of a theft so calculated it had waited seven years to reveal itself.

      And he made a promise to the monster who had sent it.

      "You should have killed me when you had the chance."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Leo Jing

          

        

      

    

    
      Leo did not need words to know the house had changed shape. He sat cross-legged in the center of his sensory room, arranging colored blocks into patterns that made sense when nothing else did. Red-blue-yellow-green, repeated in sequences of four because four was a number that closed properly. Four corners. Four walls. Four beats in common time. The blocks clicked together with a satisfying precision that meant the world was still following rules, even when the adults were pretending it was.

      They thought he did not notice. They thought quiet meant not knowing.

      Leo noticed everything.

      He noticed that Mao's footsteps had changed rhythm three days ago, moving faster through the corridors but stopping longer at doorways, as if she was checking escape routes she had not needed to check since the bad men stopped coming. He noticed that Wu Jing's voice had dropped half an octave when he spoke on the phone, the way it did when he was giving orders he did not want Leo to hear. He noticed that Maya had started carrying her tablet in her left hand instead of her right, which meant her right hand was free to reach for the weapon she thought Leo did not know she carried.

      Most of all, he noticed the box.

      Leo had not seen inside it. The adults had been careful about that, closing the office door and speaking in the low tones they used when they thought he was not listening. But he had seen Wu Jing carry it through the corridor with hands that shook, and he had seen Mao follow with a face that looked like the pictures in his medical anatomy books—pale skin, tight muscles around the eyes, shallow breathing that meant the body was preparing for pain.

      Something in the box had hurt them. Something in the box had made the house change shape.

      Leo added another block to his pattern and hummed the opening bars of Bach's Prelude in C Major. The notes helped. They always helped. Music was a language that did not require him to shape his mouth around sounds that never came out right, and it told him things about the world that adults forgot to say.

      Right now, the house was humming in a minor key. Dissonant. Wrong.

      The door to his sensory room opened. Leo did not look up. He knew the weight of the footsteps: Wu Jing, moving carefully because he had learned that Leo needed warning before touch.

      Wu Jing sat down on the floor beside him, not speaking. That was one of the things Leo loved about his father. Wu Jing understood that silence was not empty. Silence was where Leo kept everything.

      After a moment, Wu Jing reached out and touched one of the blocks—red, the third in the sequence. He did not move it. He just touched it, asking permission to enter the pattern.

      Leo considered. Then he handed Wu Jing a blue block.

      Wu Jing took it and placed it in the correct position. He understood the sequence. He always understood.

      They built together in silence, adding blocks in groups of four, until the pattern was large enough to fill the space between them. Leo felt his breathing slow. This was safe. This was predictable. This was a father who knew how to speak in blocks and humming and the kind of quiet that held whole conversations.

      But the house was still humming wrong, and Leo needed to know why.

      He reached for his communication tablet—the one with the picture icons that let him tell adults things they needed to hear—and tapped the symbol for question.

      Wu Jing looked at the screen, then at Leo. "You want to ask me something?"

      Leo tapped yes.

      "Okay. Ask."

      Leo's fingers moved across the screen, selecting icons with the speed of long practice. House. Different. Why.

      Wu Jing's face did something complicated. Not lying, exactly, but not telling the whole truth either. Leo knew that expression. It was the one adults used when they thought the truth would scare him more than the not-knowing.

      They were wrong. Not-knowing was always worse.

      "Something happened," Wu Jing said carefully. "Something we're trying to understand. It's not dangerous right now, but it's… complicated."

      Leo frowned. Complicated was an adult word that meant I don't want to explain. He tapped another sequence. Box. You. Mao. Scared.

      Wu Jing went very still. "You saw the box."

      Leo tapped yes.

      "Did you see what was inside?"

      No. But know it hurt you.

      Wu Jing closed his eyes for a moment, and Leo saw the muscles in his jaw tighten. When he opened them again, his expression was softer, sadder. "You're right. It did hurt us. But we're okay. And we're going to make sure everyone stays safe."

      That was not an answer. That was deflection.

      Leo did not push. Wu Jing would tell him when he was ready, or he would not. Either way, Leo would find out. He always did.

      Instead, he tapped a different icon. Leo help?

      Wu Jing's face did something that looked like breaking and holding together at the same time. He reached out slowly, giving Leo time to pull away, and rested his hand on top of Leo's head.

      "You help by being exactly who you are," Wu Jing said quietly. "You help by being safe. Okay?"

      Leo leaned into the touch. Okay.

