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

      This serial will eventually include references and situations related to the aftermath and survival of sexual abuse of minors by family members. It will not be on page. Please honor your mental health.
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      This serial is rated for mature audiences only. If depictions of graphic consensual sex between adults is offensive to you or illegal in your region, please close this volume. The following pages contain sex between lovers, multiple lovers at the same time, power exchange, primal play, love that heals, bondage, kink, erotic humiliation, consensual non-monogamy, sassy friends, lost souls, estranged natal families, creative uses of a de-consecrated alter (eventually), exploitation of adults and children, content around sex trafficking, references to the loss of a parent, on page psychological child abuse, gaslighting, hurt/comfort, pet play, white knights, white knights who are willing to be dark knights, egregiously comforting use of delicious food, and cats. Also shadow daddies.

      Future books in this series will contain content referencing the impact of incest, not between main characters and not in any sense glorified or condoned. It will not be on page. The emotional fallout certainly will be. There are also moments of minors in peril. There will be justice. There will be an HEA, hard won, but most certainly won.

      

      
        
        Blurb for The Residency Boys

        Damian & Jun: Episodes 1-4

      

      

      “Do you need help?”

      “Help?” The young man laughed and dabbed at his face with a bit of the napkin roll on the table. It looked like a toilet paper in the U.S. but in Seoul it was table tissue. “You’ve already been a big help.”

      “Who is that guy, anyway?”

      “My boss.” There was something dark and off about how the young man said the phrase. He was still speaking English and he spoke it like an American. No accent at all, now that Damian had had a chance to hear him more clearly. He sounded suspiciously like he was about to either collapse or cry.

      

      Damian Sathers escaped an attempted murder charge at seventeen. Ever since he’s worked to put his natal family behind him, except for sending his sister money on birthdays and Christmas. Life gave him one chance and he took it with both hands, rising to build a boutique international law firm that conducts business on both sides of the Pacific. His chosen family, The Residency, have been through it all with him. They are the men with whom he shares his nights and his days. But two years ago, he met a young man he can’t forget. But they exist half a world apart, under rules that would never let them be together.

      Gang Junseo passes as Korean in the Kpop idol industry, even though his mother was Chinese. He’s the lead vocal and song writer for a popular group. They’ve had world tours and chart topping comeback after comeback. But behind stage he’d being driven to the edge by his manager. The debt for the care and training incurred when his father handed him over to the talent agency as a child never seems to be any closer to being paid off, and he’s not getting younger. One night he dares slip away with a dark foreigner. Now he carries a third secret. He’s in love with a man. A foreign man. And his contract doesn’t even allow him to date a woman.

      Secrets that neither man know are crashing towards them and their connection stands in the center of the crucible. Predators are circling, willing to kill to stay hidden. Who will hunt and who will be the hunted now?

      Can they fight the past and present, or will they lose each other and  their own freedom beneath the greed and fear of those playing puppet masters from the shadows?

      This serial is a modern MMM+ BDSM chosen family romance intended for mature audiences only. While Damian and Jun are the central romantic pairing, this is a firmly polyamorous romance and Jun and Damian are not exclusive within their chosen circle. There is no cheating. If you like your romance kinky and spicy, then this story is for you.
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            Titles, Names, and Languages

          

          *See back for Glossary*

        

      

    

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I am grateful to the East Asian department of Denison University, Nanjing University, the Korean National Museum, Wesleyan College, and many others for enabling me to include cultural authenticity in these pages. Any mistakes are my own. Although I have lived and worked in all these countries, I remain an ever-learning scholar with no claims to mastery.
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        Damian

      

      

      Damian jogged over the tree roots lodged firmly in the forest grounds. His breath came in white puffs of air. Despite the heavy melanin of his skin, he was good with the cold—as long as he took Vitamin D year-round. If anything, he welcomed the low-temperature wind in his face. It made his thoughts clearer, the emotions behind them sharper. The end of December was always difficult, but this year more so than usual.

      He needed the crystallization of frost to sort out the heated storm within. Thoughts and urges twisted together through him, tangled up in loops that fed into each other and led nowhere. Wants. Needs. Fears. And all of them circling the same yawning empty place inside that had once been so hidden he’d thought it healed. For months, it had been approaching, but now it was right there, pressed up against his ribs inside his chest, drumming through his own heartbeat, the yearning he could no longer ignore.

