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      The universe has  plans for the Broken Chains Road Captain when his President sends him on a mission to escort the rabbi, Jude Burns, who is now under the protection of their club. Kicks doesn’t want a babysitting job, but he’s not sure what to think when he’s faced with a mouthy, stubborn man who seems far more sinner than saint.

      Kicks has never in his life felt more tempted to break his promise to keep away from civilians, because this man’s vulnerability feels like power.

      And when Kicks falls to his knees and asks him to stay, Jude finds it’s almost impossible to tell him no.

      Even if it means walking into the line of fire to save a man with ragged, broken wings.
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      Kicks understood the concept of peace, but he hadn’t experienced it in so damn long, he wasn’t sure he remembered what it felt like anymore. His dreams had been plagued with adrenaline spikes—sending him bolting awake with his heart in his throat and his stomach heaving—for longer than he wanted to even think about.

      Being with the Chains took some of the edge off it, of course. It gave him a purpose and a reason to keep going forward. It gave him an outlet for the pressure building inside him that convinced him one day, he would lose it. Entirely.

      But he was damn well aware there was no cure. He would never be able to outrun his nightmares.

      Kicks had grown up a military brat, nomadic for short bursts, then stuck in a strange town with a bunch of strange people he pretended to be friends with. He started different schools and rode bikes with kids who lived down the street and never told them that at any given moment, they’d be throwing their shit into a moving truck and heading to some new base. And he never did look back.

      It was easier that way, especially when his dad was deployed. Those long stretches made him more antsy and a little meaner, while it made his brother more reckless and willing to do anything to keep their mom’s attention. He hated it. He hated the way he would wake up in the middle of the night and find his mom sitting in the living room with all the lights off, staring into space. He hated that she jumped every time the phone rang. He hated that his brother was such an asshole and never let her just breathe whenever months passed, and they didn’t hear from their dad.

      He was smart enough to learn from an early age that it was the reason he never felt settled—why he put up with his brother’s bad temper and his mom’s apathy. It was why, when his dad finally came home for good, taking an office job in DC, Kicks just sort of accepted that the vicious man who replaced the one with laughter in his eyes was going to be his new normal.

      The only thing steady in his life was that broken little family, and he would do anything in his power to keep them together.

      And they weren’t bad people. At least, they never meant to be bad people. But it was hard to feel like they were good people when they spent hours screaming at each other. When Kicks smelled whiskey on his dad’s breath. When his brother dropped out of school and no one cared.

      His dad was a lifer, he knew that much. He’d heard it on the lips of his parents and their friends. It was usually accompanied by laughter and a lot of room temperature beer and surreptitious looks his way because he was the only one of the two kids with any potential.

      “You’re gonna be just like your old man, aren’t you?” someone had asked him once. He didn’t remember the guy’s name. He was some big-shouldered white dude with a shaved head and a smile that looked plastic.

      “Emilio thinks he’s gonna be a scientist,” his dad joked—because it was something he’d talked about once when he’d won second place in the state for the science fair. And he’d been proud until his dad had spent the next six months subtly digging at him for being a ‘fuckin’ nerd’.

      He joined the baseball team his sophomore year just to shut him up, and his dad let up a little bit, but it didn’t go anywhere. Three weeks before the championship, his dad got transferred to California, and Emilio had long-since stopped feeling anything when he watched the town fade behind them.

      Still, that life was the last thing in the world he wanted. While his friends dreamed of making it big in Hollywood or becoming some asshole professional athlete—or hell, even ones that wanted to join NASA and work on the space station—Kicks dreamed of a house. Of owning a home with a little fence and maybe a dog. He dreamed of a life where he wasn’t living out of half-unpacked boxes and making sure all his clothes fit into two duffle bags. His idea of paradise was a little patch of land on the edge of a small town where everyone knew everyone, and people smiled when he walked by.

      Not that he ever told anyone that, and of course, he never really believed he was destined to have that future. Not with the way his dad started pushing the ROTC. Not with the way his old man’s dark eyes fixed on his and the way his slurred voice told him, “You gotta keep the legacy, boy. God knows your brother ain’t gonna do it.”