      But it was not okay. The house was still humming wrong, and Wu Jing was still scared, and something in the box had changed the shape of everything.

      Leo would find out what. He always did.

      After Wu Jing left, Leo stayed in his sensory room for another hour, building patterns and thinking.

      The house had routines. Routines were important. They told Leo when things were normal and when they were not.

      Morning: Mao made tea in the kitchen at 6:47 a.m., exactly three minutes after the perimeter alarms cycled to day mode. The kettle whistled in B-flat.

      Breakfast: The children's wing woke at 7:15 a.m. Chen Rui's alarm played music. Lily's played birdsong. Leo did not need an alarm because his body knew when the sun reached the correct angle through his window.

      Mid-morning: The guards changed shift at 9:00 a.m. Leo knew all of them by footstep. Captain Jian Yu walked with a slight drag on his left foot, probably from an old injury. He also smelled like wintergreen, the kind that came from the pain-relief balm athletes used.

      Lunch: The kitchen staff arrived at 11:30 a.m. and left at 1:00 p.m., except on Wednesdays when they stayed late to prep freezer meals.

      Afternoon: Wu Jing's office hours ran from 2:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., unless there was an emergency. Emergencies had a specific sound—phones ringing in overlapping intervals, footsteps moving faster, voices dropping lower.

      Evening: Dinner at 6:30 p.m. Family time until 8:00 p.m. Bedtime routines started at 8:15 p.m.

      The routines had held steady for two years. Leo trusted them the way he trusted gravity.

      But three days ago, the routines had started breaking.

      Captain Jian Yu had walked through the west corridor twice during his shift instead of once. The second time, he had stopped at the security panel near the sensory wing and touched it longer than necessary. Leo had been watching through the door crack, the way he always watched, and he had counted the seconds. Seventeen. A normal access code took four seconds. Jian had stood there for seventeen.

      That was wrong.

      Leo had also noticed that Jian's wintergreen smell had been stronger in the west corridor than anywhere else, even though Jian's assigned patrol route did not include that section during morning shift. Someone had changed the routes, or Jian was walking places he was not supposed to be.

      Leo did not know which. But he knew wrong when he saw it.

      He left his sensory room and moved through the house the way he always did—quietly, close to the walls, watching. Adults did not notice him when he was quiet. They forgot he was there. It was useful.

      The children's wing was on the east side of the compound, connected to the main residence by a long corridor with windows on one side and reinforced doors on the other. The doors were supposed to stay locked from the outside unless a guard opened them. Leo was not supposed to know how to pick the locks, but he had watched the maintenance staff enough times to understand the mechanism.

      He did not pick them now. He just walked the corridor, counting steps and listening.

      Seventy-three steps from his sensory room to the main junction. Turn left. Forty-two steps to the west corridor security panel. The one Jian had touched for seventeen seconds.

      Leo stopped and studied the panel. It looked normal. Keycard reader, thumbprint scanner, manual override keypad. Nothing visibly wrong.

      But when Leo leaned closer, he smelled it. Wintergreen. Faint, but there.

      Jian had been here. Recently.

      Leo crouched and ran his fingers along the base of the panel, the way Mao had taught him to check for textures when words were too hard. Most surfaces in the compound were smooth, cleaned daily by staff who took pride in their work.

      This panel had a residue. Waxy. Slightly tacky.

      Leo pulled his hand back and sniffed his fingers. Wintergreen balm. The same kind Jian used.

      He wiped his hand on his pants and stood, thinking.

      Jian was not supposed to touch this panel. Jian's patrol route did not include the west corridor during morning shift. But Jian had been here, and he had touched the panel long enough to do something more than access it.

      Leo did not know what. But he knew it was wrong, and wrong things needed to be reported.

      He pulled out his communication tablet and navigated to the emergency contact screen. Wu Jing had set it up years ago, with icons for different types of problems. Hurt. Scared. Lost. Help.

      Leo hesitated. This was not an emergency. Not yet. It was just… wrong.

      But wrong things became emergencies if no one noticed them in time.

      He tapped the icon for help and then added a sequence of images: Guard. West hall. Touch panel. Smell wrong.

      The message sent. Leo put the tablet away and continued walking, counting steps and listening to the house hum its wrong minor-key song.

      By the time he reached the main residence, Leo had cataloged fourteen deviations from normal routine.