      For all that he loved Richard, trusted Émeric, and adored Collin—the other three members of The Residency, his family for all intents and purposes—none of them were his person. And he hadn’t needed that, hadn’t wanted that, not until a little less than two years ago. For years, he’d filled up any space in his life with becoming a lawyer, rising to be one of the best, studying abroad in Seoul, achieving fluency in Korean, working international contracts, and setting up his own law firm with his business partner. Any room left in his life had been taken up by Richard as his dom or Matthew, his best friend, and all the extended relationships beyond that.

      There was more to it, though. Because growing and becoming was never easy. Right after that first wonderful night that had opened up this ache inside him, the confusion had been greater than the need. He’d needed time to understand what the ache was telling him. He’d needed space to come to grips with the fact that while he submitted to Richard, while he loved and needed to be Richard’s pup, he wasn’t submissive.

      He was dominant.

      Damian blew out a breath, pumping his lungs in time with his legs and flexing his fists inside his gloves, making sure nothing was too stiff and cold. He turned on the trail, heading for the outer loop. He’d go over the bridge by the waterfall and past the old oak tree, the one so large it had swallowed a boulder in decades past. Yes, maybe that would be far enough to calm the churn in his head.

      The submissive identity he’d carried with pride through his twenties no longer fit him. It happened to some people, but he’d never truly considered that it would one day come to him. Sure, he’d switched a little now and then, been a second pair of hands for a dom or dommed another submissive to give them what they needed, but he’d never thought I’m no longer a submissive. Not until the night he’d met Jun.

      For months after meeting Jun, he hadn’t been able to form words in patterns that made his new urges and needs make sense. Not to himself and not to Richard. Being Richard’s boy, his pup, meant everything to him. The Residency was his home, something so precious he never wanted to change in a way that would shake his place in it.

      But he had. Or had he always had something inside him in addition to his submission? If you grew into something, had you always been that, or had you changed into it?

      Being with Jun had all been instinct and naturalness, a sort of animalistic honesty. Loving Jun was like loving air. It didn’t require language to be real. And he hadn’t let himself think of what the future held for him or Jun. They belonged to different worlds. Jun would lose everything if he openly accepted Damian’s love. So Damian had sealed up any thought of the future between them and lived for the next text and tryst. He was free to sleep and date who he wanted. Richard and Émeric had never asked him to be exclusive. And it had been Damian’s life, unexamined and precious.

      Until Collin had crashed into The Residency in an ambulance, putting cracks in the quiet, regulated atmosphere and unintentionally rebuilding it around himself, reawakening Émeric from the staid melancholy of old grief and rousing all the creativity and fierceness of Richard’s dominance in new patterns. Witnessing Richard and Émeric fall in love with their submissive together had been beautiful and terrible. Beautiful because Collin was precious and owned a piece of Damian’s heart as well and terrible because Damian knew the looks on Émeric’s and Richard’s faces when they looked at Collin. It was his face when he thought of Jun. But Jun was on the other side of the world. Jun was tangled in contracts and laws and traditions that precluded anything from happening. Anything open and permanent.

      Richard, Émeric, and Collin loved Damian. They were his family. Family he sometimes slept with and kissed and looked after and received care from. They would all go to the wall for him. Had gone to the wall for him. Still, the ache in his chest had grown stronger over the last weeks. Perhaps it was the strain of holding everything together while Richard, Émeric, and Collin had been hospitalized following a vicious attack. Maybe it had been the fear that had driven him during that awful time. But now that the crisis was over, there was distance. Even as they reached for him, even as they loved him, even when he lay with them in bed, they had something between the three of them that was more. Something so subtle. Or perhaps he was the one creating the distance because he wanted what they had.

      He wanted them, and he wanted what they had but with someone else.

      Damian’s feet made drumming sounds on the snow-wet boards over the creek. The sound echoed hollowly in the small gulch. With a grunt, he drove his legs up the incline ahead. All he could smell was trees and cold.

      If Damian hadn’t known what Jun smelled like, hadn’t heard his private laugh, then he might have gone on not feeling this ache, unaware of any lack.

      But he had met Jun. He had heard that laugh. He did know what the dancer’s hands felt like on his body. His skin was raw with need.

      Need and fear.