      The day he signed his papers for basic was the day he knew he’d sold his soul. His dad had retired to a desk job only because he’d blown out his knee on a bad landing during a jump, and there was no coming back from it. He’d looked at his son and muttered something about it being his turn now, and well…he’d never quite figured out how to tell that old man no.

      He knew what was coming after that. The stress, the pain, the long stretches of absolutely nothing. The expectation to die for people who didn’t give a fuck about him—who would have thrown his ass to take fire while they saved their own. He was a nobody standing in a sea of nobodies knowing that if he made it out with his body in one piece, his mind probably wouldn’t be so lucky.

      PTSD.

      The four letters that made up the anger and fear and frustration and pain his father and all of the men and women he knew who had gotten out, was waiting for him. He looked at his old man like he was looking at his own future, and the very idea of it made him sick. He didn’t want any of that shit.

      And he wanted to make sure he was unlike his old man in every way that counted. He fully embraced the mentality of don’t ask don’t tell—but he knew what it was like to want so much his mouth was dry every time someone ripped their shirt off. And he knew what it was like to lock the door to a pitch-black storage closet and feel a rough, calloused palm on his dick. He knew what it was like to muffle his grunts and be met with silence because the man he was kneeling in front of didn’t want to be reminded that Kicks’ body was a little bit too much like his.

      None of it was fulfilling though. None of it was what he really wanted. There was a sort of aching need deep inside him that craved something else. He wanted to drop to his knees because the man he knelt for put him there. He wanted to feel rough hands in his hair with soft praises on their lips. He wanted to be held down and possessed because the person found him worthy of it.

      And none of that was going to happen getting off next to a moldy mop and a bucket of stale water.

      Especially not with all the shit outside waiting for him.

      Of course, his life didn’t go the way his father’s did, and he wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or a curse. He was smart as fuck, so they tossed him at a base to work on their missile systems. He spent half his life going blurry-eyed staring at computer screens and learning code and how to hack into shit that would have gotten him straight-up murdered in the street if he didn’t have a name and rank that protected him.

      He filled his brain with shit that on paper was obscured with thick black lines, and part of him wondered if they’d ever let him out.

      He hadn’t realized what it was going to take to be set free. And he hadn’t realized just how bad it was going to have to get before he found a soft landing in the middle of fuckin’ nowhere Florida with a patch on his back and a bike between his legs.

      Kicks didn’t like to explain to people why he was missing an eye or why his hands shook. He didn’t like to talk about the reasons why his house was in the middle of nowhere, and not even his brothers in the Chains were allowed to just show up unannounced. And why most of them weren’t allowed to stay. The first time he took his shirt off in front of any of them was when he laid down on Hawke’s table and wordlessly begged him to etch black lines over the burn scars that covered half his back. And he’d only done it because he saw the same, dark trauma in the Enforcer’s eyes that Kicks had in his own.

      It was easier to let them assume it was military service that had fucked him up beyond repair. That he’d taken it up the ass from the American Military without lube, just so many others who had come before him. And maybe that made him a fraud—he was honorably discharged after all—because after his injuries, he wasn’t fit to serve anymore. He couldn’t hold still, and his remaining eye couldn’t focus on all those screens the way they needed him to. And he jumped at every fuckin’ loud noise.

      But every time he opened his mouth to talk about the night at the bar—and the men who had followed him out, and the burning heat of the truck when they tied him down—his throat closed up. Then his head would spin, and his stomach would twist in on itself. And it made him feel like he was losing his goddamn mind—because maybe he was.

      He was close to breaking when he met Smokey and Gunner, and he knew deep down that the Chains had saved his life in more ways than one. Being part of that family didn’t stop the night terrors or those moments during his day when he could hear faint voices that shouldn’t be there. Or when he could feel the ghost of hands squeezing around his neck—and searing hot metal burning into his back.

      But it gave him something to hold on to.