      Maya was carrying her tablet in her left hand. Wu Jing's office door had been closed for six hours straight, which never happened unless there was a crisis. Mao had skipped lunch, which meant she was either sick or too upset to eat. The perimeter alarm test—usually run at 3:00 p.m. every day—had been delayed until 4:17 p.m. The kitchen staff had left early. Two guards Leo did not recognize were stationed near the children's wing entrance, and they were watching the corridor instead of the perimeter.

      Something was very wrong. And the adults were pretending it was not.

      Leo hated when they did that. He understood why—they thought he needed protection, needed shielding, needed to be kept in the safe bubble of not-knowing. But not-knowing did not keep him safe. Not-knowing just meant he could not prepare.

      He returned to his sensory room and sat down with his blocks, rebuilding the pattern he had made with Wu Jing. Red-blue-yellow-green. Four blocks. Four beats. Four walls.

      But his mind was not on the pattern. His mind was on the box, and the way Mao's hands had shaken, and the seventeen seconds Jian had spent touching a panel he was not supposed to touch.

      Leo did not have all the pieces yet. But he was good at patterns. He was good at noticing the things adults thought were too small to matter.

      He would figure it out. He always did.

      That night, after dinner, Leo lay in bed and listened to the house settle into its nighttime rhythms.

      Chen Rui's breathing evened out at 8:43 p.m., exactly twelve minutes after lights-out. Lily's took longer—9:02 p.m.—because she always read under the covers with a flashlight until she could not keep her eyes open.

      The guards changed shift at 10:00 p.m. Leo heard the footsteps, the low murmur of voices, the click of keycards and the beep of security panels.

      He heard Jian Yu's dragging left footstep pass his door at 10:17 p.m.

      Jian was not supposed to be on night shift this week. Leo had memorized the schedule because schedules mattered, and changes to schedules meant something had shifted.

      Leo got out of bed, moving silently in the dark. He did not turn on the light. He did not need it. He knew his room by touch and sound and the way the air moved when he walked through it.

      He cracked his door open and watched.

      Jian walked past the children's wing entrance and turned toward the west corridor. Again. The same route he had walked during the day, the same route that was not part of his assigned patrol.

      Leo waited until Jian's footsteps faded, then slipped out of his room and followed.

      He stayed close to the wall, his bare feet silent on the polished floor. He counted steps. Seventy-three to the main junction. Turn left. Forty-two to the west corridor.

      Jian was standing at the security panel again. This time, he was not just touching it. He was opening it.

      Leo froze, watching from the shadows.

      Jian pulled a small device from his pocket—something flat and rectangular, with a faint blue light on one edge—and connected it to the panel's internal wiring. The light blinked. Once. Twice. Three times.

      Then Jian disconnected the device, closed the panel, and walked away.

      Leo waited until the footsteps faded completely, then crept forward and examined the panel.

      It looked normal. But when he pressed his ear against it, he heard something he had not heard before. A faint electronic hum, higher-pitched than the usual operational frequency.

      Someone had added something to the panel. Something that was not supposed to be there.

      Leo pulled out his communication tablet, his hands shaking slightly. This was not wrong anymore. This was dangerous.

      He navigated to the emergency contact screen and tapped help. Then he added images as fast as his fingers could move: Guard. Jian. West panel. Device. Blue light. Wrong wrong wrong.

      The message sent.

      Leo turned to go back to his room, but he stopped when he heard voices.

      Low. Male. Coming from the west corridor's far end, where the emergency exit led to the outer perimeter.

      Leo should have gone back to his room. He should have let the adults handle it.

      But the voices were talking about the children's wing. And one of them was Jian.

      Leo moved closer, staying in the shadows, his heart pounding in a rhythm that had nothing to do with music.

      "—confirmed for three days from now," Jian was saying. "The hearing will pull Wu Jing out of the compound. That's your window."

      "And the children?" The second voice was unfamiliar. Older. Calm in a way that made Leo's skin crawl.

      "The new guards are in place. They'll handle the wing. You'll have access to the records and the boy."

      "Which boy?"

      "The quiet one. Leo. He's the one they're most protective of, which means he's valuable."

      Leo's breath stopped.

      "What about the others?"

      "Collateral. If you need leverage, take the girl. But the primary target is Leo. Vale wants him contained before he becomes a problem."

      Vale. Leo did not know that name. But he knew contained, and he knew problem, and he knew that Jian was talking about taking him.

      "And if Wu Jing comes back early?"

      Jian laughed. It was not a nice sound. "He won't. The hearing is designed to keep him locked down for at least six hours. By the time he realizes what's happening, we'll be gone."

      "Good. The doctor doesn't like delays."

