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CHAPTER 1

"A brother?" Kevin asked in complete shock.

"Yes, according to the call | got from your dad's lawyer, we're Kenny's only living relatives."”

"Mom, you saiddad died when | was a baby and you never said | had a broKevit said with tears
forming in his eyes.

"I know Kevin, and | don't have time to tell you the whole story. Your father and | had a nasty divorce,
your dad got Kenny and | got you. We weoehsiteful with each other that the judge decreed that we

have no contact. Since each of us had one of you and we earned about the same money, there was no
alimony or child support. He moved away and that's the last | heard of him until yesterday. His lawye
called and said that your dad had died and we were Kenny's only living relatives." She said without
emotion.

"So when is he coming?" Kevin asked slowly, trying to take it all in.

"He'll be here in about three hours. He'll just have a suitcase. Hedeéghof his things with a friend
of his dad's and we'll worry about that later." She said seriously.

"Okay... where is he going to stay?" Kevin asked as he tried to gauge his mother's emotions... finding
none.

"He'll have to share your room. You can et winter blankets out and make a pallet on the floor by
your bed. I'll let you two work out who sleeps there." She said, then looked at her watch.

"Listen, I've got to get ready for work so you need to get ready to go to the airport and bring him back
here. His flight will arrive at three. Meet him at the baggage claim.” She said and handed him money
for bus fare.

"But... how will I know him? I've never seen him before." Kevin said with panic in his voice.

"He's your twin, your identical twin. That meams looks like you. God! No wonder they put you in
the 'special’ class.” She said and hurried out of the room.

Kevin remained seated as he stared into a place only he could see.

Kevin watched the people claiming their luggage, trying to see a familar fac

Three plane loads of people had come and gone since he'd been watching and his apprehension only
grew.

Finally he noticed someone looking around, someone close to his age.

Kevin raced across the room and said "Kenny? Is that you?"
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The boy stared at Keaviin wonder and finally said, "Yeah... | thought you were supposed to look like
me."

Kevin assessed the boy in front of him. He was nearly two inches taller than he was. Kenny's dark
brown hair was spiked and stood straight up unlike Kevin's straighty seaulder length hair of @x

ctly the same color. Kenny wasn't only taller, he was much heavier, not fat but sturdy... muscled. And
his skin was a healthy tan.

Kenny looked at this smaller version of himself. The boy was skinny. The first thing he tbbught

when he saw Kevin was a scrawney weed, fighting to grow. The boy's skin was nearly white as milk
and he looked like he'd shatter into pieces if you touched him too hard. His hair needed s@rous tri
ming, adding tremendously to the 'weed' effect. Algioenny knew that Kevin was eleven... almost
twelve, the boy in front of him looked to be nine years old at the most.

"We do kinda look alike in the face, but you look older than me." Kevin said as he stared into Kenny's
brown eyes.

"Yeah. Maybe we're thether kind of twins, not identical.” Kenny said as he picked up his suitcase.
"l guess. Come on, we've got to get to the train station to get home." Kevin said, leading the way.
"Where's mom?" Kenny asked in surprise.

"She had to work. I'm here to showwthe way home. Don't worry, | know all the trains and busses in
town." Kevin said with a smile and led the way.

"How far are we away from your house?" Kenny asked cautiously.

"l don't know in miles, but once we get off the train, we'll have to takébtvgses then walk a few
blocks." Kevin said seriously.

"Okay, uh, why don't you tell me about you?" Kenny asked curiously.
"Nothin to tell. I'm me. That's it." Kevin said with a shrug.

"Come on, there's got to be something to tell. What do you do for fina® §mes do you like to
play? How's your school? Who are your friends?" Kenny prompted.

"Um, | dunno. | just mess around town for fun... | go to the park or the river. I'm not really gaod at g
mes and stuff. | hate school, it's boring... and | don't haydriends.” Kevin finished in almost a
whisper.

"Sounds like a fun place." Kenny muttered as he noticed the town passing outside the train becoming
less colorful and more depressing and concrete.

"l guess. Florida sounds nice. What's it like there?" Kexgked hopefully.
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"I had fun. We lived right on a lake and I'd go swimming all the time. | only have a couple close friends
but we had a great time. | love to play basketball... even though I'm not that good at it... I'm kinda short
for it." Kenny finishel with a shrug.

"I've never played basketball, | wasn't allowed. | don't have to play in gym anymore. | kept falling over
so the coach said | could just sit and watch." Kevin said quietly.

"Why'd you fall over?" Kenny asked curiously.

"l don't know. Afterl'd play for a few minutes, my knees would just go funny and then I'd be on the
floor." Kevin said shyly.

"Did you go to a doctor for it?" Kenny asked with concern.
"The school wanted me to, but mom said 'if he falls down when he plays, and you dohimvent
fall down, don't let him play.' and she said it real nasty and they didn't make me play in gym anymore."

Kevin said quietly.

"That don't sound right, but whatever. Tell me about your classes, what subjects are you taking?" Ke
ny asked, trying to plisaway the uneasy feeling that was growing in him.

"l don't really have any classes. A couple years ago they put me in the LD class and since then all | do
Is sit around while the teacher talks." Kevin said in thought.

"What's LD?" Kenny asked curiously.
"Learning Disabled." Kevin said quietly.
"What does that mean?" Kenny asked, he knew but was interested in what Kevin thought it meant.

"It means I'm too dumb to learn stuff like reading and math." Kevin said, sounding like he was about to
cry.

"Kevin?" Kemy asked in nearly a whisper.

"Yeah?" Kevin responded, looking up with tears in his eyes.

"It doesn't matter to me if you're in the LD class, okay?" Kenny said seriously, holding Kevin's gaze.
"Really? You don't care if I'm dumb?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"No Kevin, | don't care at all. But can you do me a favor?" Kenny asked quietly.

"What?" Kevin asked with a note of fear.

"Please don't call yourself dumb. It makes me feel bad when | hear you say it." Kenny asked seriously.

"Yeah, um... okay. | can do thaKevin said with assurance.
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"Good. That's what | hoped. Now how much longer do we have to stay on this train?" Kenny asked,
hoping to change the subject.

Kevin looked out the window and said, "Two more stops, then we get off and get the number eight
bus."

"Okay, you're the one who knows where we're going." Kenny said, watching Kevin closely.

After leaving the train and getting on the bus, there was no more chance for conversation. The busses
were too full for anything but trying to stay together.

Finally as they started to walk, Kenny noticed the neighborhood and asked, "Are you sure iés safe h
re?"

"Yeah, we're almost there. Don't worry, I've lived around here all my life." Kevin said then stopped
when he saw someone approaching.

"Hey Trash, who's youriend?" The older boy asked.
"Hi Johnny, this is my brother Kenny." Kevin said timidly.
"You a retard like Trash?" Johnny asked with a sneer.

"We gotta go Johnny. Jake's waiting on us and we can't be late." Kevin said and grabbed Kenny's arm
to pull him.

"Go on. I'll catch you later." Johnny said and started walking again.

"Come on Ken, we'd better hurry.” Kevin said and continued to pull him toward the doorway of the
next building.

"What was that all about?" Kenny asked as he tried to get his suitcasgprate.

"Il tell you when we get upstairs.” Kevin said and opened the door.

"You live here?" Kenny asked in horror as the stench of stale urine flooded out the door.
"Yeah. Come on. | wanna try and catch Jake before he leaves.” Kevin said andiptéredtairs.
"Right behind ya." Kenny said with worry as he tried to breathe only through his mouth.

Up and up they went, each new level of the slum being worse than the one before.

When they reached the third floor, Kevin looked down the hall and aaliedJake, you got a min
te?"
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"Yeah buddy, what'cha got for me?" A boy, maybe sixteen years old asked as he remained seated in the
hallway.

"Johnny caught me outside and tried to start his shit with me. | told him you were waiting oreme."” K
vin said as & walked to stand beside Jake.

"He knows he ain't supposed to be around here. If | see him, I'll remind him that he ain't welcomed on
our block. If Daddy K sees him first, he ain't gonna bother no one no more." Jake said and started to
push a needle intowaell used vein.

"l ain't gonna be able to do nothin for a few days, my brother's here and | want to hang withéhim." K
vin said seriously.

"Yeah, there's plenty of guys around to mule for Daddy K, you two have a good time. Does your bro
need anything?" Jakasked hopefully as he withdrew the needle.

"If he does, I'll wait till you get back. | wouldn't let him buy from anyone else.” Kevin said wit-a sm
le.

"Is he old enough to want... you know?" Jake asked, looking at Kenny questioningly as he released the
oversized rubber band that had been tied around his bicep.

"If he does, we'll catch you later. Now you need to enjoy your party and get to work. We're going
upstairs.” Kevin said with another smile.

"Right. If you hear any noise tonight, keep your hea®addy K's been having trouble with Spade. It
could blow up tonight." Jake said seriously.

"Gotcha. Have fun." Kevin said and led the way back to the stairs.

Kenny gave one last look over his shoulder to see Jake rest his head back against the waatitin apar
bliss.

Another flight of stairs and Kevin led them down a hallway, then another. The twists and tutias conf
sed Kenny to the point that he lost all sense of direction and felt like they were heading back to the
stairs.

"Are we close?" Kenny asked hdpky.

"Yeah, it's two doors past Lupé.” Kevin said and pointed to a rail thin girl smoking a cigarette with one
hand and holding a phone in the other.

As they got closer, Kenny noticed that she had horrible open sores all over her arms and face.

"Mamacitawon't let Lupé smoke in the apartment so she's almost always out in the hall." Kevin said as
they passed her
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Kevin finally stopped at a door and pulled out a key on a long chain from around his neck.

Kenny looked at the door, hoping that he could see soeméifier so he could recognize it if he were
on his own... not that he'd want to be on his own here in his worst nightmare.

The door finally opened and they walked in.

What Kenny saw was the last thing he expected. It was a clean little living roorair Eneelled of
stale cigarette smoke, but everything was clean and tidy.

Kevin locked the door efficiently, and began to walk away.

"Our room is over here." Kevin said quickly and walked down the hallway.

Kenny hurried to follow and was shocked again. fideen they entered was nearly empty. There was a

beat up dresser, a bed and a pile of blankets made to serve as a bed in the floor. Besides that, there was
no furniture, nothing on the walls, just an empty room.

"This is your room?" Kenny finally asked.

"Y eah. We're going to share it. | hope you don't mind. But we've only got two bedrooms." ikevin a
swered in an apologetic tone.

"No problem. It's just so clean... | kinda thought you'd have toys or magazines or something." Kenny
stammered in response.

"Mom can't afford that stuff. Besides, | don't like to have a lot of stuff in case we need to move quick."
Kevin said seriously.

"Does that happen often?" Kenny asked with worry.

"Once or twice a year. If she can't make rent, we have to move in the middlen@fithand we can
only take what we can carry." Kevin said then walked to the closet.

"There's plenty of room for your stuff in here.” Kevin said and gestured into the open closet door.
Kenny walked over to look inside and saw two shirts hanging in theoghing else.

"Do you want to share my dresser or should | move my stuff so you can have a drawer of your own?"
Kevin asked as he pulled open first one, then a second dresser drawer. There were two panls of threa
bare Y-front cotton briefs and five paid socks in the top drawer. There were tw&Hirts and a pair

of short pants neatly folded in the second.

"What's in the bottom drawer?" Kenny asked carefully.

"That's my pictures. I'd kinda like it if you wouldn't look in there." Kevin said shyly.

"l won't look unless you tell me it's okay. | promise." Kenny said seriously.
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Kevin gave a wide grin that was amazing given his aparant existance.
"So you wanna unpack now?" Kevin asked as he looked at the suitcase by the door.

"You mind if | wait. I'm really hagry. The only food they gave us on the flight was like a little mini
sandwich thing and I'm starving." Kenny said hopefully.

"Yeah, come on. I'll show you the kitchen." Kevin said with enthusiasm.

"Would you like a peanut butter sandwich?" Kevin asketielooked first in the refrigerator, then the
cupboards.

"Yeah. Okay." Kenny said slowly.

He had seen that there was almost nothing in the cupboards as Kevin had quickly gone through them.
"Here." Kevin said as he handed Kenny a sandwich of peanut aottdiread.

"Um, do you have any jelly?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Mom said she couldn't get it this pay. We could get peanut butter OR jelly. I'm glad she picked the
peanut butter, the jelly tastes good but | don't stay full." Kevin said as he cavedahygd off the knife

that he used to spread the peanut butter, then dried it and put it back in the drawer.

"You got any milk to drink?" Kenny asked, feeling like a complete burdon.

"No. Mom only gets milk when she needs it for cooking." Kevin said aslée & glass of water from
the tap.

Kenny accepted the glass of water and watched as the milky looking water swirled in the glass. He
sniffed the water before he attempted to drink any and smelled a strong chlorene aroma.

After finishing his second bitef tnis sandwich followed by a second small drink of water, Kenny
asked, "Aren't you going to eat anything?"

"I don't think | should. If mom don't make enough tips to buy us food tonight, we'll have to make this
last. Besides, | already ate today." Kevirdsand watched Kenny carefully.

"Then will you share this with me?" Kenny asked, suddenly feeling less hungry.

"Yeah, tear off a piece and we'll share it." Kevin said happily, like it was the most special thing in his
whole life.

Kenny carefully pulled oft piece of the sandwich which was approximately half of the origindt san
wich.
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"That's too much. You're bigger, you need more food." Kevin protested.

"We're brothers. Twins. We get the same." Kenny said firmly.

"Okay." Kevin said reluctantly but acceptéa tsandwich.