      Jun hadn’t texted back in days. His manager, the one who owned his contract, was a tyrant and puritanical, but Jun typically wrote at least a few times a week.

      It had been days now and not a single line. Much longer and Damian was going to go out of his mind and do something rash like fly to Seoul himself, to haunt the streets looking for his lover. He shouldn’t. Jun had an unpredictable schedule.

      So instead, Damian was running in the cold, late-December morning in the woods outside Richard and Émeric’s rural estate. Whether he was chasing something or running from something he couldn’t say. Sometimes it felt like he’d been fleeing and chasing his whole life. Chasing a mother who didn’t stay, chasing a father who wouldn’t love without payment, chasing a sister who always reminded him he hadn’t done enough. Running from the hate, from the sermons, from the fists.

      It only worked sometimes.

      What if Jun had disappeared and Damian was wasting time? What if Jun had worked so hard he was in the hospital? That happened with K-pop idols all too often. What if Jun had decided Damian wasn’t worth the risk?

      What if he wasn’t enough again?

      Damian’s feet churned faster. He wanted like a physical wound burned. Wanted to drag his beautiful boy home out of the dark and the secrets and lay with him surrounded by the rest of his family, all the pieces of his heart in one place.

      But Jun was a K-pop idol with a contract that didn’t let him date women, let alone a man, and a manager that didn’t let him rest.

      And Damian was an out and proud lawyer from a different country. The divide might as well be as great as the Pacific Ocean currently between them.

      Damian slapped the old oak tree as he ran past. Too much longer and Richard would come looking for him.
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      Damian closed his message app, yet another text to Jun unsent. It was still early in Seoul with the fourteen-hour time difference. He’d wait a little longer.

      Collin rolled over on the couch and repositioned his head on Damian’s thigh. Damian draped one arm over Collin’s back and tousled the other man’s hair. Alice, Collin’s sister, was texting on her phone on another couch with Dana stretched out on the floor next to her like a proper nine-year-old, asleep on Maribel, her German Shepherd. The fire in the great fireplace crackled. Maribel’s tail twitched. The great room they were all lounging in was so large that there was a soft echo off the massive glass windows on either end.

      It was a beautiful centerpiece of a beautiful estate, a space where one could watch both the sunrise and the sunset. Done up in a mountain lodge style, the floors were polished wood with wool rugs strewn about and massive log beams exposed two floors overhead in the vaulted ceilings. There were not one but two grand synthetic Christmas trees in the space. They were still dwarfed by the soaring woods outside where Damian had been running earlier.

      Collin tilted his face upward toward Damian. “You’re brooding. It’s okay. We’re celebrating, Solstice, remember? Together.”

      Damian huffed. It was Christmas Eve. And even if traditionally Collin and Alice didn’t celebrate Christmas, they observed the Winter Solstice. Richard and Émeric made a point of having a holiday in whatever traditions were present. With work schedules, Christmas was the time everyone had off, so that’s when everything was observed. He wanted to be happy. There was so much to be happy for. Everyone, despite the odds, was alive and, as Collin said, together.

      Except for him and Jun.

      Damian ruffled his kink brother’s hair again. Not that any amount of petting would stop the younger man from being concerned. Collin had a wonderfully annoying need to take care of everyone. And the ability to sense the unsaid.

      Damian let his hand still, his fingers still threaded through Collin’s hair. “It’s my person, the one I told you about.”

      Collin regarded Damian with those patient, calm eyes that were so very—something. “They’re still not answering?” he asked.

      Damian let his head fall back on the couch. “It’s probably nothing.”

      Collin sat up, sitting sideways on the couch to face Damian. He gripped Damian’s thigh to steady himself. “But you think it’s something.”

      On the other couch, Alice raised her head from her phone. Damian met her eyes for a second. She studied him, sharp and quick, then looked back down and went on typing. Damn that girl. She was as perceptive as her brother and twice as likely to start shit.

      Damian grimaced. How much could he share? It wasn’t like Collin or Alice would repeat anything he said. They all already lived under media scrutiny because of their connections to Linda and Richard. The only thing Collin couldn’t keep secret was how much he loved the people he’d chosen as his. Alice, though, could lie with a straight face.

      Collin knocked his head gently against Damian’s chest, bringing him back. “You do think it’s something.”