      The officer patch on the breast of his cut—the vow he took for his brothers—that was the first time he ever felt like he was standing on steady ground. It was easy to look at the men who stood next to him and know he would die for them—in more ways than he’d ever been willing to die for anyone.

      He’d lay his life on the line, and more than that, he’d put bodies in the ground without hesitation. And he had.

      His soul was already blackened beyond repair for what he’d done in the past. He’d been dragged out into the middle of nowhere and tortured. It was that moment he knew there was a monster living inside of him. One that wouldn’t ever let love settle in his bones. So he embraced it with the same ferocity as he embraced everything else.

      After all, what were a few more deaths if it meant saving the lives of people who—unlike him—were truly and impossibly good.
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        * * *

      

      Kicks was unsurprised when Smokey called and gave him the order to ride out on the babysitting job. “I don’t wanna spare you right now, but I know you can get in and out quicker than anyone else.”

      Kicks had seen this shit-show coming from a mile away. The moment Smokey’s eyes went soft for that fuckin’ professor, it was all over. Smokey wasn’t the kind of man to make mistakes, but shit happened when you fell in love. Or so Kicks had heard. And he wasn’t such a cynic that he didn’t think he’d never be able to fall in love, but he wasn’t going to let himself catch a case of stupid for the sake of dick on the regular, either.

      Kicks was fine with sex—at least in theory, but he was a man who hadn’t let himself indulge—hadn’t let himself be vulnerable since before the night that fucked his life forever. He didn’t begrudge other people who wanted to get off, of course.

      But he also knew when his brothers were being led by the promise screaming orgasms. He’d seen that look before—that sort of craving and need that turned men into animals. And while he trusted his brothers, he didn’t have any faith that their lust wouldn’t turn the situation into an epic nightmare now that two of them had fallen head over heels.

      “Send me the address and tell me I’m not gonna have to fuckin’ knock this guy out and hog tie him just to get him back here,” he said, rummaging through his drawer for his gun. He really wasn’t sure how this was going to go with the brother. He hadn’t really gotten a chance to meet the professor, but he’d been hearing Rory sing his praises about what a bad-ass he was since the moment the kid started college.

      But from what Kicks had seen, the guy was just another pretentious, tweed-wearing asshole, and he couldn’t imagine this brother was anything different. Especially if he was a fuckin’ rabbi of all goddamn things.

      Kicks wanted nothing to do with any religious shit, but he also understood that Smokey wasn’t going to let this go now that he was tangled up with the professor. And Smokey being in love with this new guy meant Kicks would guard him with his life. No matter what. And he sure as shit wasn’t going to let the guy’s brother hang in the wind, waiting for one of Hydra’s bastards to take him out.

      He just wished the situation wasn’t such a goddamn confusing mess—and he wished he understood what the fuck it was Hydra wanted with them. The generations-long beef that some of these men had with Smokey, all because he came from the Reapers, didn’t make any damn sense to him, considering the Chains had more than one brother who had patched over from different clubs. But he also didn’t know a whole lot about what life was like for Smokey before he left his old name and cut behind and made his way east.

      There was a darkness in his President’s eyes—the look of a man who had seen some shit. Who had done some shit. A look that echoed inside Kicks’ soul, and it was that kindred spirt that had gotten its claws in Kicks and never let go.

      And it was for that understanding alone that when Smokey said jump, Kicks said how high without taking a single moment to ask why his President would give that order.

      Even now, when he actually was questioning Smokey’s judgment, he was still ready to ride out. “How much does this guy know about us?” Kicks asked as he locked his door and headed for his bike. He glared at his storage compartment, which was barely big enough for a couple of grocery bags, but he had no qualms about making this guy ditch his shit so they could get out of there fast.

      None of them were sure how many Devils were in town with eyes on them. Even without seeing a single one, Kicks had felt watched most of the week, and he was unsettled by it, which was unusual. When the shit that blew into town on Gunner’s heels hadn’t sent him reeling, Kicks hadn’t expected to feel any different the moment trouble showed up again.