"Um, what do you want to do now?" Kenny asked as he took another bite of his half sandwich.

"Can you tell me about Dad? Mom always told me he was dead and never told me | had a brother till
today." Kevin asked hopefully.

"She... | can't beliaythat." Kenny said in wonder.
"Did Dad tell you about me?" Kevin asked quietly.

"Yeah, all the time. He was always planning to wait till we were fourteen and then come and find you
because when you're fourteen, you can choose which parent you liveKeitimy said seriously.

"Really? He wanted me?" Kevin asked in wonder.
"Yeah. | guess you kinda grew up as an only child. | grew up as a brother. Every holiday, everytime we
talked about the future, sometimes for no reason at all, Dad would talk abolkeygadiwere just out

of town for the weekend." Kenny said with a fond smile.

"I wish | coulda known him. He sounds nice." Kevin said as he propped his elbows on the table and r
sted his chin on the heels of his hands.

"He was great. He was like my Dad, tmg brother and my best friend all rolled into one. | don't know
how..." Kenny trailed off as tears began to fall down his cheeks.

"How did he die?" Kevin asked as he got out of his chair and stood beside Kenny, putting an arm
around his shoulder.

"He gotsick. He was sick for nearly two months before he died. He made me promise to come here and
be with you. It's the last thing he asked me to do for him. Even though he didn't get to see you for over

nine years, he loved you just the same as he loved meriykaaid, then turned in his chair to pudK
vin into a full hug.

"You wanna watch TV or somethin? We got three channels." Kevin said after washing the water glass
and putting it away.

"Um, no. I've got some questions and | was hoping you could and¢esmiy said hesitantly.

"Il try. I'm not too smart... sorry, it's hard not to say that. What's your question?" Kevin asked shyly.
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"Well, I guess I'll work in reverse order. What's wrong with Lupé? Why does she have all those sores?"
Kenny asked as he sa the couch.

Kevin sat on the other end of the couch and said, "That's from meth. She was hookin and makin good
money for a while then she started on the coke and the meth. Now that she's all skinny and skanky she
can't hardly get anyone to pay her fox asaymore so she's stayin with her mom."

"You said 'hardly’, are you saying that there's people who'd pay to sleep with someone who looked like
that?" Kenny asked in disgust.

"Yeah. Jake said that when you gotta bust a nut real bad, you don't care ashoychu're with. But
he also said he ain't never had to bust a nut *that* bad." Kevin said simply.

"Il have to take his word on that. What about Jake? Was that heroin?" Kenny asked and turned to face
Kevin more fully.

"Uh huh. He's been using for almasyear that | know of. He used to live in these apartments. Now he
crashes in the hall or on the stairs sometimes. Just about everybody likes him and he don't mess with no
one, so no one minds him crashing here if he needs a place.” Kevin said andotunivear tkKenny's

position.

"So was that what he was offering to sell me?" Kenny asked hesitantly.

"Yeah. Heroin, meth, weed or whatever else you're into. He's really cool. He doesn't push anyone to
use, but if they're going to anyway, he'll sell it to "eevin said in thought.

"What about that part about me being old enough. What was that?" Kenny asked curiously.

"Sex. Depending on how much you pay him, he'll give you a hand job, blow you or let you fuck his
ass. He said he won't fuck no one's ass bedaeis afraid he'll give 'em AIDS or somethin." Kevin said
casually.

"Does he have AIDS?" Kenny asked with worry.

"Maybe. He don't know, but he said he ain't gonna do the stuff to give it to no one else in case he does."
Kevin said in thought.

"Have you eer known anyone who had it?" Kenny asked carefully.

"Yeah. | knew four people who died from it and | know about six more who're waitin to get rgpe." K
vin said with a sad look.

"Get ripe?" Kenny asked cautiously.
"Um, go from HIV to full blown AIDS. They kow they got it and are waiting to get all sick anchski

ny and stuff. | think that's why Jake don't get tested. If he's got it, he don't want to have to wait to die.
He wants to wait till it makes him sick, then he won't have too long." Kevin said intthoug
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"So you don't think people who have AIDS are evil or dirty or bad?" Kenny asked cautiously.

"No. They're sick. Germs don't care if you're good or bad or dirty or gay or a hooker or a druggie. It's a
germ, it just does it's thing and makes you sick ViKsaid seriously.

Kenny nodded and sat silently for a long moment.
"Why?" Kevin finally asked.

"Cause that's what Dad died from. Pop said | wasn't supposed to tell anyone here because they might
think he was bad or something." Kenny said slowly.

Kevin sav the distress on Kenny's face and moved across the couch to give him another hug.
"I'm sorry he's dead. | always wanted a dad." Kevin whispered.

"He always wanted you too Kev." Kenny whispered back.

They held each other for a long while and then Kemmgllfy asked, "What's the deal with you working
for Daddy K?"

"Sometimes | carry stuff for him when he's too busy. | don't sell the stuff, but sometimes I carry it to
the people who do... but never off this block." Kevin finished quickly.

"Why not off thisblock?" Kenny asked slowly.

"Cause Spade wants me to do whorin for him and | don't wanna do it. | stay away from him and his
guys." Kevin said nervously.

"You mean he wants to be your pimp?" Kenny asked in disbelief.

"Yeah, and | never done no sex stfid | don't want to. You see what it done to Jake and Lupé. It was
the whorin that started it all. Nothin good comes of it." Kevin said seriously.

"You know, you may be right bro. | never thought about it like that before but | can see what you
mean." Keng said seriously.

"Really?" Kevin asked in wonder.
"What?" Kenny asked in confusion.
"Did | really know something you didn't?" Kevin asked in excitement.

"Kev, you know lots of things | don't. I've never been around drugs of any kind before. I'm guessing
that smell on the second floor was weed, but | never smelled it before today. | don't know anything
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about how to live like this and I'm scared as hell... and | admire you so much because you've lived here
all your life and are still a wonderful person." Kgrsaid seriously.

Kevin blushed and hid his face in Kenny's shoulder.

"Kev, it's the truth. | probably wouldn't have made it to the apartment without you... even if | could find
it. I've never lived in a place like this before and don't know how I'lligerYKenny said in thought.

"It ain't that hard. You just got to get rid of all that stuff about which group is good and which group is
bad. They're all people and there's some good ones in every group, and a few bad ones too.i-Kevin fin
shed sadly.

"You don't look like you want to talk about it. but if you ever do, I'll always listen to you. | love you
bro." Kenny finished in a whisper.

"l love you too Ken." Kevin said as he pulled Kenny in tight for a hug.

"It's getting dark. Would you mind if I don't pack tonight. I'll just get what | need out of the suitcases
and get ready for bed. | know it's early, but I'm really tired."” Kenny said into his brother's hair.

"Okay. | need to clean up the kitchen before we go to bed." Kevin said and hurried intohba.ki

"You washed the dishes when | finished using them. What is there to clean?" Kenny asked as he looked
around the spotless room.

"There are bread crumbs on the counter and the table. | need to wipe those off and wipe out the sink."
Kevin said as he lgan to clean.

"Is there anything | can do to help?" Kenny asked cautiously.

"No. This will just take a minute. Mom says if we keep the place clean, then the roaches won't come
back because they won't have anything to eat." Kevin said as he wiped doalvletegpt

"I know how they feel." Kenny muttered to himself as he opened the refrigerator.
"What are you looking for?" Kevin asked as he moved to Kenny's side.

"l just wanted to see what we've got... catsup, mustard, baking soda... maybe I'll make soop?" Ke
teased.

"I made tomato soup out of catsup a few times. Mom don't like me doin that cause it uses up a lot of
catsup and she can't always afford to buy more." Kevin said, then started wiping the water droplets out
of the sink basin.

"What are we goingoteat in the morning?" Kenny asked, hoping there was an answer.

"We'll have to see if mom had enough tips to buy us food tonight. If she did, then we'll have something
special for supper.” Kevin said with a smile.
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"Okay, are you done?" Kenny asked as h&ched Kevin put the stopper firmly in the sink.

Kevin looked at Kenny's curious expression and said, "It keeps anything from coming up the drain
when the lights are out.”

Kenny gave an involuntary shudder and said, "I'm with Jake, there are some thiags lpetier off
not knowing."

Kevin automatically went to lay down on the pallet in the floor as Kenny said, "Why don't you come up
here and talk to me for a while?"

"Okay." Kevin said and moved to the bed to sit beside Kenny.

"I know you probably donlivant to talk about it, but why did Johnny call you 'Trash'?" Kenny asked
quietly.

"Oh, that don't bother me. Johnny calls me that cause he's an asshole. He caught me digging through a
dumpster looking for food and started telling everyone at school abbdbn't mind because | know
I'm better than him." Kevin said, but Kenny could tell that it did bother him.

"Why are you better?" Kenny asked cautiously.

"We all do stuff we don't want people to know about. | dig in trash sometimes and I've stole a few
things from the store. Johnny whores for Spade..." Kevin said, but was interrupted.

"So trash digging and shoplifting is better than whoring?" Kenny asked in surprise.

"No. It's all the same. The stuff we do cause we got to. I'm better cause | don'piredl that Johnny

sells his ass. He makes fun of me cause it makes him feel better bout himself. | don't say nothin for the
same reason. | think my reason is right so | think I'm a better person." Kevin said in thought.

"I think you're right." Kenny said th a smile.

"So you ain't ashamed to have a brother who done stuff like that?" Kevin asked hesitantly as he looked
into Kenny's eyes.

"No. I'd do the same thing if | had to live like you do. But why don't you get foodstamps or something?
You shouldn't havéo do that for food." Kenny said in thought.

"Don't never talk about that with mom, okay. It just pisses her right off.” Kevin said quickly.
"Your mom don't like to take charity?" Kenny asked in surprise.
"No. They say she makes too much money to getstamaps. It makes her so mad she'll be screaming,

so don't say nothing about it. Besides, she says if she can get the paperwork done right, she's gonna
start getting disability checks from Social Security cause I'm learning disabled." Kevin said darkly.



14 MultiMapper

"You don't sound happy about it." Kenny said as he watched his brother closely.

"Once you get on it, you don't get off. | wanna get a job someday and be someone. If | get on the Social
Security, it's like, I'll be sitting around and waiting for my governnmeoiiey to come in. That's my

job. And if | do anything to earn money, then | lose the Social Security money. I'll never be any better
off than | am right now." Kevin finished in a defeated tone.

"I'l do whatever | can to see that it don't work like thavKlepromise." Kenny said as he pulled his
brother close.

"No one ever hugged me like you do. | kinda like it." Kevin said from the embrace.

"Dad and Pop hugged me all the time. | miss them so much.” Kenny said, then quickly released Kevin
and ran to hiswgtcase.

"What's wrong?" Kevin asked in surprise.
"l forgot to call Pop to tell him | got here okay." Kenny said as he pulled out his cellphone.
"Oh. Um, who's Pop?" Kevin asked cautiously.

"That was Dad's boyfriend. He's been like my other father fda#itéhree years."” Kenny said as he
waited for his Pop to answer the phone.

"Pop. I'm here and I'm okay. Call me back when you get this, | really need to talk to you. | love you.
Bye." Kenny said into the phone, then hung up.

"He wasn't there?" Kevin askegdietly.

"He probably was. He doesn't leave the house anymore or answer the phone... | think he wants to die so
he can be with Dad." Kenny said as he went back to the bed to sit by Kevin.

Kevin gently put an arm around Kenny and they remained silenttlegiaking their own thoughts.

CHAPTER 2

Kenny awoke to the sound of firecrackers going off.
"Don't look out the window." Kevin said sleepily from beside him.
"What is it?" Kenny asked, noticing the seriousness in Kevin's voice.

"They're shooting at eadther. There's going to be sirens in a little bit. We live too high up forahe fl
shing lights to bother us." Kevin said as he fought to open his eyes.

"Shouldn't we do something?" Kenny asked with worry.

"Yeah, go back to sleep." Kevin said and pulled t§edlose to his side.
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Kevin awoke to a wonderful feeling. Kenny was snuggled against him, using his chest as a pillow.

He thought about the talk they had had the previous night and was filled with longing and regret that
he'd never had a chance to knlow father.

"Good morning bro." Kenny whispered.
"Good morning." Kevin said with a smile.

"l think we fell asleep while we were talking. How are you doing today?" Kenny asked as he sat up and
stretched.

"Good. We need to be quiet. Mom works late and dobka'to be woke up too early.” Kevin said in
warning.

"Oh, okay. What are we going to do this morning?" Kenny asked in a low voice.

"It's Saturday, so I've got to do laundry. If you want to change we'll go down and do it while mom's
sleeping." Kevin saids he got up off the bed.

"Okay, let me hit the bathroom and then I'll be ready." Kenny said as he also got up.

"Don't flush the toilet, it'll wake mom up. And if you leave the seat up, everyone in Chicago will hear
her scream.” Kevin said carefully.

"Gotit." Kenny whispered and hurried out of the room.

After morning business was taken care of, Kenny made a point of checking his cell phone to see if his
Pop had called. After that, the brothers were ready to leave the apartment with a pillowcaselof dirty
thes in hand.

"So you wear your shorts when you have to do laundry?" Kenny speculated.

"Yeah, it's that or go bare assed to the laundry room."” Kevin said with a smile as he fished out his key
to lock the apartment.

"¢, Kevin, como east&$ A voice saidrom down the hall as Kevin locked the apartment door.

"Bien Mamacita.Eso es me hermanKenny. Que taP" Kevin said as he led the way to Lupe's usual
resting place.

Mamacita responded in Spanish and Kenny lost any sense of what they were sayingvéitsatiom
seemed to get faster and faster as they spoke.
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Suddenly Kenny realized, his brother not only spoke Spanish, he was fluent in it... how 'Learning D
sabled' is that?