      Damian rubbed his forehead with the knuckle of his thumb and waved his hand between them. “My person has been asking questions for the last six months. Legal questions. I think they’re in some sort of predatory contract. Their communications are monitored. Usually, they manage to keep a secret phone, but lately…”

      Collin frowned. “Are they in the military?”

      “No.”

      Concern and compassion seeped into Collin’s eyes. “Can they show you the contract?”

      Damian shook his head. “I’ve asked.”

      On the floor in front of the fireplace, Maribel gave a little woof in her sleep, a doggy dream. Dana, stretched out half on top of her, stirred and settled against her canine friend, falling back down into her nap. She was cute. Kid cute. It was weird having a kid around. The Residency had been without kids, even kids of friends or family, for years.

      Collin also watched Dana and Maribel. Only when it was obvious both had settled did Collin turn back to Damian. He was frowning again. “Your person is in South Korea, right?”

      Damian nodded.

      “Can you go check on them? Or would that make it worse?”

      Damian picked up his phone again. “I mean, they don’t even read my messages. They won’t know I’m coming. And if they don’t know I’m coming, then they can’t get away to see me.”

      Collin shrugged. “Do you have an idea of where they are? You’re a lawyer. You could make up a reason?”

      Damian paused, his head tilted. Collin had a point. He woke up his screen and went back to his unsent message. Maybe he could do something like that, make up an excuse to insist on seeing Jun in person. BBB3, the talent agency Jun worked for, had a physical office. He edited his text and sent it. If that didn’t work, then he could come up with some legal reason to visit Jun’s manager’s office and sniff around. He’d have to be careful not to lose his license, but he could toe that line.

      Just to get rid of one last task, he flipped over to his regular messaging app for US communications and arranged e-delivery of Christmas money to his sister Dalia for her and her five kids via text. <Merry Christmas and Happy New Year> he attached and sent it. Now he could enjoy Christmas/Winter Solstice in peace.

      To the room he said, “Do you know when we’re allowed in the kitchen again?”

      Alice wrinkled up her nose. “It’s not that we’re not allowed in. It’s just that Richard, Émeric, Hypatia, and Matthew are kinda having a reunion. You guys are probably allowed in.”

      “Oh?” Collin twisted around. “Are they playing?”

      Alice raised both eyebrows. “Hypatia didn’t tell me what she was planning. She just said that a little privacy would be nice, and I was the only one that felt a need to leave.” She glanced toward Dana, clearly signaling she was keeping her explanation G-rated. At nineteen, Alice was not part of the many interwoven romantic or kink relationships surrounding them.

      “I think I’ll take Collin down and see if they need any help.” Damian reached for his kink brother right as his phone chimed. He paused, looking at the screen.

      It was Dalia, his sister. <Jerk. You forgot one. Or do you just hate me?>

      He dropped back down onto the couch and stared at the message. Then back to the amount of money he had sent. No, that was the amount he sent every year. He even checked inflation every three years and adjusted the amount to reflect it.

      He texted back: <That’s six times two hundred. That’s what I send everyone every year.>

      Dalia: <You forgot one.>

      Damian counted off names on his fingers. Even though he’d never met most of Dalia’s kids in person, he had their names memorized: Armada, Betti, Howser, Kimbo, and Rue. That was all of them, and then he’d included his sister as well.

      Damian texted back, writing out the names. <There’s six of you.>

      Dalia: <You forgot Habibi.>

      Damian: <Who’s Habibi?>

      Angry emojis flared across his screen, then more words: <Your nephew, asshole. He was born in March.>

      Damian dragged in a long breath. Collin was giving him space, just sitting on the couch, and Alice was holding her peace,though she was watching. “Sorry about this. My sister is being my sister. One sec.”

      He texted Dalia back: <You never told me about Habibi. When’s his birthday?”

      Dalia: <March, I JUST told you!>

      Damian: <But when in March? I send all the other kids birthday presents.>

      Three little dots appeared, showing Dalia typing, then disappeared, then came back. 

      Dalia: <March 5th.>

      Damian: <Thanks.> He put another two hundred dollars into the text string and sent it with the note <For Habibi’s first Christmas.>

      Finished, he closed his phone and turned off the sound. If his sister said anything else right away, he was going to snap at her and say something he didn’t want to. Six fucking kids. And he doubted she was providing for them any better than she’d provided for Armada when it had just been the one.