      But it didn’t take long for him to realize how different the situations were. Rat was a fucking junkie with a grudge, nothing more, and Kicks had seen enough men like that cross his path and fall on their own swords. Hell, when assholes rolled into town and tried to take Rory, they’d put a few of them in the ground without remorse, and Kicks hadn’t felt anything but relieved when the kid was back in the safety of their circle.

      But this man—Hydra—he was dangerous. For the first time since patching in to the Chains, Kicks felt unsure they’d be able to walk away from all of it unscathed.

      “We didn’t tell the guy much,” his Prez said with a grunt, not doing much to assuage the Road Captain’s worries over this new civvie bullshit. “Just to expect you and to not ask questions. Eliah says he’ll fill him in when you guys get back.” Smokey’s voice was steady, but there was the undercurrent of pain from being shot. Kicks hated to say he was worried since he knew Smokey could take care of himself, but his gut wouldn’t stop churning.

      He turned his head from side to side, trying to get a better view of the landscape. His eye had been missing damn-near ten years, and normally he didn’t think twice about it. But when there might be extra eyes in town keeping tabs on all of them, he’d never felt more blind.

      “What do you want me to do if I catch a tail?” He swung his leg over his bike and glanced around one last time to be sure.

      “Whatever you have to,” Smokey said, and Kicks gave a short grunt of acknowledgment. “Just get him here safe, and we’ll figure out how to deal with this Hydra shit when you get back.”

      Kicks hung up, shoving his phone into his pocket before revving his bike and rolling it toward the edge of his driveway. His home was his sanctuary—out in the middle of nowhere surrounded by trees that muffled the sounds from the road. It was the place where the voices didn’t always follow him, where his nightmares stopped nipping at his heels.

      Kicks wasn’t afraid to die, but he was afraid to give in to the madness he sometimes felt clawing at his edges. Stronger men had been taken down by a lot less, and he knew that there were days he was hanging on by the skin of his teeth.

      It was really only a matter of time before he cracked—before his threadbare hold broke, and he descended into the darkness. But he wasn’t giving up.

      At least, not yet.
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      “Yes,” Jude breathed out, his face tilting toward the early morning stream of sunlight filtering through his bedroom window.

      Pleasure rippled up his spine in the rhythm of his cock pushing between slick thighs. He was a fastidious person, so he’d never loved this sort of frotting, but there was always something so shamelessly erotic about losing himself to the pleasures of the flesh with total strangers.

      The moment felt stolen, mostly because this wasn’t something Jude often did. His hook-ups were always gone by morning if he could help it, and when they weren’t, he usually ushered them out the door with a stale muffin and skillful avoidance of making promises that he would call. Because he wouldn’t.

      He never called.

      Of course, he always set that as an expectation when he brought them home—but there were days he wondered if it wasn’t his greatest sin. Not the sex, not pleasure, because he could never really buy into the idea that sex could ever really be shameful between two consenting adults. And only a few of his colleagues over the years had ever come at him about homosexuality, to which he offered a rather graphic anatomy lesson involving prostate stimulation that usually killed the conversation before it could really get started.

      But no, his sin, he supposed, was his inability to offer more than his body—more than moments of his time. And it wasn’t about them—the people he brought home. Too often, he’d met people of all genders who were beautiful and kind and so deserving. And too often he felt on the cusp of being able to fall in love.

      The problem was, he wasn’t deserving.

      He’d long-since moved past his fear that he was responsible for his brother’s accident. He didn’t think HaShem would reward the prayer of a fourteen-year-old twin who begged him to change their bodies so people would allow them individuality by punishing the other sibling with life-long pain. He understood their God was often cruel—that his lessons cut to the quick, that their history made no promises of peace or kindness without working for it.

      But Eliah had done nothing to deserve what happened to him.

      And Jude was not worthy of having a cruel wish granted for the sake of his own vanity.

      Yet, Jude still couldn’t forgive himself. And he didn’t trust himself not to indulge in that vanity he still felt simmering under his skin. The ego he carefully stroked in small, subtle ways by sculpting his body and allowing people to fuck him simply because they liked the way he looked.