"Mamacita said she's about to make breakfast and invited us. Do you want ta?a&lexd, interno-
ting Kenny's train of thought.

"Sure, sounds great." Kenny said immediately. He could feel his stomach gnawing on his backbone.
" Si, gracias." Kevin began, then Kenny was lost again as they walked into the apartment.

"These are Lupelsrothers Reuben and Riccardo and the baby is Edovina." Kevin said as they passed
through the living room into the kitchen.

Kenny glanced at the two boys and estimated them to be three and six years old.

Mamacita said something quickly and Kevin went toréfagerator and pulled out a carton of eggs.

"Can | do anything to help?" Kenny asked hesitantly.

"No. I'm just going to grab things when Mamacita needs them. There's not much to do, she aready m
de the tortillas this morning so all she has to do i« ¢be chorizo, potatoes and eggs." Kevin said as

he sat down at the table by Kenny.

"What's chorizo?" Kenny asked with a note of worry.

"It's like a spicy sausage. Don't worry, it's really good and the potatoes make them not so s¢érong." K
vin said with a miile.

"Tell her thank you for inviting us." Kenny said quietly.
"Your welcome Kenny." Mamacita said over her shoulder with a thick accent.

"Mamacita speaks some English. It's just easier for her to speak Spanish so we talk that way." Kevin
said at Kenny'surprised expression.

"Oh." Was all that Kenny could think to say.

Mamacita rattled off something quickly to Kevin and he said something back.

Finally Kevin turned and said, "Mamacita wants to know what part of Florida you're from."

"Orlando." Kenny said wjetly.

There was more talk in Spanish as Kenny turned his head, looking like he was watching a tennis match.
"She says she's been there a few times. It's beautiful." Kevin finally said.

"Yeah." Kenny said and looked down.
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Mamacita started putting all kisdf plates and bowls on the table loaded with food.

She said one word into the other room and the young boys raced into the kitchen, a few seconds later
Lupe came in carrying the baby.

"Um, could you tell me what... I'm not used to this kind of food."i¢esaid hesitantly.

"Yeah. You can see the eggs. The Brown stuff is refried beans. The green stuff is crushed green chilies,
don't worry, it's not hot at all. And then we've got the tortillas. Rip the tortilla like this." Kevin said and
demonstrated rippma decent sized piece off the tortilla, "And use it to pick up the eggs or wipe up the
beans or dip into the green chilies, then eat it. This way you don't need silverware."

Kenny just looked at Kevin with question as he demonstrated picking up soneesofdimbled eggs
and chorizo, then dipping the edge in the green chile.

Kevin looked up at Kenny and smiled, "They have silverware, this is just how they're used to eating
breakfast where Mamacita is from."

"Oh, okay." Kenny finally said and began to Filk plate.

"Are you gonna live here now?" Reuben asked quietly.

"Yeah, it looks that way." Kenny responded after swallowing some food.

"You need different clothes." Reuben said seriously.

Kenny looked at his -Bhirt and short pants before asking, "Whateng with my clothes?"

"People see you lookin like that and they're gonna think you have money and try to mug you." Reuben
said seriously, then before Kenny could respond he asked, "Do you got money?"

Kenny smiled and said, "No. | don't."
"Then you'd betr get some old clothes so you don't look like you do." Reuben said in warning.

Mamacita started to say something harshly to Reuben when Kenny interrupted, "He's right. | don't look
like | belong here. If he didn't tell me, | might go out like this andbget up."

Mamacita looked at Kenny questioningly for a few seconds, then nodded and said, "Reuben can get
you some of Manny's clothes. They should fit you."

Kenny looked at Kevin in question.

"Manny was her oldest son, he was killed about six monthdHegwas my... our age." Kevin said
quietly.

Kenny looked at everyone watching and said, "I'm sorry to hear that. Yes, thank you."
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"It's a good thing | kept them. | was saving them for Reuben, but there's enough for both ofgrou.” M
macita said in her thickcaent before taking a bite of her food.

"I'll take good care of them and give them back when I'm done." Kenny said in the tone of a promise.
"You're a good boy like your little brother.” Mamacita said with pride for Kevin.
"How do you like the food?" Keviasked, causing a much needed change in conversation.

"It's great. | never thought scrambled eggs could taste this good." Kenny said and scooped up-some m
re with his tortilla.

" GraciasKenny." Mamacita beamed with pride.
"And these are the best tortillige ever had." Kenny continued.
"It's because she makes them. The one's you buy in the store aren't half as good." Kevin said seriously.

Kenny couldn't respond because his mouth was too full.

After the meal was finished, Kevin insisted on helping Mataagith the dishes and enlisted Kenny to
help too.

Both boys thanked her and as they were leaving the kitchen, Reuben handed Kenny two sets of clothes.
"You can wash them first if you want." Reuben said hesitantly.

"That's alright. I'd rather start fittinin right now. Thanks for thinking of this. You might have saved
me a lot of pain." Kenny said honestly.

"You'd do the same for me wouldn't you?" Reuben asked in the tone of a dare rather than a question.
"Yeah, | would. Where can | go to change?" Kensieal.
Reuben responded by pointing to the bathroom in the hall.

"Thanks." Kenny said and hurried to change.

Kenny walked out of the bathroom wearing very worn jeans and a eshist That was grayisgellow
with age.

"You look like you could live here Reuben said with a grin.
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"Thanks, I'll see you later Reuben."” Kenny said and walked to his brother who had picked up-the lau
dry resting by the door. They walked into the hall and were followed by Lupe carrying her cigarettes,
lighter and the handset toet phone.

"That meal was really great. Mamacita is a really good cook and really nice." Kenny said adthey wa
ked at a casual pace.

"She invites me over now and then to eat. Last Christmas she invited me to her Christmas déaner." K
vin said with a happy site as he led the way down the stairs.

"You need to get back upstairs now." Jake said as he hurried down the hall.
"What's going on?" Kevin asked seriously.

"Crystal got popped last night. Daddy K sent some guys and they popped Johnny and Dylan." Jake said
in an incredibly lucid state.

"Are they dead?" Kevin asked in thought.

"Crystal and Johnny are, | don't know about Dylan. But from the looks of him, if he lives, he won't be
making any money for Spade for a while."

"Shit. Spade's going to want someonegjplace 'em." Kevin said in thought.

"Yeah, and he's had his eye on you for a while now. The shit's about to hit the fan here, man. | think
either Daddy K or Spade is gonna be dead this time tomorrow. You need to get whatever shit you want
to keep and havieready to move. I'll come up and get you as quick as | can." Jake said seriously.
"You're not staying with Daddy K?" Kevin asked in surprise.

"Daddy K is cool and everything, there's a lot of things I'd do for that man. But I'm not going to take

the chace of being Spade's bitch for him or no one else. Get upstairs now and I'll be up as soon as I've

got us a way out." Jake said quickly and hurried down the stairs.

"Come on, let's hurry." Kevin said and sprinted back up the stairs.

As soon as the dooras unlocked, both boys rushed in.

"Mom's already gone, she must have had an early shift today." Kevin said as he hurried thraugh the |
ving room.

"How can you tell?" Kenny asked, not noticing anything different from when they left.
"Her purse is gone. Thanly place she'd be going this time of day is to work." Kevin said seriously as

he opened his dresser drawer, pulled out the few contents, and put them in the pillowcase with the dirty
laundry.
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"What can | do to help?" Kenny asked as he closed his suitcase

"Nothing. We've got to wait for Jake. It's better to wait in the living room so we'll hear the door." Kevin
said as he snatched the two shirts out of the closet and hurried out the bedroom door.

"Would you mind if | stay in here for a minute, | wannadnd call Pop again." Kenny asked.
"Fine, but if I call you, come quick." Kevin said seriously.

"Yeah." Kenny said and laid his suitcase on the bed.

"C'mon Pop. | need you." Kenny urged as the phone rang.

When the answering machine came on he said, "Rdpup. There someone after us and I'm gonna be
dead if | don't get some help right now."

As Kenny waited to see if his Pop was going to pick up the phone, he noticed that tears were running
down his cheeks.

Kenny hung up the phone and sniffed backésass, then dialed the next number in his phone book.
"Hello?" The female voice answered.

"Tiffy, it's Kenny. | need help." Kenny said as a sob escaped.

"Ken, what's wrong? What can | do?" Tiffany asked in panic.

"I need you to get your mom or dad to gepand check on Pop. I've called him twice and he hasn't
called back. I'm in trouble..." Kenny stopped at the lump in his throat.

"Hang on." Tiffany said and the phone went dead.

"You there?" She asked less than a minute later.

"Yeah." Kenny croaked.

"Dad's on his way over. Now tell me what's wrong." Tiffany said firmly.

"l got here and it's, it's, there's drug addicts living here and shooting and a pimp is trying to get me and
my brother..." Kenny said in a rush.

"What about your mom? Can't she help?" anfy asked, trying to remain calm.

"| still haven't seen her. She wasn't here when | got here and she was gone when we got back from
breakfast.” Kenny said through sniffles.

"Why don't you call the police?" Tiffany asked.
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"l don't think they'd come. And they did, I'd be dead before they left the block.” Kenny whimpered.
"It can't be that bad." Tiffany said, trying to sound gruff.

"l saw a guy shoot up heroin last night. There's a crack whore in the hall outside our apartment. In the
last twelve hours theepeople have been killed, | met one of them. It IS that bad!" Kenny said in agony.

"Okay. Hang on, I'll be back in just a second." Tiffany said and the phone went silent again.
"You there?" Tiffany said a minute later.
"Yeah! | wish | wasn't!" Kenny saiuh frustration.

"Calm down Kenny. We're on a thregy call now. A friend of mine named David is here and he may
be able to help." Tiffany said, trying to force calm into her voice.

"Sorry, hi David." Kenny muttered.

"Kenny, tell me what's wrong. Starttae beginning and maybe there's something | can do to help. Tell
me your name, then tell me the facts. I'm recording this in case you say something that will let me help
you. Do you understand?" David asked with assurance in his voice.

"Yeah. I'm Kenneth Anson Waite. | arrived at O'Hare airport yesterday afternoon and met my brother
for the first time. My mother wasn't there to meet me because she had to work. We took the train and
two buses and finally got here over an hour later. We went into the lguddohit smelled like pee.

When we went upstairs it smelled like pot smoke. On the third floor | saw a guy shooting heroin, then
on the fourth | saw a crack whore." Kenny said in as professional a voice as he could manage.

"Go on." David prompted.

"We camen and | said | was hungry and Kevin, that's my brother, said his mom couldn't afford peanut
butter AND jelly. There's no food here. The roaches won't even come in here because they'd starve."
Kenny rambled.

"Kenny?" David asked quietly.

"Yeah?" Kenny ansered.

"I've got enough here for us to get involved. Tiffany said you're in danger. Tell me about that." David
said calmly.

"There's a pimp called Spade who had two of his guys shot last night. He's kind of at war with some
guy on this block and there'ggaod chance that someone else is going to die tonight, and if it ian't Sp
de, he's going to try and make me and my brother his whores." Kenny said with the fear evident in his
voice.

"Is anyone else there worried about it?" David asked quickly.
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"Yeah,Kevin's got all his stuff packed and Jake is going to try and find us a way out so we don't get
caught.” Kenny said more quickly and started gasping for breath.

"Breathe Kenny, you're doing fine. Help is on the way. | promise. You've got to do somethimg fo
Stay in the apartment. | have your phone number and someone will be there within ten minutes. Don't
open the door for anyone unless they have the password.” David said firmly.

"What about Jake? He said he was coming back for us. Can we let himeim?y Ksked quickly.

"Yes. If he's alone, let him come in then wait. When someone shows up with the password, let them in
and they'll protect you. Just hang in there, it's almost over."” David said in his most calming voice.

"What's the password?" Kenny adk#esperately.

"Clan Short"

CHAPTER 3
[11:41]
"Clan Short Headquarters." Tommy said professionally.

"Tommy, are Cory or Sean around? I've got some kids in trouble and | need théiDlawig. said in a
rush to the study console.

"Cory's right here, go ahd." Tommy said and adjusted the video feed to a wider angle to show Cory
holding Timmy in his lap.

"Cory, | just got a call for help. From what he told me his brother may be a victim of neglect and
they're in immediate danger from a pirhpavid said quikly.

"Get a team together and go get them." Cory said while enjoying a snuggle from Timmy.

"Me? Aaron's the one who does stuff like thdDavid began to say.

"David. You're not the boyfriend of a Clan Short member; you ARE a Clan Short member. Toe call

help came to you. From everything I've seen | believe that the call comes to the one who has the gre
test chance of helping. Now you can either go and help those boys or tell me that you aren't able and I'll

get someone else. What's your decision?y@gked in a low, firm voice.

Cory noticed David's apprehensive look and said in a teasing ¥me khow, that was kind of a blond
thing to say. I'm trying to break the stereotype... you're not helping.

"Daddy, stop pickin' on Unca' Davie!", Timmy sarnly.
David grinned at Timmy's defense of him.

Then in a slightly more serious voice Cory asked, "Are you up to it?"
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"I'll do it. But... I, I'm afraid I'll mess upDavid said weakly.

"S0? You've seen me mess up. I've seen just about everyone elsgpreesgetime. Do your best. But
do you want some advice?" Cory asked as he watched the console screen carefully.

David nodded.

"Get a team together, then let them do their jobs. Let them know what you expect of them and leave
them to it." Cory said then slad as Timmy stretched up to kiss him on the cheek.