      "The doctor will get what he paid for. Just make sure your team is ready. I can only disable the west corridor alarms for a ten-minute window. After that, you're on your own."

      "Ten minutes is enough."

      The voices faded. Footsteps moved away, back toward the outer perimeter.

      Leo stood frozen in the shadows, his mind racing.

      Jian was a traitor. Jian was planning to help someone take Leo. In three days. During Wu Jing's hearing.

      And someone named Vale wanted him contained.

      Leo's hands were shaking so hard he almost dropped his tablet. He navigated back to the emergency contact screen, but his fingers hovered over the help icon.

      If he sent the message now, the adults would come. They would find Jian. They would stop the plan.

      But they would also lock down the house, change all the routines, and keep Leo so close he would not be able to see anything else that was wrong.

      And Leo had a feeling there was more wrong than just Jian.

      The voices had mentioned the doctor. They had mentioned Vale. They had mentioned records and the boy, singular, as if there was a specific boy someone wanted.

      Leo thought about the box. About the way Mao's hands had shaken. About the way Wu Jing's voice had dropped into the register that meant someone was going to die.

      Something in the box had been about a boy. Leo was certain of it.

      And now someone wanted to take Leo, and the timing was not a coincidence.

      Leo made a decision.

      He would not send the emergency message yet. He would wait. He would watch. He would gather more information, the way Wu Jing had taught him to do when problems were too big to solve with one move.

      But he would be ready. And when the time came, he would not let them take him quietly.

      Because quiet was not the same as helpless.

      Quiet was where Leo kept everything.

      And he had just learned that everything included the knowledge that someone was coming for him, and that Jian Yu smelled like wintergreen and walked like a traitor.

      Leo slipped back to his room, climbed into bed, and stared at the ceiling.

      Three days.

      He had three days to figure out what was in the box, why someone named Vale wanted him, and how to stop Jian without getting everyone he loved killed in the process.

      Leo closed his eyes and hummed the opening bars of Bach's Prelude in C Major.

      The notes helped. They always helped.

      But the house was still humming in a minor key, and Leo knew—he knew—that the wrong shape was about to get worse.
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      Mao wanted to grieve like a mother and fight like a monster, but her body reached for her husband first. The door to their private quarters closed with a soft, final click, sealing them off from the compound, the evidence, the ghosts. For three hours, she had stood in Wu Jing’s office while Devon confirmed the DNA match, while Sophie traced the hospital bracelet’s provenance, while the world narrowed to a single, horrifying truth: the biological sample was real. The pinkie belonged to a child who shared her genetic markers and Wu Jing’s. The ashes might be a lie, the note a psychological weapon, but the finger—the small, perfect finger suspended in formalin—was a piece of her son.

      Their son.

      A son she had mourned for seven years. A son she had buried in a quiet ceremony with an empty casket because the hospital had said the remains were too fragile to view. A son whose death had carved a hollow in her ribs that never fully closed, not even when Leo smiled, not even when Chen Rui called her Mama, not even when Wu Jing held her in the dark and whispered that they were enough.

      They had never been enough. Because a piece of them had been stolen.

      And now someone was sending that piece back in a vial.

      Mao leaned against the closed door, her palms flat against the polished wood, and tried to breathe. The air felt thick, syrupy, like breathing through grief. She could still smell the antiseptic tang of the lab where Devon worked, the faint metallic scent of the formalin, the paper-dust smell of old hospital records. She could still see the way Wu Jing’s knuckles had whitened around the edge of the table when Devon said, “The sample is a match. It’s your child.”

      She had not cried. She had not screamed. She had simply stood there, her medical mind cataloging the facts while her heart shattered behind a wall of clinical detachment.

      Severed distal phalanx, left pinkie. Clean amputation, likely surgical. No signs of decomposition in the preserving fluid. Sample age consistent with a child between six and eight years old.

      Her child would be seven.

      Her child had been alive four days ago, when the finger was taken.

      Her child was out there, mutilated, terrified, waiting for parents who did not know he existed.

      The detachment cracked.

      A sound escaped her—a raw, choked gasp that was more animal than human. She pressed her forehead against the door, her fingers digging into the wood grain until her nails threatened to splinter.

      Behind her, she felt Wu Jing’s presence. He had followed her silently from the office, a shadow at her back, giving her space until she broke. He always knew. He always knew when the walls were about to collapse.

      She did not turn. She could not bear to see his face, to see the same horror reflected in his eyes, to see the man who had built an empire to protect his family standing helpless before a crime that predated his power.