      Most people’s assessment of him was accurate. He did not ‘seem’ like a rabbi. In fact, if he’d gone back in time to tell his sixteen-year-old self that this was his path in life, he would have laughed. Or, more likely, he would have punched himself in the face. Because back then—to the angry, lost teen, it would have sounded like the worst sort of joke.

      But like most of his peers who had been in rabbinical school with him, Jude chose that path because he wanted answers to unanswerable questions. But unlike most of his peers, his questions were about his brother.

      Why had God chosen Eliah to suffer? Why had God made Jude such an angry person? Why, when Eliah forgave him, could he not forgive himself?

      He spent most of his formative years scouring the Tanakh and the Talmud, and haunting the doorway of his rabbi’s office trying to find some reason why HaShem set in motion all the events that burrowed under Jude’s skin, not giving him a moment of peace. And eventually, his rabbi took him by the shoulders and told him that he was the only one who would be able to answer his own questions. He just had to learn to listen for the answer—in the still quiet just after his prayers.

      He supposed it was a bit ironic that his desperation for answers led to the real divide between him and Eliah. His brother had always been so steadfast in his belief—or lack thereof. Eliah’s dedication and commitment to the knowledge he acquired brought him a peace that Jude had never been able to find, even decades later.

      So maybe it did make him a terrible rabbi. And maybe the fact that he still only heard silence after his prayers was why he kept at it. Every person who left his office—who left shabbat services with a smile on their face and some semblance of calm—should have proven to him that he was good at this. That he was a good spiritual leader. That he knew what he was talking about.

      And yet, every Sunday sunrise, when all was said and done, he stared up at the ceiling as he lay on his bed and felt inferior.

      And small.

      And wrong.

      He wished more than anything it was a crisis of faith—but it wasn’t. No matter how often he was met with silence, he felt a connection to HaShem. He could stop mid-run on the beach and watch the sun cresting over the horizon and feel close to that great unknowable being responsible for sparking the life of humanity.

      But the trouble was, he would never be a particularly good man. And he would never be satisfied.

      He’d confessed that once to a couple of colleagues during a conference some years back when he first moved to the States. One of them, Abraham Levi, who was so old it looked like a stiff breeze could knock him into his grave, just smiled at Jude’s rambling.

      “A man who has lost the ability to question himself and his own morality is the only true evil left in the world,” he said after the table went silent. His rheumy eyes met Jude’s without wavering. “The only person I ever want to give me advice is someone who continues to actively seek the same for themselves.”

      At the time, Jude thought that was a load of bollocks—considering what he knew about himself. He supposed there was wisdom in those words, but he wasn’t brave enough to admit to Abraham that he was likely not worthy to be sitting at the table with him.

      And of course, he didn’t think he was evil. The evils being perpetuated across modern society were often by people who excused their actions with their own unshakable interpretations of what was morally good and bad. People who would allow no introspection, who bought into their own hype.

      But now, years later, in the moment he tipped his head forward and bit the top of the man’s shoulder as he shot his come, he wondered if he didn’t actually fit into that second category. What good was being introspective, after all, if you never used what you learned to better yourself?

      “Fuck.” The ragged, hoarse voice of the man whose name Jude was struggling to remember, cut through Jude’s thoughts and brought him back to the present.

      In the harsh light of day, he looked a bit younger than Jude remembered him being at the club, and he winced a bit as he pulled back and fumbled for his packet of wet-wipes he kept on the side table. He didn’t trust himself to say anything, so instead, he just passed a couple over and wiped his hands. He did his best not to watch as the man cleaned come from between his legs and on his stomach and winced a little when he saw a few nail-shaped red marks he’d left behind from his enthusiasm.

      “Hey, you wanna go grab some breakfast after this?” the man asked, daring a look over with a slightly shy smile.

      Jude swallowed thickly, but where he knew he should feel guilt, there was just an emptiness. “Actually, I’ve got a bit of work to take care of.”