"You're in charge. Whatever decisions you make, I'll back you up. You have the resources of Clan
Short, Vulcan and Starfleet at your command. Do what you need to do." Cory said, and then broke into
a giggle as Timmy started tickling his ribs.

"Are JJ and Gabe over there? I'm going to need secubigvid said in thought.

"Yeah, I'll get them to transport to Terra Main to wait for your team. Do you need anyone else?" Cory
asked as CD walked into view antbrked his way into Cory's lap, opposite Timmy.

"I'd appreciate it if you could have Antonio stand by in case we need any medicaDiaeid.said s-
riously.

"Tommy, can you get in touch with Antonio?" Cory asked as he put an arm around both boyegn his
and pulled them into a firm hug.

"I'm thinkin he's with his dad. | could call his dad's communicator.” Tommy said quickly.
"Thanks, I'd better get my team ready. Time's running Daivid said quickly.

"Call if you need us." Cory called out and reesha nod before the screen went dark.
[11:41]

Kenny wiped his tears and glanced down at his phone to see the time.

Help should arrive at 11:51.

Ten minutes. That's nothing.

Just wait ten minutes, 'Just hang in there, it's almost over.' That's what lesdaezevior had said on
the phone.

After taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly to calm himself, Kenny walked out to spend the next
ten minutes with his brother.

[11:42]
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Kenny walked into the living room to find Kevin sitting curled tightly intbadl in the corner of the
couch.

"Kev? Are you okay?" Kenny asked cautiously.
"M'Scared" Kevin mumbled.

"When | used to be scared, Dad and Pop would hold me and it made me feel better. You wanna try
that?" Kenny asked quietly.

Kevin gave a slight, barelyoticeable nod.
Kenny sat beside him on the couch and was nearly knocked over as Kevin attached to his side.

Kenny scooted to find a comfortable position and put both his arms around his brother as he silently
prayed that David, the friend he'd never meiuld be able to help them.

[11:43]
After a glance at the phone that was still in his hand, Kenny started to look around the room.
Nothing on the walls. Everything in sight as a specific purpose. No ornamentation or pictures.

Kenny couldn't understand whags bothering him about the barren room, so he began to think about
his home in Orlando.

As you walked in the front door, the first thing you saw was a multitude of pictures on the wall.
Every important moment in his life had been documented and disglayalito see.

Walking into the living room there were things everywhere. Every bowl, ornament, throw blanket or
anything else that you saw had a history, a story that made it part of the home.

He realized that they were trophies of his life with hisdegh

Everything scattered throughout the house was evidence that he lived there and that he was loved.
This place had no trophies... no memories.

[11:45]

Kenny thought about his Dad and his Pop and what a different world he was used to.

He thought abouhe weekend trips they'd take, just to explore and have fun together.

He remembered his last birthday party. Tiffany, Charlie (Charlotte, which she hated) and TJ (Timothy,
Junior).
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His friends had always been there. He'd never contemplated an existdrog wiem.
Everything he'd ever thought of wanting was given to him by his parents and his friends.
[11:46]

"Jacob, Jamie, come to the study, | need your help. Zac, Mark, stop sucking face and get in here too.
We've got a mission."” David called into thd call’ on the intercom.

"What's up?" Jacob said as he rushed in.

"We've got to bring in some guys who are in trouble. | need you guys to serve as intelligence for the
team. Grab tricorders and communicators. Have you been trained with phasers?'sRediskegiously

as Zac and Mark hurried into the room.

"No." Jacob said with wide eyes.

"That's okay. JJ and Gabe will be with us. Zac and Mark, we've got two boys who need help. | know
they're scared. You two stick with them and help them to cope unthweget them back here. Oh

yeah, sometimes people freak out a little the first time they transport. Can you guys handle that?" David
asked hopefully.

Zac and Mark both nodded.

"Grab communicators and get ready, we'll be transporting as soon as | gedrthieates from the
workstation." David said quickly and walked across the room to the console he'd used to record the call
and trace the cell phone location.

[11:46]

Sounds of voices in the distance caught Kenny's attention.

The voices were too far away e understood, but the tone was easy enough to understand.

A verbal fight was taking place someplace below them in the building.

Then there was silence.

[11:47]

"Would you do something for me?" Kevin asked, breaking the silence in the room.

"What?"

"If | asked you to do something that you didn't want to, would you do it anyway?" Kevin asked ne
vously.
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"Bro, | can't promise that I'll do 'anything’, but if it's something important and | know you really want
me to, I'll try."

Kevin pulled a pistol from besid@m where it was jammed between the couch cushion and the arm of
the couch.

"Where'd you get that?" Kenny asked in shock.

"Mom keeps it in the drawer by her bed." Kevin said quietly.
"Is it loaded?" Kenny asked with a tremble in his voice.

"It wouldn't bemuch use if it wasn't." Kevin mumbled.

"What did you want me to do?" Kenny asked apprehensively.

"If Jake can't get us out and Daddy K can't keep Spade's guys out... will you... do it?" Kevin asked as he
fought to meet Kenny's eyes.

"Do what? Kill Spade'guys?"

"No, kill me." Kevin said in a low voice as his eyes fell to the floor again.

There was a long moment of silence before Kenny said, "Kev, | love you. | can't kill you."

"If you really love me, you will. If Spade gets me, I'd rather be dead thaindbhe wants me to do. If

| killed his guys, I'd get sent to juvi and... it ends up being the same. Please? If you won't, I'f-do it m

self, but I'm afraid I'll mess it up." Kevin said with pleading in his voice and expression.

Kenny thought about what K@n said, and what he couldn't bring himself to say. He'd rather die than
be raped and whored out for Spade.

After a moment to formulate his response, Kenny took a deep cleansing breath and said, "If it comes
down to it, I'll do it. | promise."

Kevin presed his face into his brother's chest and mumbled, "Thank you. I love you."
[11:48]

"Everyone ready?" David asked as he adjusted his tricorder.

Everyone nodded and took their transport positions.

"Terra Main, this is David Gallagher of Clan Short requedtiagsport for five to Terra Main." David
said in his most professional voice.

"Clan Short, you're second in line. Stand'l#yfemale voice said tonelessly.
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A moment later her voice came on the line again and Saidn"Short, party of five, we are reatty
transport on your commarnd.

"Energize." David said, and then closed his eyes as the tickling sensation ran through his body.
[11:49]

Both boys jolted upright at the sound of a knock on the door.

"Come on Kev let me in." Jake called quickly.

Kevin jumpel off the couch and pulled the door open as fast as he could.

"Spade's got us boxed in and he knows it. Daddy K's making calls and getting reinforcements. | think
this is going to be an all out war." Jake said with apprehension.

[11:49]

"Do you have the awrdinates?" JJ asked immediately.

"Yes, right here." David said and handed JJ the tricorder.

JJ took the tricorder to the transporter operator and returned a few seconds later.
"Ready?" JJ asked unsurely.

"As I'll ever be." David said apprehensively.

"Clan Short, ready to transport to your Chicago location on your command." The transporter operator
said professionally.

"Energize." David said and braced himself for the electrical tickle sensation again.
[11:50]

Kenny looked at the clock on his cell phone aad that there was one minute left before the promised
rescue.

"Guys, | kinda called for some help. | hope you're not mad at me, but | don't want to be a whore... or to
be dead." Kenny said with a fearful look.

"l hope you called the Marines cause thegleut the only ones who're getting into this building the
way Spade has things set up.” Jake said seriously.

[11:50]

"What's that smell?" Zac asked as he brought up a hand to cover his nose.
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Mark ignored Zac's question and asked, "Which one is it?"

"Right here. Let's go in, assess the situation and take these guys back to the ranch. | feel like | need a
shower and all I've done is stand in the hall." David said as he looked around.

"You're the leader." JJ said and made an 'after you' motion to the door.

[11:51]

A knock on the door made all three in the room flinch.

"Do you think that's the people you're expecting?" Jake asked in disbelief.

"Do you think the people you're expecting would knock?" Kenny answered as he walked to the door.
"Who is it?" Kenny cdéd out as he approached.

"Clan Short: A voice responded.

"That's the password. It's our help." Kenny said with relief and started to unlock the door.

Kenny's relief turned back to worry as he saw the young man, barely an adult, leading a grdup of chi
dren into the room.

The young man looked around the room and immediately started talking to the people who followed
him in, "Security, secure the area. Intelligence, survey the apartment, record anything that will justify

‘Safe Haven'.
"Who are you?" Jakesed before anyone else found their voice.

"David Gallagher, from Clan Short of Vulcan. Kenny called me and asked for help." Daviésaid s
riously.

"What kind of help can you be? There's about to be a war here, those kids are going to get hurt." Jake
said pbrcefully.

"Secure." One of the boys, about twelve years old, a strawberry blond with collar length hair said as he
walked back into the living room and stood a few feet from the front door.

David nodded, then said, "This is JJ, he's chief of securit@léor Short."
Kevin and Kenny looked at each other, both expressing their disbelief with their eyes.

A boy with shoulder length almesthite blond hair walked in to take a position on the opposite side of
the doorway from JJ.

"And that's Gabe, the other ltkaf our security team.” David said seriously.
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Kevin stared at Gabe for a second, then jumped up off the couch and ran to his bedroom.
"What's that all about?" David asked curiously.

"I don't know, give me a second to find out." Kenny said as he goteoffidhch and walked to the
bedroom.

"Bro? You okay?" Kenny asked through the closed bedroom door.

"l almost forgot my pictures." Kevin said and opened the door.

Kenny looked down to see that Kevin had nearly filled a second pillowcase with papers.
"Oh, Ithought you were freakin out or something. You alright?" Kenny asked with concern.

"Yeah. When we get where we're goin, I've got something to show you." Kevin said, then walked past
Kenny to the living room.

As the boys walked back into the room theyrbeahat Jake was saying. "I don't know how you got in
here, but now you're stuck in here with us. There's no way we're getting out now."

"Let us worry about getting out. By the way, are you Jake?" David asked curiously.

"How did you know that?" Jake askedspiciously.

"Kenny said you'd be coming back to help him find a way out. | just hadn't been introduced around. Let
me introduce you to the rest of the team." David said then continued, "The twins are Jacob and Jamie.
They're here to document that you dee help. | doubt that we'll be asked to prove it, but it's best to be
safe. The guy with the ponytail is Zac, his shadow is Mark. They're here in case the rest of us are too
busy to answer your questions. Their one and only job is to take care of yoWwgtilhis is all over,

stick with them."

Jake looked around and said, "I'm Jake Samuelson, and this is Kevin Harris and his brother Kkenny Ha
rs."

"Waite." Kenny said quietly.
"Huh?" Jake asked in confusion at the request.

"My last name is Waite, not Has." Kenny said as he wilted under the stares of all the people in the
room.

"Okay, let's see about getting you guys out of here." David said seriously.
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Just then ‘firecracker' sounds erupted from downstairs in the building.

"If you're gonna do it, now'the time." Jake said with a quake of fear in his voice.

"Guys, | would like to take you to a safe place in Florida. When we get there, we'll sort everything out.
Are you willing to go?" David asked as the sounds of screaming could be heard from gtistant

deep in the building.

"Yes." Kenny said immediately.

"How do we know these guys ain't gonna do the same as Spade and put us to work for 'em?" Jake askec
suspiciously.

"l don't have any way of proving it. But from the sounds outside your optionsnatexl, you need to
make a decision now." David said urgently.

"I'll take my chances here." Jake said as he held David's eyes, looking for his reaction.
"It's your choice. Kevin? Staying or going?" David asked seriously.

Kevin looked from Jake to Kenny amdis obviously torn by the decision he was faced with.
"Can | come back if I don't like it there?" Kevin asked in a small, child voice.

"Yes, | promise. We're just getting you out now so you'll be safe. When this is all done, whapever ha
pens will be up tyou." David said as a loud thump was heard from down the hall.

"Yeah." Kevin said and discretely took hold of Kenny's arm that was between them.

"Okay, Kenny and Kevin, stand in front of Zac and Mark and I'll call for transport. Jake, if you'll stand
overthere, we'll be gone in a minute." David said and indicated a spot by the kitchen doorway.

Kenny picked up his suitcase and stood before Mark as Kevin picked up his two pillowcases and stood
before Zac.

David opened a communicator and said clearly, "Texan, we have nine persons ready..."
There was a loud 'crack’ sound as the door tore away from the door frame.
Two big hulking men walked in and started looking around the room.

Gabe and JJ immediately drew their phasers as the first of the men ta&htdraoks like we hit the
jackpot.”

"I'm Ensign Richardson, head of security for Clan Short of Vulcan. Leave these premises now." JJ said
with strength.

The first man made a move toward JJ then froze in place as the stun setting of the phaser took effect
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The second man made a slight move and was stunned by Gabe before his gun could be raised.

"JJ, hall." David said seriously, then looked at the twins and said, "Intelligence, full profile foryprosec
tion. Gabe, cover the twins."

Everyone was in awe at whikey had just seen and finally Jake said, "You could've just taken us if
you wanted to."

"We could, but we wouldn't. Kenny asked for help, Kevin agreed to accept it. We won't force anyone to
come with us, it has to be their decision.” David said segousl

"Is it too late to change my vote?" Jake asked hopefully.

David smiled and said, "It's never too late Jake. Let me do something first."
David then rekeyed his communicator and asked, "Tommy?"

"Yes?" A voice responded.

"Could you alert Starfleet securitigat we'll be calling for a team to this location to take two into ¢
stody?"

"They're waiting for your call. Terra Main alerted them." Tommy said seriously.

"Good. Do you know if Aaron and Justy are back at Southcrest yet?" David asked with hopeiin his vo
ce.