      Collin crawled into Damian’s lap and hugged him. Damian dropped his forehead to Collin’s shoulders and breathed through his nose. Dalia was hard. Every time he talked to her, old coping mechanisms tried to resurface, but that wasn’t who he was anymore. He was here. He was part of The Residency. He had people who mattered to him, and he mattered to them. Home was safe now. He hugged Collin and breathed in the smell of everything familiar and dear and comforting.

      Just to make it feel more real, he squeezed Collin tighter and kissed his neck. Only then did he remember Alice. He looked up. She was half watching but half pretending to be looking at her phone again.

      “Not too much?” he asked.

      Alice shot him a wry look. “Dude, I think we’re close enough I can see you two hugging. It’s healthy and all that. Like, guys need love too, you know. Besides, this way I know he’s being treated right and I don’t have to….” She let her voice trail off and mimed shooting Damian with her thumb and forefinger.

      “That joke was funnier before you shot a man,” Collin muttered from Damian’s shoulder.

      Alice snickered. “He had it coming.”

      “Okay, before you start singing Chicago, Collin and I are going to go crash the party in the kitchen.”

      Alice held out her hand. “Leave your phone here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that sister of yours doesn’t get to crash a good party.”

      Damn, Collin had all the luck in the family. Well, not really. Maybe he had all the luck in sisters. He handed Alice his phone. “If you get a message from the tricolored app, tell me. That will be…”

      “Your mystery person, got it.” Alice smirked. “Now get out of here before you wake Dana and Maribel up and they make you go on another walk.”

      “That was not a walk!”
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        * * *

      

      The door to the kitchen was closed. Damian shifted Collin around in his arms so Collin could knock.

      “I can use my legs, you know,” Collin muttered. “Aren’t I heavy?”

      Damian chuckled into his hair and nibbled on his kink brother’s ear, ignoring the comment. Even if Collin huffed, he really didn’t mind all the manhandling their kinky poly family was smothering him with. If he wanted to be left alone and not fussed over, he should try not getting himself half killed.

      “Richard carries you. And Émeric.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You’re not heavy; you’re my brother.”

      Collin play-slapped Damian just as the door opened, revealing their dom, Richard.

      “What are you boys up to?”

      “Crashing the party, if that’s allowed.” Damian hefted Collin. “I brought a kitten.”

      Richard chuckled and held out his arms, taking Collin.

      “I can walk. I’m like five foot seven, good grief,” Collin sputtered.

      “Which is why we go to the gym.” Richard kissed the top of Collin’s head. “Come on in, boys. Émeric is putting vegetables in the oven, and Matthew is making something Jewish.”

      Mock rage spewed from the other end of the kitchen. “I’ve told you it’s hamantaschen.”

      Richard shook his head, grinning. “I speak multiple languages, Matthew, but every time I say that word, you tell me I got it wrong.”

      “Because you are, sir!” Matthew flicked flour in Richard’s direction, which Richard evaded. It hit Collin instead.

      Hypatia, a tall, beautiful woman of Palestinian descent and Matthew’s wife and domme, chuckled from where she was cooking on the stove near where Matthew was crafting pastry. Whatever she was working on had an enticing aroma.

      Damian drifted toward her. “What smells that good?”

      “Cardamom and almonds. Just toasting a few more of the nuts for the maqloubeh when it comes out.”

      “Hmm… Every time you cook, it’s amazing.”

      Hypatia grinned. “My auntie’s recipe. It’s always perfect.”

      “So Hypatia and Matthew are running the show tonight?” Damian quirked an eyebrow at Émeric. Usually, the dark Frenchman took point on culinary exertions. His mix of Japanese, French, and Mediterranean cooking was never boring.

      “They gave me a break so Richard and I could work on tomorrow’s food.” Émeric tilted his head toward one of the four ovens. “Pies, for tomorrow. Apple. Pumpkin. Lemon custard. Irish potato pot pie for breakfast. Chicken pie.”

      “Everything pie.” Hypatia chuckled. “How many did you make, nine?”

      Émeric shuddered. “I am not roasting a turkey.”
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        * * *

      

      Damian retrieved his phone from Alice after dinner. Still no reply from Jun, but nestled in his email was a short notice headlined: “BBB3 facing financial difficulty.”