      “Mao.” His voice was low, rough with the same unshed tears that burned behind her own eyes.

      She shook her head, a sharp, jerky motion. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t tell me it’s going to be okay. Don’t tell me we’ll find him. Don’t tell me anything that requires hope right now, because I can’t—I can’t hold it.”

      She heard him move closer. Felt the heat of his body a breath away from hers. He did not touch her. He was waiting. Always waiting for permission, for a sign, for her to tell him what she needed.

      What she needed was to burn the world down. What she needed was to tear apart every hospital, every record room, every person who had touched her son’s file until someone told her where he was. What she needed was to feel something other than this yawning, devouring grief.

      What she needed was him.

      She turned abruptly, her back still against the door, and looked at him.

      Wu Jing stood before her, his suit jacket discarded somewhere in the office, his white shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows. He looked like he had aged a decade in three hours. Shadows pooled under his eyes, and the lines around his mouth were etched deep with strain. But his gaze was steady, fierce, fixed on her with an intensity that felt like a physical touch.

      “I’m not going to tell you it’s going to be okay,” he said quietly. “I’m going to tell you that whoever did this will die screaming. I’m going to tell you that we will find our son, and we will bring him home, and we will make sure he never knows fear again. But first, I need to know you’re still here.”

      “Where else would I be?” The words came out brittle.

      “In the grave they tried to put you in seven years ago.” He took a step closer, his hands lifting as if to cup her face, then dropping to his sides when she flinched. “I can’t lose you to this, Mao. Not again.”

      “You won’t lose me.” She said it automatically, the lie smooth on her tongue. Because she was already lost. She was already halfway into that grave, the dirt of her grief packed tight around her lungs.

      “Prove it.”

      Her eyes snapped to his. “What?”

      “Prove you’re still here. Prove you’re still alive. Prove you haven’t let them turn you into a ghost.” His voice dropped, a raw whisper that scraped against her nerves. “Touch me.”

      It was not a command. It was a plea. A desperate, broken plea from a man who had spent the last three hours holding himself together with sheer will and now needed her to be the anchor.

      Mao stared at him, at the man she loved, the man she had married, the man who had fought gods and monsters for her. She saw the fear in his eyes—not fear of the enemy, but fear of her breaking. Fear of her disappearing into a grief so deep he could not follow.

      Her body reacted before her mind could form a coherent thought.

      She pushed off the door and closed the distance between them, her hands coming up to fist in the front of his shirt. The fabric was soft, expensive cotton, but she twisted it hard, feeling the strain of the seams. She yanked him down to her level, her mouth finding his with a violence that was more collision than kiss.

      Wu Jing made a sound against her lips—a low, hungry groan—and his arms came around her, crushing her against him. There was no tenderness in the way he kissed her back. There was only desperation, a fierce, clawing need to confirm that they were both still breathing, still capable of feeling something other than horror.

      Mao kissed him like she was trying to drown in him. Like she was trying to erase the image of the vial, the ashes, the hospital bracelet, by replacing it with the taste of his mouth, the scrape of his stubble, the solid, living reality of his body against hers. She bit his lower lip, not hard enough to draw blood but hard enough to make him gasp, and he answered by tangling one hand in her hair and tilting her head back, deepening the kiss until her lungs burned.

      They stumbled backward, a clumsy, graceless dance of need, until her legs hit the edge of the low sofa in the center of the room. Wu Jing broke the kiss long enough to look at her, his chest heaving, his eyes dark with desire and something darker, something fractured.

      “Tell me you want this,” he rasped.

      She hated that he asked. Hated that even now, in the middle of this, he was checking, he was making sure, he was treating her like she might shatter if he pushed too hard.

      “Stop asking,” she snarled, shoving at his chest. “Stop treating me like I’m made of glass. I’m not going to break because you fuck me, Wu Jing. I’m going to break if you don’t.”

      A muscle jumped in his jaw. “I’m not treating you like glass. I’m treating you like my wife. Like the woman I love. Like the mother of my children. And I need to know that this is what you need, not just what you think I want.”

      “I need to feel alive,” she whispered, the anger draining out of her, leaving only the raw, aching truth. “I need to feel something other than this… this dead thing inside me. I need you to remind me that my body is still capable of something other than producing graves.”

      His expression crumpled. “Mao⁠—”

      “Don’t.” She cut him off, her hands moving to the buttons of his shirt, her fingers trembling. “Just don’t. Please. Just… be with me. Here. Now. Before the world comes back.”