"Not yet, Uncle Josh just called here looking for them." Tommy said professionally.
"Thanks Tommy." David said with a smile and closed his communicator.

"JJ?" David called.

"It's clear." JJ called from the doorway.

"Call Terra Main security and letéin know what help you'll need from them."” David said seriously,
then turned to the rest of the group and asked, "Are we ready to try this again?"

Everyone nodded.

"Jake, please stand between Zac and Mark. Everyone, in a minute you're going to feétckléttle

Just stand still and you'll see that you're in a different room, then keep standing still and you'll end up in
Orlando." David said as he made eye contact with Kenny, Kevin and Jake.

"Zac, you do it. | need to stay here." David said and stooeé .asid

"Um, what do | do? I've never called for a transport before." Zac said apprehensively.
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"Fake it. Just try to make it sound like you know what you're doing. That's what | did." David said with
a smile.

Zac smiled in return, then got serious as he oplisedommunicator.

"Terra Main, the Clan Short party has five to beam to the Southcrest Ranch in Orlando.” Zac said in a
voice filled with false maturity.

"We've cleared traffic for you. Standing't#.female voice responded.

"Energize." Zac said and wasinediately enveloped in a shower of sparkles.

CHAPTER 4

As the tingles subsided, Kevin, Kenny, and Jake looked around in wonder, not as much at the beautiful
house as the fact that they'd just moved halfway across the country in a few seconds.

"Welcome toSouthcrest." Mark said with a smile at the awestruck expressions on all three of his vis
tors.

"Let's go in the study in case anyone calls." Zac said and led the way.
Everyone followed Zac, not being able to do anything but stare at the new surroundings.
"Do you live here?" Kevin asked in wonder.

"Actually, no... not technically. But I'm here more often than my own home." Zac said with a smile at
Mark.

"What's going to happen to us now?" Jake asked as his amazement gave way to suspicion.
"l don't know. Whawould you like to happen?" Mark asked and gestured to some comfortable chairs.

Jake got an amused expression on his face before saying in a weary voice, "What I'd like ain't never
gonna happen so why don't you tell me what's going on here."”

Mark was abouto give the standard 'Clan Short of Vulcan' history when the tone of Jake's voice made
him reconsider and ask, "No, really. If you had one wish to make your life better, what would it be?"

Jake got a disgusted look on his face as he said, "You realtytoviamow?"

"Yeah, | really would."” Mark said seriously.

"I'd want the last two years to just go away, like they never happened. | wanna be thirteen again and not
have to worry about anything. | wanna have parents and a home and food and be able torgonm m

and close the door and listen to my music and forget about everything." Jake said as his voice went
from angry to almost a whisper.
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"Well, I can't do anything about making you thirteen again... you might talk to Cory about that one, he
seems to bebde to do just about anything. As far as the rest, we might be able to help you." Mark said
in thought.

Jake stood up suddenly and nearly shouted, "You ain't gonna send me to an orphanage opba group h
me. | been dodging that for over a year and ain't baaght yet."

"I'm not sending you anywhere." Mark said calmly, then when Jake seemed to have settled down, he
continued, "A lot of the guys we know are adopted. You won't be placed with anyone, but you may be
invited to join a family. If you accept the im&tion, you'll have your wish... except for the thirteen

thing." Mark finished with a smile.

"It ain't that simple." Jake said with regret.

"Why not?" Mark asked in genuine concern.

"I'm a junkie. I'm hooked. No decent family's going to want someonené&eho might steal from
them or end up dead in an alley from an overdose." Jake nearly mumbled.

Mark was at a loss for words as a voice came from the doorway. "l wouldn't count on that."
Before anyone could make an introduction, Jake gasped, "You'reyomire Aaron Carter!"
Aaron nodded and watched Jake's reaction carefully.

"Aaron, this is Jake. Jake, | think you know Aaron." Zac said in an amused voice.

"Hi Jake." Aaron said with a smile at Jake's obviousstaick gaze.

Jake's reaction was the léising Aaron had expected.

Jake crumbled to the floor crying.

Aaron walked over to Jake's side, then looked around the room and said, "Why don't you take the new
guys to the kitchen and see if you can find them something while | talk to Jake for a minute.”

Zac and Mark both nodded, then Zac said, "Come on guys, let's give them some time."

Kevin and Kenny both walked hesitantly around Jake who was sobbing in the floor with Aaren cro
ched by his side.

"Come on." Mark said to coax them out the door, and tle=ed it.

"What's he gonna do to Jake?" Kevin asked with concern.

"He's just going to see if he can help him." Mark said as he led the way into the kitchen.
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"How's it going guys?" JC asked, then saw Kevin and Kenny and asked, "You didn't pull a Cory did
you?"

Zac and Mark looked at each other in question for a second before Mark realized what JC was asking,
"No Josh, we didn't adopt them. Their apartment wasn't safe so we brought them here to figure out
what to do next."

A moment of silence fell over tHatchen as everyone just looked at each other.

"Well, aren't you going to introduce me?" JC asked impatiently.

"Are you JC?" Kenny asked cautiously.

"Yeah. But the family calls me Josh. And the guy at the table engrossed in his game boy is my son,
Justy."JC said with a smile, then glanced at the stove and stirred a bubbling pot of sauce.

"I'm Kenny Waite and this is my brother Kevin Harris." Kenny said timidly.

"Nice to meet you. Are you two hungry? I'm making this sauce for lasagna for dinner toniggtg, but
almost noon so | can fix us all a nice lunch.” JC said as he walked to the refrigerator and looked at the
contents.

"Sure." Kenny said immediately.

"No, thank you." Kevin said quietly.

"You're not hungry yet?" Kenny asked with concern.

"| already atg¢oday." Kevin mumbled.

"But you should really eat more than once a day..." Kenny began but stopped at the feeling of a hand
on his shoulder.

"Kevin. How long have you been eating one meal a day?" JC asked seriously as he squatted to be cl
ser to Kevin's ge level.

"Um, always." Kevin said with a lost expression.

"Kenny, if Kevin isn't used to eating three meals a day, it would make him uncomfortable, maybe even
sick if we pushed him to try." JC said to Kenny, then turned to look Kevin in the eyes aritewaidl,

you only have to eat as much as you feel comfortable with and only when you want to. We may offer
you food if we're having some, or invite you to join us for a meal so we can enjoy your company, but
you don't have to eat if you don't feel likelg.that okay with you?"

Kevin looked at JC in wonder and nodded slowly.

"Why aren't you on tour with N*Sync?" Kenny asked curiously, breaking the serious mood.
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JC stood up and walked to the stove again as he said, "We decided to take a few mbafbeeoife
get back to the studio. Some of us are cooking up lyrics or music..."

"...0Or lasagna." Justy said with a smile from the table.
"Did you lose your last Paman?" JC asked with a teasing smile.

"Pacman? Come on Pop, it's time to move into the tyinst century.” Justy said as he shook his
head.

"Actually, there's a pretty good Ratan for game boy. I've got it and it's got really good game action.
If I ever get my stuff, I'll show you." Kenny said seriously.

"I've seen it at the store, but | ditlthink it'd be any good." Justy admitted.

"Well, | like it." Kenny said with a shrug, then noticed Kevin's lost expression.

Kenny realized that Kevin probably never played a game boy or owned a single video game.
"Can Kevin and | go outside for a min@temean, would you mind?" Kenny asked cautiously.

"Sure, the door's right there, just stay close enough to the house that you can hear when | call for
lunch."

"Yeah." Kenny said and walked to the door, followed by Kevin.
"Were you still wanting to show nemething?" Kenny asked before they reached the door.
"l left it in the hallway." Kevin said quickly.

"Go get it and I'll wait outside.” Kenny said and went out the door.

As soon as Kevin and Kenny's group was gone, David walked to stand beside shentivasked,
"Did you guys happen to pick up where Kevin's mother worked?"

"A bar called 'The Flamingo' about five blocks from here, but she calls it 'The Flaming O'." Jamie said
as he remained focused on one of the unconscious men.

A transporter beam relsed into the forms of four Starfleet security officers.
"JJ, can | have a minute of your time?" David asked quickly.

"Sure. What do you need?" JJ asked seriously as he approached and Gabe moved slightly away from
the twins so he could divide his attentioetween the twins and the opened door.
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"The mother works at a place called 'The Flamingo' about five blocks from here. Get someore to co
tact her and fill her in on the situation. The prisoners need to be taken into custody and someone will
need to staydre until the door is replaced or repaired. We can't leave this place standing open." David
said with authority.

"Why not? What could they steal? A twelve year old TV with a coat hanger antenna?" Jkasked s
riously.

"When you have as little as this, eveigigle thing is precious. You're head of security, see that this
place is secure." David said, matching JJ's serious tone.

"Yeah, sorry. This place is really creeping me out. | can't imagine living like this." JJ said as he looked
at the hopeless, barremom.

"I know. Seeing this helps me realize just how lucky | am." David said distantly, then noticed mov
ment from one of the security officers.

"Anyway, notify the mother, transport the prisoners and secure the apartment. Can you handle that?"
David askeds he looked into JJ's eyes.

"I've got it. Do you think these guys are going to take me seriously?" JJ asked as he glanceduat the sec
rity team watching them.

"Let's find out." David said and led the way to the group.

"Jake, can you tell me?" Aaron asked quiet voice.
"l was... your music... before my life went to shit. I'd listen to your music..." Jake said through his sobs.

"I'm glad you like it. Come up here on the couch, tell me what's wrong." Aaron said and stood to move
to the couch.

Jake got upn shaky legs and took a seat on the couch, the other end from Aaron.

"Jake, you can sit by me if you want. | promise not to bite." Aaron said with a small smile.

Jake scooted over and tentatively touched shoulders with Aaron.

Aaron responded by draping arm over Jake's shoulder and pulling him into a gentle hug.

"Tell me what's wrong Jake." Aaron said quietly.

"l used to listen to your music when | was at home. My parents would fight and I'd put my headphones

on and listen to you and for a little biyyexything was okay." Jake said and slumped down a little in the
couch so he could rest his head on Aaron's shoulder.
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"I've had my own parent issues. | know how much it can hurt." Aaron said soothingly.

"Then when my mom died... | had to hit the streetisought I'd be better off. I've heard about how you
get beat up all the time and gang raped in those group homes." Jake said in a distant voice.

"What about your dad?" Aaron asked gently.

"He went to prison for killing mom." Jake said slowly.

"Oh..." Aaronsaid as he thought.

"Mark was talking about me maybe getting a family but..." Jake pulled back to look into Aaron's eyes.
"l heard. It's okay Jake. We can get you help." Aaron said with assurance.

"There's no help for someone like me. | tried once. Gdujris. | don't have words to tell you how
much it hurt when | tried to kick it." Jake said as tears started rolling down his cheeks.

"I know a Doctor, we call him Doc Austin. | bet if we asked him he could find someone to help you the
right way so you do't have to go through so much pain.” Aaron said as he began a slight rooking m
tion to soothe Jake.

"I got no money. No insurance, nothin. The government cut back on the rehab programs so there's a
waiting list for a year or more to get into the ones't@atill open. Most of the church one's don't want

a whore, not a male one anyway, the ones that would take me take longer to get into thanrithe gover
ment rehab." Jake said with regret.

"So you've been checking into it?" Aaron asked with hope.

"Yeah." Jak said in a defeated whisper.

"Then | think we'll probably be able to help you. | can't say how yet, but there's a really good chance...
But I'd like to know one thing." Aaron said seriously.

"What?" Jake asked, sounding a little scared, as if Aaron veas sbwithdraw his offer of help.

"Why did you take the drugs to begin with?" Aaron asked slowly.

"To feel good." Jake said in thought.

"l get the feeling that you were using the drugs to fill a spot in your life where something was missing.

If you try ard quit the drugs and that empty spot's still there, the drugs are probably going to seem like
the only thing that will stop the emptiness. If you can figure out what that something is, then maybe we
can fill that empty place with something good and all'lyybave to beat is the physical addictiond-A

ron said in thought.

"How'd you come up with that?" Jake asked in wonder.
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"Because | had my own empty spot. I tried to fill it with brooding andssif | pretty much closed
myself off from everything andveryone | loved because | was missing that one thing in my life. If |
couldn't have that one thing in my life, | didn't feel like | wanted anything.” Aaron said distantly.
"What were you missing?" Jake asked curiously.

"A mom." Aaron said in a small voice

"I heard about that. My life turned to shit about the same time as yours. So did your mom finally take
you back?" Jake asked with interest.

"No, | found a new mom. She loves me just the same as if | was born to her. And | love her with all my
heart." Aapon said in peace.

"I'm glad. | don't know what mine is, but | don't think it's a mom. We were never close..." Jake said
darkly.

"What about your dad?" Aaron asked carefully.

"He's a murderer." Jake said seriously.

"Yeah. But do you miss having a dad?" Aaasked, seeing a glimmer of something in Jake's response.
"l don't... | mean... yeah, | guess." Jake said in confusion.

"Try to imagine having a dad, not your dad, but the dad of your dreams. What would it be like?" Aaron
asked in an almost hypnotic voice

"He'd want to do stuff with me, | mean like go places and see things." Jake said in thought.

"Tell me someplace you'd go." Aaron said as he shifted back into the couch to be more comfortable.
"Graceland." Jake said with a smile.

"You an Elvis fan?" Aaromsked with surprise.

"A music fan. I'd like to visit anyplace that has to do with music." Jake said peacefully.

"l think you ended up in the right place then. Do you know whose house this is?" Aaron asked with a
smile.

"l thought it was yours." Jake sasdriously.