      It wasn’t a news article but a private email from a colleague in Seoul. Damian excused himself from the washing up of dinner and stepped out into the hallway by the staircase to read it.

      There wasn’t much, just some evidence of BBB3 moving money around and quietly asking for loans. They’d been making some of these moves for the previous six months, but in the last week, the attempts at doing something had become more panicked. Damian grimaced and closed the email. He checked his message to Jun one more time. Still unanswered.

      Heart heavy, he forced himself to put away his phone. If he still hadn’t heard from Jun by the morning after Christmas, he’d fly to Seoul and follow Collin’s suggestion. He was a lawyer, after all, and Richard Reevesworth’s protégée. There was always a way.

      Especially when the cause was worthy of the effort.

      Jun had always been worth the effort. From the very first night.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Years Previous: Damian

      

      

      K-pop pulsed over the speakers, and green soju bottles along with beer and shot glasses littered tables, the wait staff barely keeping up with deliveries of snacks and cleaning up after their patrons. Men in suits, a smattering of women in business wear, and girlfriends in more dramatic outfits packed the club.

      Damian sat in a booth at the back on the second floor, sipping his cocktail, something with a long fancy name that claimed to be a Jeju dream. His business trip in Seoul had been a success. Dinner out had gone well, and he’d done the necessary lingering over it with his Korean counterparts and then drinking after that at a second establishment, but he begged off the after-drinks singing on the grounds that he had to work and fly out in the morning. Fortunately, the group was good-humored and not night owls. They’d been happy to call the outing well-concluded at just after eleven. Damian, though, was still restless and somehow hungry again. Something about soju did that to him. He’d ducked into this club because it was new and interesting and there was a crowd. On the ground floor an event was going on, probably with a celebrity. Around him, young women were gushing in Korean.

      “He’s so good-looking!”

      “Gah, did you see how they smile at each other? They’re such good friends.”

      “I just want to pet his hair.”

      No one seemed to think he could understand them as he made his way through the crowd. It was a blessing and a curse of being a Black American in Seoul. Most people didn’t think he would understand their language, let alone be fluent. Sometimes, though, people let slip information they didn’t want him knowing, or thoughts they wouldn’t have shared with him directly. The more experienced someone was with international work though, the more likely they were to assume he might speak Korean.

      The noise below simmered for a couple minutes, and then the sounds of people dancing picked up a bit as a new song blared out of the speakers. Damian glanced down at his phone. Richard would want an update soon. No reason not to type it up while he savored his drink.

      “Excuse me?” someone said in English.

      Damian looked up into a pair of wide brown eyes framed by a trendy boyish cut. The young man was even wearing makeup, his lips glistening in the multicolored lights.

      “I speak Korean,” Damian answered in Korean. Just because someone knew a few polite phrases in English didn’t mean they were comfortable with the language or wanted to continue using it.

      “Oh. English is fine.” The young man tugged on his ear. “Mind if I catch my breath for a minute?” He pointed to the part of the bench between Damian and the wall, totally ignoring the empty side of the booth.

      “Uh. Ah, sure.” Damian stood, picking up his hat and coat and stepped away. The young man slid in near the wall and immediately slumped, his arms folding into the table and his face dropping to his arms.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I just need a break. Could I, um…wear your hat? Just for a little bit?”

      “Uh, sure. Do you want the coat, too?”

      The young man nodded and took the hat first, pushing it down over his face and then pulling the coat around his shoulders, hiding his body. He went back to his former position, his face hidden in his arms.

      “Should I sit down?” Damian asked.

      “Please.”

      Damian returned to his seat and picked up his drink just to have something in his hands. His new companion seemed to be doing exactly what he claimed he had wanted to do, taking a break.

      Or hiding.

      “If anyone comes looking, should I just say you’re my friend and you’re drunk?”

      Muffled words came out from under the hat. “That would be perfect.”

      It was a pity the beautiful young man was hiding. He was interesting. But his comfort was more important than Damian’s curiosity.

      Damian went back to his drink and his phone. Ten minutes later, a man in his fifties with a paunch and sweaty armpits hustled around the second floor. He was clearly looking for someone. He eyed the pile of Damian’s coat and hat. Damian gave him his best “What are you doing, creep?” look. No matter what language someone spoke, that look worked. The man moved on.