      At the very least, it wasn’t a lie. He should have been in his office hours before, but lately it had been harder and harder to make himself go in. He had never really felt such a distance between himself and his job before, but there was a letter of resignation on his desk that he had been staring at for a fortnight.

      It didn’t help that his synagogue wouldn’t hurt without him. They’d replace him in a day if need be. There were two rabbis who were freshly ordained and had been working in the city—mostly with the LGBT youth—and Jude had no qualms about stepping down and making room.

      Especially when he saw a fire in their eyes that had long-since faded down to glowing embers in his own.

      And he knew it was mostly him looking for an excuse to go. He felt lost. Detached. And maybe even a little terrified of what was coming next, but that wasn’t enough to stop him from wanting to walk away. He would always be a rabbi, but he wasn’t doing his congregation any good like this.

      “You know,” the man said as he hunted around for his jeans, “you could just ask me to leave.”

      At that, Jude flopped onto his back and put one arm behind his head, chuckling softly. “I believe I did that last night after sucking you off.”

      The guy turned his head, and in the morning light, Jude found him beautiful. His face still held roundness of youth, his eyes unburdened by the harsher realities of growing up. Someone would love this man someday—with the fierce desperation he deserved. But that person would never be Jude.

      “It’s not personal,” he finally said when the hurt from the guy’s eyes didn’t fade. “I’m massively behind, and I have to prepare my sermon, which I neglected last night thanks to you.”

      The man froze, and then his eyes widened. “Sermon, like…oh fuck, are you a priest?”

      Jude laughed again, ignoring the way the man’s gaze darted down to his now-flaccid cock that was a little sticky with lube. He desperately needed a shower, but he wanted to wait until this man had finally vacated his flat. “No, I’m a rabbi—and before you have some sort of moral hell-bound crisis, I’m not in the closet. I’m an openly gay, single man who would not deny what we did to anyone if they asked.”

      The man swallowed thickly, and Jude was starting to regret the fact that he didn’t remember his name. The poor sod didn’t deserve to be cast into oblivion just because Jude was a careless arsehole. “Uh. If you say so.”

      “I do,” Jude said as he slipped into a pair of sweats. He scratched at the hair on his belly, then took a few steps closer to him. “You should probably also know that I’m not going to call you later.”

      He knew he should have been insulted by the look of relief on the poor man’s face, but he shared that feeling instead. There would be no expectations, no broken hearts. There would just be the echo of their kisses and the late-night dancing in a noisy club and the remnants of their love-making that he planned to wash away the moment he got the chance.

      He saw the man to the door, then grabbed him by the back of the neck and kissed him. It was an indulgence, a quick, selfish thing he knew he could live with only because the poor man looked like the last thing in the world he wanted was to be invited to stay—even if he also looked like he wanted Jude to slam him up against the door and take him one more time.

      “You were fantastic,” Jude murmured as he pulled away.

      At that, he got a smile—something soft and genuine. “Forgettable?”

      “Never,” he lied, because he was pretty sure that sometimes, the truth was more cruel. “Get home safe.”

      He didn’t offer a ride or to call for one. He just turned the deadbolt as he heard his footsteps fading, then he dragged the heel of his palm down his half-hard dick. He wasn’t up enough to rub one out. He was old enough now that his libido would be sated for a while after a night like that. But the hollow feeling followed him as he moved into his kitchen to start the kettle, and he wondered if maybe that wasn’t part of the reason he wanted to run.

      His life had been both dull and interesting growing up—and he couldn’t escape that cycle. He became a sort of commodity at school when Eliah had finally managed to come back—leaning heavy on a cane with shuffling footsteps and obvious pain. At the start, people stared because they were mirror images of each other, and at the end, they stared because that had been ripped away from them.

      His anger defined him for too many years, his hands curling into fists the moment someone looked at Eliah wrong. His ears would ring with rage, and somewhere in that fog he’d hear his brother begging him to leave it, to stop. But the only thing that took the edge off was making someone bleed—making them hurt on the outside as much as Eliah hurt on the inside.

      As much as he hurt in deep dark places he could never touch.