"Well, I live here... hang on a minute." Aaron said as he disentangled himself from Jake and went to the
desk to press the intercom.

"Josh, do you have a minute to come to the study?" Aaron asked into the "All Call'.



One Door Closes 39

A second later a voice saiti¥eah, if Zac will watch over lunch for rhe.

"Leave some for us Zac, or you're going swimming." Aaron said with a smile, then went back to the
couch.

"Josh?" Jake asked with concern.

"Just wait." Aaron said with a smile.

"Can | go with you guys?" Jusasked as he followed Kevin out the door.

Kenny looked at Kevin with question.

"l guess. But you can't laugh or make fun of me." Kevin said in warning.

"I won't. What do you have in the bag?" Justy asked with excitement.

"My pictures.” Kevin said and sat dine grass in the shade of a tree.

Kenny and Justy sat on either side of Kevin, waiting for him to pull out the pictures.

"I need to find the right one." Kevin said slowly and started to dig through the pictures, careful not to
let the other two boys see.

"Is that a gun?" Justy asked as he recognized the outline in the side of the pillowcase.
"Yeah." Kevin said as he continued to look for 'the right one'.

"Now | REALLY won't make fun of you." Justy said seriously.

Kenny looked at Justy and smiled.

"Here itis." Kevin said in triumph and pulled the picture out of the bag.

"What is it?" Justy asked in confusion.

"It's Gabe." Kenny said in wonder as he stared at the picture.

"You can see it?" Kevin asked with excitement.

"Yeah... can | touch it?" Kenny askedsfiantly.

"Go ahead. You're the only other person who can see what | see." Kevin said happily.

"It looks kinda like a little dog to me." Justy said as he looked at the picture more closely.
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Kenny touched the picture and said, "His name is Gabriel Markadlshhe's twelve years old... he
has a brother... named... 'Sitting Eagle"?"

"How can you do that?" Justy asked in wonder.
"I don't know. | can sometimes know stuff when | touch something. Like where it's been, who's to
ched it and stuff like that, buvE never been able to see stuff like this before... do you know Gabe?"

Kenny asked as he looked up from the picture.

"Yeah, and all the stuff you said about him is right. What else can you see about him?" Justy asked as
he looked into the picture again.

"L ots of stuff, two other brothers... and some stuff he probably wouldn't want anyone to know about
him." Kenny said in thought.

"You mean that he's gay and has a boyfriend?" Justy asked curiously.

"Yeah, you knew?" Kenny asked in surprise.

"Sure. Me and Gaband Trav are good friends." Justy said proudly.

"How did you draw this? | mean, we just met Gabe." Kenny asked in wonder.

"l just drew it. | don't know what it's going to be till I'm done... then | can see things no one else can in
the pictures. But | dot see as much as you. | just see Gabe. | can see right now that he's really serious,

a little worried." Kevin said as he studied the picture again.

"It's because he's at your apartment. He's trying to stay focused on everything around him." Kenny said
ashe looked deeply into the picture.

"What other pictures do you have? Can we see them?" Justy asked with excitement.

Kevin thought for a second before saying, "Yeah. But be careful with them, they're important to me."
"l promise I'll be careful.” Justyaid solemnly.

Kevin carefully pulled out a stack of pictures on various types of paper and laid them on the ground.

"Can you tell me who each one is?" Justy asked as he looked at the top picture and only saw a vague
shape of a yellow bird.

"This one is Cthy. She's happy a lot." Kevin said with a smile.

"She lives with her grandmother. The woman adores her and treats her like a princess." Kenny said as
he looked into the picture.

"She didn't used to be happy. She was sad most of the time, sometime$ Eesiadaid as he cont
nued to look at the little bird.
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"Yeah. Her mom was nuts and treated her really bad. She was finally put in a mental hospital and now
Cathy gets to live with her grandmother and grandfather." Kenny said as he radiated contentment.

"When | didn't have any friends, I'd sit in my room and draw these. For a long time, these were my only
friends." Kevin said quietly.

Kevin picked up Cathy's picture and sat it aside and said with a giggle, "This one is Ricky."
"That's Sitting Eagle, thatGabe's brother." Kenny said quickly.

"Yeah, he was born with the name Ricky, his name in the Seminole tribe is Sitting Eagle.XJusty e
plained.

"Oh, that makes sense." Kenny said, then waited for the next picture.
"This one..." Kevin looked at the pictunath worry.

"She's dead." Kenny said and looked away from the picture.

"Her name was Janice." Kevin said as tears welled up in his eyes.
"Do you know what happened to her?" Justy asked quietly.

Kenny nodded as a tear fell down his cheek and he whisp@iledse don't ask me to tell you. Kev,
would you please put her picture in the bag. It hurts to look at it."

Kevin reverently took the picture and carefully put it back in the pillowcase.
As Kevin moved Janice's picture, he revealed then next one iratlie st
Kenny was staring in disbelief at the picture before him.

"I only have a few adults. But he seems nice. His name is Allen." Kevin said as he looked at the picture
drawn on a brown paper bag.

"It's Pop." Kenny said in a gasp, then laid both handsyionlthe bag to feel everything he could.
Justy and Kevin shared a concerned look.

"He's alive." Kenny said in a flood of relief.

"I can't feel him, is he okay?" Kevin asked with concern.

"Yeah. Let me see... he's asleep... he's in the hospital!" Kermthgrsdipulled the cell phone out of his
pocket as quickly as he could.

After a long minute of waiting for the phone to be answered Kenny finally said, "Tiffy? How's Pop?"
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"Calm down Kenny. He's going to be fine. Dad found him passed out on his bedrosu fiearalled
an ambulance. As far as we can tell, he took some sleeping"pills...

"...was he trying to kill himself?" Kenny asked desperately.

"No. He took just what he was supposed to. The problem is, he hasn't slept much in the past week and
when thepills took effect, they completely knocked him out. The doctors say he's going to be fine. He
just needs to restTiffany said with assurance.

"Thanks Tiffy. God, I've been so worried about him. Thank your dad for me." Kenny said in relief.
"Yeah. How arggou? Was David able to helpPiffany asked with concern.

"David got us out of there. We're in Orlando." Kenny said happily.

"Then you need to go and see your Pop. The doctors said he should be waking up in an hour or so.
Tiffany said assertively.

"Which hospital?" Kenny asked quickly.
"Orlando Regional Medical Center, room 312.

"I'll be there as soon as | can. Thanks again Tiffy. If it wasn't for you, my brother and me would both
be dead right now. | owe you my life." Kenny said seriously.

"Are you beig overly dramatic? Tiffany asked only half teasingly.

"No." Kenny said without a drop of humor.

"Do you want to pay me backPiffany asked in a serious voice.

"Anything Tiff." Kenny said immediately.

"Be there when someone needs you. That's all | didultan do that, we're evémiffany said firmly.
"I will. I promise." Kenny said with a smile.

"Now get your bony butt over to that hospital and see your'Hafany said with a chuckle.

"I'm on my way. Bye Tiff." Kenny said quickly and waited for H®ye' before turning off his phone.

"Justy, do you think you can get me a ride to the hospital?" Kenny asked hopefully.
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CHAPTER 5
JC walked into the study and was surprised to find a stranger held tightly in Aaron's arms.
Silence fell over the room fa split second before Jake exploded, "YOUR JC FROM N*SYNC!"

JC took an involuntary step back at the volume and felt the urge to run and hide as the fifteen year old
boy bounded off the couch and nearly tackled him.

"He's a fan." Aaron said with an impishrg

"Really?" JC asked with full sarcasm.

"I'm sorry!" Jake said quickly and released JC, then took a step back.
"It's okay. And call me Josh." He said with an amused smile.

"And this is Jake." Aaron said with amusement.

"Wait... Zac, that was Zac Hansamasn't it?" Jake asked with disbelief.

"Yep." Aaron said with a full smile.

David and JJ walked to the security team and David asked, "Who's in charge?"

A tall woman with her red hair cut so short it was nearly a military crew cut stepped forwarddand sai
"Lieutenant Mira Kelly."

"Lieutenant Kelly, this is Ensign Richardson. He's a security officer assigned to the SEatsigyise
and the Head of Security for Clan Short of Vulcan. You'll be following his instructions. Asy qu
stions?" David asked seusly.

"Who are you, sir?" Lieutenant Kelly asked respectfully.

"I am David Gallagher, a member of Clan Short and | am in command of this mission." David said as
he held her gaze.

"Thank you, sir." Lieutenant Kelly acknowledged.

JJ pulled out his Starfleld and showed it to Lieutenant Kelly before saying, "I need one secuiity off
cer to accompany Mr. Michaels, my intelligence team and the prisoners to TerraMain. | need one to
contact the superintendent of this building and get the door replaced white¢hénm keep this area
secure."

"Right away sir." Lieutenant Kelly said seriously and started issuing orders to her officers.
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"It looks like you have this under control. Let me know if anything develops,” David said in a quiet
voice to JJ.

"Yes sir." JJ aid in a playful whisper.
David smiled and said, "You're doing a great job."
JJ beamed with pride at the compliment before saying, "You too."

David smiled and opened his communicator before saying, "TerraMain, | have one to transport to the
Southcrest Raitcin Orlando.”

"Standing by," a woman's voice said.

"Energize." David said, still wearing his smile.

"Where's Pop?" Justy asked as he entered the kitchen, followed by Kenny and Kevin.

"He's in the study with Aaron and Jake. Did you need something?"sKad aith concern for the wo
ry showing on Kevin and Kenny's faces.

"Yeah, a ride to the hospital." Justy said seriously.

"Why do you need to go to the hospital?" A voice asked from behind them.

Kenny, Kevin and Justy turned to see David standing in theagy.

"My Pop's in the hospital and | need to be there when he wakes up." Kenny said in an urging tone.
David set his other questions aside and said, "Which hospital? I'll take you."

"Orlando Regional Medical Center." Kenny said with relief.

"Flamingo.This is Lori, how may | help you today® woman's voice answered pleasantly.

"I need to speak with a Ms. Harris regarding an emergency with her son." JJ said as professionally as
he could.

"I'm sorry, but Gloria doesn't work here anymdreori said overthe phone.
"When did she quit?" JJ asked in surprise.

"Last night. She came in about an hour ago and picked up her last"checlsaid, sounding consed
rably less pleasant.
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"I'm Ensign Richardson of Starfleet Security. Do you happen to know where t Ingigible to find
her?" JJ asked in his most mature voice.

"No. But did you say this was about her san@i asked hesitantly.

"Yes." JJ responded slowly.

"What's his name? | might have something here for'hiori said seriously.
"Kevin Harris." JJ saitdmmediately.

"She left a letter here for hitrLori said, sounding a little worried.

"Would you mind reading it to me? Maybe it tells us where she went." JJ asked, having a feeling it told
anything but.

There was a long moment of silence before Lorie enett, That Bitch!

"Excuse me?" JJ asked carefully.

"I always knew she was a bitch but listen to this.

Kevin and Kenny,

Sorry boys, you two are on your own. | did my best to keep you going this long but there's no way | can
afford two of you. By the tim you come looking for me and find this I'll be a few states away, so don't
bother looking.

Go down the hall and ask that Mexican woman if she'll take you in. She always thought you were her
business for some reason. If not, the cops can put you in aswongvhere. Face it, we'll all be better

off this way. For what it's worth, I'm sorry, but at some point you've got to cut your losses. By the way,
I left your birth certificate and stuff in the top drawer of my dresser.

Mom

"l can't believe any mother ool do that." JJ said in disbelief.

"I worked with the bitch for almost seven years and | didn't know she had a kid. | thought she left this
letter for a boyfriend she was dumping. I'm sorry | can't be any help Ensign but that's all'l know.
saidquietly.

"Don't worry Ma'am, Kevin and Kenny are under the protection of Clan Short of Vulcan. What that
means is that they won't be separated, they'll have plenty to eat and they'll never have to wander if s
meone cares about them. Honestly, if their rapth that kind of person, they're a lot better off with

us." JJ said with certainty.

"Thanks Ensign Richardson, | feel a lot better knowing that they'll be okay... are you"dirgie?
asked hopefully.
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"No ma'am, I'm not. Thanks for all your help. Someanill be down soon to get that letter.” JJ said
and hung up the phone.

The two security officers stationed in the hall looked at each other with question at the roar of childish
laughter that came from inside the apartment.

As the twins completed thamind meld with T'Prang, the Vulcan woman sent to assist them, she
asked, "May | ask a question."”

"Of course." Jacob answered immediately.

"You seem distracted. Are the memories you retrieved causing you distress?"

Jacob shared a look with Jamie and glarate@abe before answering, "No, we were trained ta-co
partmentalize those memories. In human terms, we can distance ourselves from them by looking at

them as 'part of our job'."

"Your statement seems inconsistent with the evidence at hand. You areassdisttPrang said
firmly.

"l noticed it too. What's wrong?" Gabe asked as he walked to stand between the twins.

"It's Kevin. We saw what his life has been like and... it really bothered me." Jacob said in thought.

"Is that not part of your job, just aswas with these two?" T'Prang asked curiously.

"No. It's not the same. The constant attacks on his self image, the degrading remarks from everyone
whose opinion he's supposed to trust and the almost constant teasing that he had to put up with make
me... udeel bad." Jacob said quietly.

"l do not understand.” T'Prang said in thought.

"l guess it's because we tease people sometimes. Not in a mean, hurting way, but still..." Jamie said i
trospectively.

"It makes us feel like we're somehow responsible forfgttim.” Jacob said darkly.

Silence fell over the room until it was broken by Gabe, "I understand what you're saying. If it was me
feeling this way, what advice would you give me?"