      “I think whoever is looking for you is gone. Guy with a belly and button-down shirt with puppies on it.”

      The young man lifted his head slowly, keeping the hat down low, and looked around. Then he huffed and leaned back, breathing deep. “Good.”

      “Do you need help?”

      “Help?” The young man laughed and dabbed at his face with a bit of the napkin roll on the table. It looked like a toilet paper roll from the US, but in Seoul, it was table tissue. “You’ve already been a big help.”

      “Who is that guy anyway?”

      “My boss.” There was something dark and off about how the young man said the phrase. He was still speaking English, and he spoke it like an American. No accent at all now that Damian had a chance to hear him more clearly. He sounded suspiciously like he was about to either collapse or cry.

      Damian held up one of the three bottles of cold water he’d ordered with his drink, broke the seal, then held it out. “Want?”

      “Please.” The young man grabbed it with both hands and chugged. His hands trembled a little as he put it down, but he was visibly forcing himself to calm. Whoever he was, he had an impressive amount of self-control over his body, no matter what he was experiencing internally.

      “I’m Damian, by the way.” Damian offered his hand. They were speaking English, so he’d stick to Western practices.

      “I’m…Jack.” The young man shrugged, and the edge of his lip showing from under the hat twisted, acknowledging the blatant lie.

      “Where’d you learn English so well?”

      “The US. That’s where you’re from, right?”

      “Chicago, yeah.”

      Jack drank more water and eyed a second bottle. Damian pushed it toward him and raised his hand to order more. The service person came over and Jack went back to leaning on the table, hiding his face. Damian ordered several more bottles of water and snacks.

      “What brings you to Seoul?” Jack asked. It seemed more like an attempt to reciprocate Damian’s hospitality than real interest.

      “Business,” Damian shrugged and turned toward his companion. “I came here for a quiet final drink of the night. Didn’t recognize the club. Looked new. Got curious.”

      “It is new. I guess you come here often if you noticed that.”

      “Couple times a year. I used to live here.”

      “So, you actually do speak Korean?”

      “I do.”

      Jack didn’t say anything to that. Damian let him have his silence.

      “I don’t know this group,” Damian pulled out his phone to find out what band was playing over the speakers.

      “5N,” Jack said, immediately. “I mean, technically, it’s PentaNow, but that’s how the name got shortened online and now everyone just calls them 5N.”

      “I like their sound.”

      Jack’s lips twisted with something like amusement. “Do you know much about K-pop? Or do you just like Korean music because you like Seoul?”

      “I never said I liked Seoul. I like parts of it. And I like some K-pop. Not all of it.”

      “So, what do you like? Girl bands, boy bands? BTS? BlackPink?”

      Damian laughed out loud. “I feel like you’re about to fill out a report card. Like if I say yes to BTS, does that mean I get a stereotypical American grade or something?”

      Jack actually giggled. “No, you’re allowed to like BTS. I stan them. They work really hard, and they make good music.”

      “Oh, good. Then yes, I like BTS. I have a couple Stray Kids songs in my playlists too. And Forestella though I just know their covers, nothing about them.”

      Jack shook his head. “What do you like outside of K-pop?”

      Damian tapped his chin with his fist, thinking. “I like specific songs more than an artist usually. Nathan Wagner has had some music I enjoyed. There’s this French singer I liked for a while and still listen to when the mood hits, Maitre Gims.”

      “I’ve never heard of him. How do you spell that?”

      Damian spelled it out. He could sense Jack storing it away in his memory. He didn’t make a move toward his pockets at all, but it didn’t feel like he’d asked the question just to be polite.

      “So, you like a range of different things? What about rappers?”

      Damian shrugged. “There’s a couple local underground rappers I like in Chicago.” He named off a few. Jack hadn’t heard of any of them. Not surprising. Damian’s taste ran old school with more focus on storytelling than any of the made-for-radio commercial stuff.

      He turned the question round. “Who do you like?”

      “Madonna.” Jack pushed back the hat just enough to smirk. His brown eyes sparkled.

      “For real?”

      “For real. But I also like Amy Lee, The Hu, Nico Touches Walls. Taylor Swift.”

      Damian chuckled. It just felt like the natural reaction as if Jack had told a joke even though he couldn’t have explained what it
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