      He wasn’t foolish enough to think that his anger wasn’t also a large part of the reason he’d clung to faith like it was the only thing keeping him breathing. He looked at it the same way that psychologists who had tragic and terrible childhoods and wanted to understand their own brain through the study of others. And he approached HaShem with a sort of desperation to understand.

      Why, he’d ask late at night, lying on his bed staring at the ceiling and trying to pretend like he didn’t know his brother was crying in the other room because his body was shattered. Why Eliah? Why punish him for my selfishness?

      It was years before he realized maybe it had nothing to do with him at all. Maybe, this was Eliah’s lesson to learn. The place where their paths diverged. Maybe Jude was never meant to know why Eliah was the one who had been hurt.

      But accepting that meant accepting the whole reason he’d chased down this life with an almost violent passion was for nothing.

      The sound of the kettle startled him out of his thoughts, and he grabbed a mug from the cabinet and a bag of tea. The tin was almost empty, the last of his mum’s latest care package, and he didn’t want to bother her about sending another. Though, even that was a bit of a lie.

      The truth was, every time he rang her, it got harder and harder to come up with answers to her questions. “Have you met anyone new, darling? Are you happy there? Is there anything you’d like to talk about?”

      He knew he should be a better son, to answer her with honesty, but every time they spoke, he could hear the resignation in her voice. Her sons were never going to lead the life she’d envisioned for them, and it broke her heart a little bit more with each passing year.

      Once upon a time, she’d been over the moon with his life’s choices. When he told her he was going to be a rabbi, she’d wept the happy collective tears of all Jewish mothers who wanted the boasting rights. She held him by the cheeks and kissed his forehead and told him he was going to be so brilliant at it.

      And he knew she was right—at least, on the surface. His self-doubt never left, but he also knew he would be good at it—if he applied himself. Well before the accident, one of the things that set the twins apart was his own charisma. He was just a happier child than his brother was He’d always been less introspective and more able to accept reality as it was.

      Eliah wanted to think all of the time, Jude just wanted to live in the moment. He craved the rush of adrenaline in everything he did, and it never seemed to matter how reckless his choices were. He always felt invincible.

      It was why he had darted across the street the day of the accident. It was why he had laughed at the top of his lungs as he ran into traffic, narrowly weaving around cars and hoping Eliah was watching with his heart in his throat.

      Had he known then what he did now, he probably still would have done it, but he wouldn’t have allowed Eliah to wait for the light. He would have taken Eliah by the hand first and forced him to echo Jude’s steps.

      The thought of what life might have been like if he’d pushed his brother to be a little bit more like him was haunting. It was the very reason he woke up at night with the sound of Eliah’s screams and squealing tires and crunching metal echoing in his ears. It was why he panicked every now and again when he saw the inside of a hospital waiting room or smelled the stench of antiseptic.

      His own recklessness might have saved his brother, but his desire to have Eliah watch him take chances had ruined his brother’s life.

      It was impossible not to feel the blame still resting on his shoulders, even if it hadn’t been him behind the wheel.

      Dragging a hand down his face, he thought about his desk—about that letter of resignation sitting there. About more than one educated, willing, ready person who would fill his shoes better than he could. And if he really did send it, he would be fine. He’d do something else with his life that brought just as much meaning—or at the very least, lacked the same amount. He wasn’t sure what, yet, but it didn’t matter. He’d find a way to reshape his faith to fit into whatever new life he chose.

      His mother had expected him to be a life-long scholar and maybe meet someone and fall in love. Buy a house. Have a family. His parents had never been quite average—both a little eccentric and wild—but they still had rigid ideas of what happiness should be, and Jude had always felt a bit suffocated by that.

      He knew, at least for him, that happiness wouldn’t come in the form of a picket fence and a dog and chubby-cheeked toddlers. But he also knew that this life had no hope of bringing him peace or contentment, no matter how hard he tried.

      He was not a miserable man—he was just…a little lost.

      The tea began to work through his veins, so he jumped into the shower and scrubbed the last bits of
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