Jamie and Jacob stared into each other's eyes for a long moment befersgaldniwe would tell you
to talk to Dan and get help dealing with it."

"There you go." Gabe said simply.

"Fascinating."” T'Prang said as she watched the exchange.
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All three looked at her in question.

"Dealing with emotions is unfamiliar to me. It is fagating to see the process of introspection, ident
fication of the emotion causing the distress and the resolution to the problem.” T'Prang said seriously as
she raised both her eyebrows, which was the Vulcan equivalent of bouncing and clapping lik¢ a scho

girl.
"Glad to help." Jacob said as he saw the humor in the situation.

"A copy of the report will be forwarded to your Clan's headquarters. Do you require any further ass
stance?" T'Prang asked, back in full Vulcan control.

"No thank you. We are donetee You performed your duties perfectly as expected. Live long and pr
sper, T'Prang of Vulcan." Gabe said as he gave the appropriate salute.

"Live long and prosper, Gabriel, Jacob and James of Clan Short." T'Prang said as she returned the sal
te.

"Kenny, could you tell me about your Pop? This is the first I've heard of him." David asked as they left
Southcrest.

Kenny looked at David hesitantly, but finally said, "He was my Dad's boyfriend. He's been a father to
me for the past three years."

David glancedat Kenny and recognized the apprehensive look on his face. "It's okay, Kenny. Aaron's
my boyfriend. No one's going to think twice about your dad being gay." David said with assurance.

Kenny visibly relaxed before saying, "Good, | was worried that you wiuit me see Pop."
"I'd never do that. Kenny | need to ask you something really serious, okay?" David asked carefully.
"Okay." Kenny said hesitantly.

"I'm the one whose in charge of what happens to you and your brother. | need to know about your Dad
andyour Pop so | can make the best decision for you. Can you tell me about them?" Davigtasked s
riously.

"Yeah." Kenny said and thought for a minute before continuing.

"Dad and Pop were great most of the time, but sometimes, usually late at night theyfigéedl to

could hear what they said, so | know more than they think | do. When they'd fight, it wasn't the bad
kind of fighting, but like arguing. Pop was trying to make Dad understand that he loved him. Dad and
Pop knew each other for about eight yeaop 8ways loved Dad, but after Mom, Dad didn't want to

be married or anything like that. Pop got to be his friend, but wouldn't sleep with him because he did
want someone to marry. He wanted to marry Dad, but Dad swore that he'd never get married again."
Kenny said distantly.
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"So how did they finally get together?" David asked with interest.

"When Dad found out he had HIV, the only person he could talk to about it was Pop. They talked and
cried all night and Pop stayed at our house for about a week befé@irally went back to his

apartment. About three days later he came back and asked Dad if he could stay the night. | guess Dad
was scared enough or lonely enough or something that he said 'yes'. It was about a week later that Pop
moved in and lived witlus for the next three years." Kenny finished with a smile.

"How was it living with your Pop?" David asked casually.

"Pop's cool. He wanted me to stay with him after Dad died, but then he said | couldn't." Kenny finished
sadly.

"Did he say why?" David askexs he tried to keep at least *some* attention on his driving.

"He said that no one would let a boy live with a gay man who wasn't related to him. He said that even if
he wasn't gay, because he's single, they probably still wouldn't let him have me."sdehsadly.

David nodded in thought as he made the turn into the hospital parking lot.

"This has got to be a dream. Aaron Carter, JC and Zac Hanson." Jake said to no one as he stared into
space.

"l think you broke him." Aaron teased.

"I've seen this befre, 'Celebrity Overload'." JC said in thought.

"What can we do for him?" Aaron asked in a ‘s&fious voice.

"Invite Backstreet over? That should either cure him or kill him." JC said with a smile.

"Seriously, Jake's got some problems and | was hopatgrthybe you could think of some way to
help him." Aaron said as he dropped the playful expression completely.

"Give me the short version and I'll see what | can do." JC said and took a seat on the couch, the other
end from Jake.

Aaron took a seat besidake and said, "His Dad killed his Mom and was sent to prison. Since then
he's been living on the streets and got hooked on drugs... the hard kind."

"I see. What do you think we should do?" JC asked in thought.
"Honestly, I think he needs a Dad, the samg ivaeeded a Mom. | know he has to go through Rehab

and all that, but | can just feel inside me that the only way it's going to do any good is if he khows w
thout a doubt that he's got a dad waiting on him when he's done." Aaron said tensely.
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"Trust your nstincts, Aaron. Do you have any likely candidates for fatherhood?" JC asked as he shifted
to face Aaron fully.

"Not yet, but do you remember how it happened with Jamie and Jacob... or Justy for that matter? Didn't
it just, | don't know, feel right?" Aaromisked with difficulty.

"It really did. | hope you can pull this off, Aaron. Your friend looks like he's going to need a Iqi-of su
port." JC said as he looked at Jake who seemed to be coming back to reality.

"He'll never have to worry about that. I'll berk for him whenever he needs me and I'm sure David
will too." Aaron said confidently.

"What?" Jake asked as he looked at Aaron and JC.

"Aaron was just saying that whatever happens next, he's going to stick with you. And you can count me
in on that too. h sure as soon as Chip gets back to Earth, he'll sign on too." JC said with a smile.

Jake looked from JC to Aaron and tears began to flow again.

"Come here buddy, let it out." Aaron said and pulled Jake into another hug.
"This is where | came in." JC saaahd got up off the couch.

"Any advice?" Aaron asked as JC walked toward the door.

"Talk to David." JC said seriously, then closed the door behind him.

"Excuse me, the guys in the hall said you're in charge?" A police officer said incredulously.

"That'sright. I'm Ensign Richardson from Starfleet Security, I'm here in my capacity as Head of Secur
ty for Clan Short of Vulcan.” JJ said and showed his ID.

"Okay... | was just wondering what happened here. Did you break in the door?" The police officer
askedm a disbelieving voice.

"Officer..." JJ looked at the officer's name badge and continued, "Officer Chase, there weré two chi
dren left unattended in this apartment. They were made aware that they were targeted by an individual
known as 'Spade' and becansa@erned. One of the children contacted my Clan and requesited ass
stance. We arrived and surveyed the situation, then while we were preparing to transport the children
two large men who I'm assuming worked for the aforementioned 'Spade' broke down twedd@or
tempted to cause bodily injury. Both were subdued and are now in custody of Starfleet Security at the
Terra Main facility."

Officer Chase blinked twice before asking, "What happened to the kids?"

"They are in Clan Short's custody.” JJ said sucginctl
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"What about their parents?" The officer asked.

"The father is dead, the mother abandoned them last night. She left a letter at her place of laisiness st
ting that she would not be returning.” JJ said in nearly Vulcan calmness.

"It sounds like you've gat all handled, I'd just like a few details for my reports. What were the chi
dren's names?" Officer Chase asked as he pulled out a notepad.

"Kevin Harris and Kenneth Waite." JJ said quickly.

"And their ages?"

"They are eleven." JJ said seriously.

"And your age?" Officer Chase asked with a smile.

JJ couldn't help but smile in response as he said, "I'm twelve."

"Can | see that ID again?" Officer Chase asked suspiciously.

JJ handed over his ID and waited as Officer Chase looked at it carefully.

"l just had tosee for myself that it was real. The guys at the station aren't going to believe this." Officer
Chase said with a chuckle.

"The custodian is here to replace the door." One of the Starfleet Security officers said fromrthe doo
way.

"Good. When the apartmeistsecure, your services will no longer be required. | will be leaving soon,
but | will be sure to make note in my report of your professionalism." JJ said, then turned his attention
back to Officer Chase.

"l think that's all | need, where can | get im¢h with you if | need any more details?" Officer Chase
asked seriously.

"You may contact me through either Starfleet or the Vulcan Embassy." JJ said with a matching serious
tone.

Officer Chase nodded and started to walk away.
"Where should | send a copy aur reports so that you'll get them?" JJ asked quickly.
"The eleventh precinct." Officer Chase said.

"Be expecting a large report. Telepathic testimony tends to yield a lot of information." JJ said with a
smile.

Officer Chase's eyes got wide as he redithe implications of the statement.



One Door Closes 51

"Thank you Ensign, I'll put the information to good use." Officer Chase said gratefully.

JJ smiled and nodded.

"Ensign Richardson?" One of the security men called from the door.

"Yes?" JJ responded.

"This woman isconcerned about one of the boys. Would you like to answer her questions?"

"Of course, send her in." JJ said and walked to the door to greet the new arrival.

"What's his name?" David asked as he stood at the nurses station on the third floor.
"Allen Thompson." Kenny said quickly.
"Is Mr. Thompson allowed to have visitors yet?" David asked hopefully.

"Let me see... no. But give me a second, his doctor is right over there, I'll ask him." The nurse said and
hurried away.

"She likes you." Kevin said with a slai

"What?" David asked in surprise.

"Did you see the way she was checking you out? She likes you." Kevin said as he started to giggle.
David looked up from Kevin in time to see the nurse looking back... and not at his eyes.

Kenny broke up into laughter Bavid's ‘deer in the headlights' expression as the nurse and ductor a
proached.

"I'm Doctor Reynolds. Aren't you David Gallagher?" He asked hesitantly.
"Yes, | am." David said with a smile, not quite used to being recognized.

"l think my daughter has ewepicture of you that's ever been published. What can | do for you today?"
Dr. Reynolds asked pleasantly.

"We're here to see Mr. Thompson. Your nurse said he wasn't able to have visitors yet." David said in a
businesdike tone.

"That depends, is one of yawo Kenny?" Dr. Reynolds asked the two boys.

"l am sir." Kenny said quietly.
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"Then we'll all go see him together.” Dr. Reynolds said as he led the way down the hall.

"Is my Pop going to be okay?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"He sure is. He just needed to geme sleep. That's why | wouldn't let him have any visitors. He took
some sleeping pills yesterday that knocked him out. He woke up for a while this morning, then fell into
a natural sleep. He's been sleeping all day, so it's time for us to wake himsgedmv he's feeling."

Dr. Reynolds said as they reached the door to the room.

David's cell phone rang and he stopped just outside the door.

"I'll stay out here and take this." David said to the others as he answered the call.

"This is David."

After a mirute of listening David said, "That's it, | tried to give her every benefit of every doubn-1 wa
ted to believe that she had Kevin's best interests at heart. But for her to abandon them like this... Pull
out all the stops. Take every bit of evidence weblected and nail her for every single thing she's

ever done. Start with child endangerment and criminal neglect then add anything else you can think
of."

After another moment of silence David asked, "Really? Do you think so? Yes, I'd like tohalk.tb

"Mr. Thompson, it's time to wake up. You have some visitors." Dr. Reynolds said in a soothing voice.
"Where am 1?" Allen asked in confusion.

"In the hospital Mr. Thompson. You've been sleeping for approximately tvisntihours.” The Do-
tor saidquietly.

"Have you heard from Kenny? He must be worried." Allen said groggily.
"Hi Pop." Kenny said as he approached the bed.

"Hey cute stuff, what are you doing back? | thought you had a new family in Chicago." Allen said as he
leaned off the bed to hugedny tightly.

"I didn't like it there... this is Kevin." Kenny said and pulled his reluctant brother to the side of the bed.
"Hi Kevin." Allen said with a gentle smile.

Kevin looked carefully at the man. He had dark brown wavy hair and hazel eyes tleat hoikds deep
and spoke of love and devotion.

Kevin hesitantly put out his hand to shake.



One Door Closes 53

"I'm Kenny's Pop, so that means I'm your Pop too. Come here and give me a hug." Allen said warmly.

Kevin's resistance couldn't hold up to the warm smile and hegtthst Allen as if he'd been hugging
him all his life.

"You too cute stuff." Allen said and pulled Kenny in to make it a thvag hug.

After a long and much needed hug, Allen finally asked, "What happened? Why are you guys here?"
Kenny and Kevin looked &ach other for a second and neither could think of where to begin.

"Would you guys mind if I told him?" David asked from the doorway.

Kenny and Kevin gave identical shakes of their heads.

"Doctor Reynolds, is there someone who could take the guys dawe tafeteria for some ie@geam?
I'd like to have a few minutes to tell Allen their story." David asked hopefully.

"l could do with a cup of ice cream myself." Dr. Reynolds said with a smile.
David pulled a twenty dollar bill out of his pocket and hanitiéal Kevin.

"This is for ice cream for both of you. Eat it in the cafeteria and when you're done, buy some for me
and your Pop. Can you do that?" David asked as he looked into Kevin's eyes.

"Yes sir." Kevin said quietly.

"Go have fun." David said and watd as the boys left the room.

CHAPTER 6

Contributions to this chapter made by Greybear

David pulled a chair to the bedside and said, "I'm David Gallagher and I'm in charge of seeing that
those boys get a good home."

"Are you from Child Protectiv&ervices?" Allen asked with concern.

"No, but I'll explain about that later. You know Kenny better than | do, | need your advice." David said
seriously.

"I'll do anything | can to help.” Allen said in concern.

"The boy's mother abandoned them when Kennyet. She left a note at her job and said that she
was leaving... The boys don't know yet." David started.
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"Oh God. Kenny never could understand why she didn't call him or send him Christmas cards. They've
lost both their parents now." Allen said with evdstated expression.

"You see my problem. The boys have no relatives that want them and at their age, Child Services will
probably try to find someplace to hide them till they're old enough for prison.” David said frankly.

Allen looked at David in shock.

"The boys were targeted by a pimp in Chicago. If we hadn't gotten to them when we did they'd either
be dead or wishing they were right now." David said firmly. "Now | have these boys who have no one
in the world who cares for them..."