      He caught her hands, stilling them. For a terrible second, she thought he would refuse. That he would choose to protect her from herself, from the reckless, grief-driven need clawing its way out of her.

      Then he brought her hands to his mouth and kissed her knuckles, one by one, his eyes never leaving hers. “Okay,” he said softly. “Okay.”

      He released her hands and let her finish undoing his buttons. She pushed the shirt off his shoulders, her palms sliding over the hard planes of his chest, the old scars, the warm, living skin. He was real. He was here. He was hers.

      Her own clothes felt like a cage. She reached for the zipper of her dress, but Wu Jing intercepted her, turning her around gently and drawing it down himself. The sound of the zipper was obscenely loud in the quiet room. The dress pooled at her feet, leaving her in nothing but her underwear.

      He did not touch her immediately. He just stood behind her, his breath warm on her nape, his hands resting lightly on her hips. She could feel the tension in him, the rigid control he was fighting to maintain.

      “I’m afraid to touch you,” he admitted, his voice a rough whisper against her ear. “I’m afraid that if I start, I won’t be able to stop. That I’ll hurt you.”

      “You won’t hurt me.” She leaned back against him, feeling the hard length of his arousal pressed against her lower back. “I need you not to be gentle. I need you to make me feel it. All of it.”

      That was all the permission he needed.

      His hands slid around her waist, pulling her flush against him, and his mouth found the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder. He bit down, not gently, and she cried out, her head falling back against his shoulder. The pain was sharp, bright, a lightning bolt of sensation that cut through the numbness. It was followed by the soothing sweep of his tongue, and then another bite, higher up, and another, marking a trail along her collarbone.

      His hands moved up her body, cupping her breasts through the lace of her bra, his thumbs circling her nipples until they tightened into aching points. She arched into his touch, a low moan escaping her. He unhooked her bra with practiced ease and tossed it aside, his palms covering her bare flesh, warm and possessive.

      “You are alive,” he murmured against her skin, his voice a dark promise. “You are here. You are mine.”

      She turned in his arms, capturing his mouth again, her hands sliding down to the waistband of his trousers. She fumbled with the buckle, her fingers clumsy with need, but he helped her, shoving his pants and boxers down in one rough motion. He kicked them aside, and then he was naked against her, all hard muscle and burning skin.

      He lifted her, his hands under her thighs, and carried her the few steps to the sofa. He laid her down on the cool leather, following her down, his body covering hers. The weight of him was an anchor, holding her to the earth, keeping her from floating away into the void of her grief.

      He kissed her again, deep and consuming, one hand sliding down her stomach, past the waistband of her panties. She was wet, aching, her body responding to him with a fierce urgency that had nothing to do with tenderness and everything to do with survival. He stroked her, his fingers knowing exactly where to touch, how to build the pressure until she was trembling beneath him, her hips lifting off the sofa.

      “Wu Jing,” she gasped, her fingers digging into his shoulders. “Now. Please.”

      He shifted, hooking his fingers in the sides of her panties and dragging them down her legs. He tossed them aside, then settled between her thighs, his erection pressing against her entrance. He paused, his forehead resting against hers, his breath mingling with hers.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      She opened her eyes, meeting his gaze. In the dim light of the room, his eyes were black pools of emotion—love, fear, rage, devotion, all swirling together into something that looked like madness.

      “Whatever happens,” he said, his voice raw, “whatever we find, whatever we lose… we do it together. You don’t get to leave me behind. You don’t get to bury yourself in a grave and expect me to walk away. Do you understand?”

      Tears pricked her eyes. She nodded, unable to speak.

      “Say it.”

      “Together,” she whispered. “Always together.”

      He pushed into her in one smooth, deep stroke.

      She cried out, her back arching off the sofa. He filled her completely, stretching her, claiming her, reminding her body that it was made for more than grief. He held himself still for a moment, letting her adjust, his face buried in her hair.

      Then he began to move.

      There was no finesse to it. No slow, tender build. It was raw, primal, a frantic coupling driven by terror and need. He thrust into her with a punishing rhythm, each stroke a desperate attempt to chase away the ghosts. She met him thrust for thrust, her nails scoring his back, her legs wrapped tight around his hips, pulling him deeper.

      The world narrowed to the feel of his body moving inside hers, to the sound of their ragged breathing, to the slick, hot friction building between them. She could not think. She could only feel. And feeling was a relief, a blessed escape from the horror waiting outside this room.

      Wu Jing’s mouth found hers again, swallowing her moans, his tongue tangling with hers. He shifted his angle slightly, hitting a
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