"I care!" Allen saiddesperately with tears in his eyes.

"Do you want them?" David asked quietly.

"Yes! God yes. | just can't think of any way to get CPS to allow it." Allen said desperately.

"Let's say for the sake of argument that | can arrange that. Are you able to fipaugport two go-
wing boys?" David asked hopefully.

"Yeah, money's no problem. Carl and | saved quite a bit over the past three years and I've got a good
job." Allen said with hope in his voice.

"Is there someone to be there with the boys while you'rgimg?" David asked curiously.
"l could hire someone, a live in housekeeper and{sébsr.” Allen said quickly.

"Just a suggestion, you don't EVER want to use the word babysitter around eleven year oldasoys." D
vid said in prelude, then asked, "Do yowtnanyone that you could hire?"

"No. I'd probably have to go to an agency for something like that." Allen said in thought.
"I may know someone..." David said with a smile.
"I'm open to any suggestions.”" Allen said as he sat up in his bed.

"l spoke with Kewn's neighbor, a Mrs. Vasquez, and we discussed Kevin's situation. She wag-genuin
ly worried for him and was reluctant to believe what I told her at first. After | assured her that Kevin
was going to be alright, we got on the subject of the neighborhoerkvdevin lived. The drug dealer
who's been, basically protecting the residents of the block is dead. Fortunately, the pimp who was out
to get Kevin is also dead. The bad news is that every dealer and pimp in the area is going to try and
claim that area afeir own. The police advised Mrs. Vasquez that she should consider moviag her f
mily out of there. | believe it would be an ideal situation if you could employ her as your housekeeper.
Kevin already knows her and she obviously cares for him. I'll sgeé¢htat she and her family areom

ved to Orlando regardless of your decision, but it seems the perfect solution to both your problems."
David said in thought.
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"l see what you mean. | hope you don't mind, but I'm reluctant to hire someone sight unseep. I'l

an open mind on the subject and once I've had a chance to talk to her in person, I'll make aedefinite d
cision.” Allen said seriously.

"That sounds good. I'm glad to know that you're being cautious." David said with a nod of approval.
"Why is Kevin sasmall? Is he sick?" Allen asked with concern.

"What I'm about to tell you came from a telepathic scan that was done without his knowledge or co
sent." David said in prelude, then continued, "l don't think that boy knows what a full stomach feels |
ke. Duing the school year, he would eat his free school lunch and that would be the only foad he'd h
ve all day. When school was out for weekends or holidays, he'd sometimes go days without @ating. O
casionally his mother would bring home peanut butter and lerea@an of soup and crackers. During

the summer months it was worse. More times than not, he'd have to find the food for himself. He's dug
through garbage trying to find edible food. He's stolen food from convenience stores and he's carried
drugs for drg dealers to earn enough money to buy the necessities to keep him alive." David-said da
Kly.

"It's a miracle that he's still alive." Allen said in wonder.

"l have to agree. And from the small amount of time I've spent with him, he seems to have come
throudh it with his innocence and his joy for life intact.” David said with a look of admiration.

"So do you think it's really possible that | could get custody of the boys?" Allen asked with hope.

"There's a chance. | have to consider what's in thariesest of the boys. | know Kenny loves you,
and | believe that you love Kenny, but sometimes love isn't enough." David said with regret.

"Is there anything | can do to help my chances?" Allen asked hopefully.

"You could go with us to Southcrest to hefptout what's going to happen to the boys. I'm going to

ask for advice from a few people with more experience at these kinds of things than | have." David said
humbly.

"l believe that's one of the traits of a wise man." Allen said gently.

David smiled angbulled out his cell phone.

"David told me to do it." Kevin said firmly.
"You've got two ice creams and there's two of us. | should carry one." Kenny said reasonably.

"Okay, but if David is mad, you have to tell him it was because you made me." Kal/amsiahanded
one of the cups of ice cream to Kenny.

Kenny and Kevin walked into the room to find David and Allen smiling.



56 MultiMapper

A moment later Dr. Reynolds walked in behind them and stood inside the door.
"We brought your ice cream." Kevin said proudly and presithe ice cream to Allen.
"Thank you Kevin." Allen said with a smile.

"And thank you Kenny." David said as he received his own ice cream.

"Doctor Reynolds, when will | be able to leave here?" Allen asked hopefully.

"| see no reason that you can't leaight now." Doctor Reynolds said with a smile.
Kenny got a downcast look as he asked, "Where am | going to go?"

"You're going back to Southcrest with me." David said quietly.

Kenny hung his head and nodded in acknowledgment.

"And me." Allen said with a sri&.

"What?" Kenny asked as his head snapped back up.

"I'm going to Southcrest with you two so we can sort out what's going to happen to you." Allen said
gently.

"Is there some way that maybe we can live with you?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"It's too early tdbe able to promise you anything like that, cute stuff, but I'm going along so if there's
any possible way, I'll be there to volunteer.” Allen said with assurance.

"Then let's get you signed out.” The Doctor said with a smile.

David glanced in his reariew mirror and saw Allen sitting in the middle of the back seat with a twin
on each side, both cheerfully chattering away.

"Are you sure giving them ice cream was such a good idea?" Allen said with a teasing smile as the two
boys rattled on about meetidgron Carter and JC from N*Sync.

"l just wanted to be sure they'd be in a good mood when we got them back to the Ranch." David said
with a smile.

"l don't see that being a problem." Allen said and shifted his arms so he could pull both boys into a full
hug

"l really missed you Pop." Kenny said into Allen's chest.
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"I missed you too cute stuff.” Allen said and kissed Kenny on the top of the head.

"And I've heard about you for years little one, and I'm glad that I'm finally getting to meet you." Allen
said anl kissed Kevin on the top of the head.

"I'm not that little." Kevin said in a small voice.
"And I'm not that cute.” Kenny said with a smile.

Kevin laughed and snuggled tighter into Allen's side.

Kevin, Kenny, Allen and David walked into the study to fthd whole crew waiting for them.
"Did you call Cory?" David asked JJ as he took a seat.

"Yeah, he should be here any minute." JJ said happily.

"Everyone, this is Allen Thompson, he's Kevin and Kenny's Pop." David said in introduction.
"Shouldn't you expla that?" Allen asked cautiously.

"I will if I need to, I think | hear Cory." David said and looked to the door.

Cory walked in with a troop of young kids surrounding him and older kids following.

A young blond boy broke from the group and ran acrossoibm to jump on JJ at full speed.

"I missed you, Pop." Harley said as he hugged JJ closely.

"I missed you too, son." JJ said with love.

Adam walked over to sit beside JJ and pulled both JJ and Harley into a lose hug. Sean and Cory took
their seats and wermmediately covered by their sons.

David decided it was a good idea to make the rest of the introductions.

"Kenny, Kevin, Jake and Allen. | know you've already met some of these guys, but I'll go ahead and i
troduce everyone just in case. Beside you ioA&arter, my boyfriend. On the next couch we have

Teri Short, Director of Federation Youth Services and the mother of many of the others you'll meet. On
the floor in front of her is Jacob, and Jamie Dodds, intelligence for Clan Short and their boy&and B
Wagner. Up on the couch again we have Sean Short, Clan Short historian and Cory Short, the Patriarch
of Clan Short. In their laps are their sons CD, Calen, and Timmy Short. On the next couch we have JJ
Richardson and Adam Short of Starfleet and ClaoriSBecurity and their son Harley Short

Richardson. Beside them we have Josh ChBselds, the father of Jacob and Jamie as well as Justy
Dodds who is Clan Short's liaison with Ambassador Sarek of Vulcan and last but not least, Mark

Owens and Zac Hanson Gfan Short." David said, then took in a dramatic inhale of air.
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"l guess you don't need to explain about me being their Pop." Allen said with wide eyes.
"No, it's not a problem around here." Sean said with a smile.

"Now, if no one objects, I'd like to g#te situation with Kenny and Kevin sorted out. JJ did you make
that call | asked you to?" David asked carefully.

"They're here aren't they?" JJ asked with a grin.

"No, the other call, doofus." David said in an aggravated tone.

"Yeah, it's a done deal." 3aid with a smile.

"Director Short. We were called to help two boys who were in a dangerous situation. Their custodial
parent was not on the premises and had in fact quit her job and abandoned them. Jamie and Jacob can
fill you in on the conditions, butfice it to say that there were more than enough grounds for child
endangerment, criminal neglect, and abandonment. For those reasons Kenny and Kevin were taken into
the custody of Clan Short." David said, trying to maintain his formal demeanor.

"The boys father passed away recently and the mother is unfit. The only logical course of action is to
place them in an environment that is supportive and nurturing. I've asked you all here today to help me
decide where that is." David said to the group.

"Why dont they live with their Pop?" Harley asked loudly enough for all to hear.

"It does make sense."” JJ said seriously.

"David, I'm guessing that you approve of Mr. Thompson, otherwise he wouldn't be here." Teri said
plainly.

"Yeah, why'd you call us all hereybu've already got it figured out?" Cory asked playfully.

"Okay, okay. You guys never let me have any fun. Allen, do you want Kenny and Kevin as your sons?"
David asked in the tone of a minister at a wedding ceremony.

"Yes." Allen said reverently.

"Kenny,do you want Allen to be your father?" David asked as he looked in Kenny's eyes.
"Ask Kevin first. | want to, but if he says no then so do I." Kenny said firmly.

"Okay, Kevin, do you want Allen to be your father?" David asked seriously.

Kevin walked to stad before Allen and asked, "Would you still want to be my Pop if | was dumb and
couldn't read or write and | used to do bad stuff because | had to?"

Allen knelt before Kevin and said, "No matter how smart you are or what you can or can't do and no
matter what you did before, I still want you to be my son."”
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Kevin gave a luminous smile and turned to David and said, "Yes, | want him to be my Poppa.”
David smiled and looked at Kenny.

"Yes." Kenny said happily, then joined his brother.

"Teri, do you want to maki official?" David asked and stood aside.

"Consider it done. I'll get in touch with Judge Robison and let you know when we can do the name
changes, but as of now, you are officially a family." Teri said happily.

"What about Jake?" Kevin asked as he pldat of the hug.

"What about him?" David asked carefully.

"Don't you have a Poppa for him too?" Kevin asked in worry.

"It's not that easy in Jake's case. We have other things to consider.” David said seriously.

"Poppa, can you please be Jake's poppa We?h asked as he looked into Allen's eyes with aple
ding expression.

David knelt down to look in Kevin's eyes and said, "Kevin. Jake has some problems that he needs to
deal with. | promise that we'll try to find him..."

"I'l do it." Allen said firmly.

"What?" David asked in confusion.

"My son obviously loves Jake enough to want him as a brother. If Jake has problems, then he needs a
family to help him work them out." Allen said reasonably then turned to face Jake who was sitting with
a stunned look onitiface.

"Jake? What do you say? Would you like to be my son?" Allen asked hopefully.

"Really? | mean, what if | mess up?" Jake stammered.

"If you mess up, I'll help you fix it, whatever it is. All these people heard me say it. | want you to be my
son ancho matter what happens, | won't give up on you or leave you." Allen said as a vow.

"Yes." Jake said in a whisper as he got up off the couch.
"Come here son." Allen said as he pulled Jake into a hug and held him close.
A golden glow surrounded Allen and &aks they hugged and Jake began to shake.

"It's okay. I've got you son." Allen said soothingly.
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"What's happening to me?" Jake asked in a trembling voice.
"Unca Mikey!" Timmy shouted happily.

Mikey became fully visible and picked up Timmy. Within a mingealso had Calen, CD and Harley
surrounding him wanting to be held.

"What did you do to me?" Jake asked shakily from Allen's arms.

"I removed all traces of drugs and disease from your body. | can't fix the problems that caused you to
use drugs in the fitplace, but what kind of saint would | be if I couldn't do a miracle now and then?"
Mikey asked with a smile as he alternated between picking up one then another of the giggling boys
and hugging them.

"You mean it? It's for real?" Jake asked and lookétsaarms to see them smooth and unblemished.
"Yeah. Really for real. This doesn't solve all your problems Jake. You're still yourself and you've got
all of your experiences and insecurities to deal with. Allen, I'm recommending therapy and lots of it.
Youincluded. You all need some one on one time with a professional and some group time to learn
healthy ways to interact. Let's face it guys, some of you have had some seriously bad examples." Mikey
said, then turned quickly when he felt a tug on his wing.

"Hey little guy, that's attached." Mikey said to Kevin.

"Are you really an angel?" Kevin asked with an awed expression.

"I sure am. You look like you've got a question. Go ahead." Mikey said as he turned his full attention
toward Kevin.

"Is Janice in heavéi Kevin asked slowly.

"Yes Kevin. She's in heaven and she isn't in any more pain. She's happy, | promise." Mikey said with
assurance.

Kevin gave a watery smile and whispered, "Thank you Mikey. Thank you for helping Jake and thank
you for letting me knowahice is okay."

"Anytime my friend. Do you know what?" Mikey asked as he sat down Harley and pulled Kevin close
to his side.

"What?" Kevin asked curiously.

"If you pray to me, | can hear you. You'll never, ever be alone again. What do you think of that?"
Mikey asked with a smile.

"l think your the best angel ever."” Kevin said as he hugged Mikey as hard as he was able.

"Don't let the other angels hear you say that, they'll start picking on me." Mikey said with a smile.
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"Okay, I'll only say it to you." Kevirsaid joyfully.

"Mom, do you want to do the honors and make Jake official?" Mikey asked as he enjoyed children
hugging him from every direction.

"Well, after a miracle, anything | can do is pretty much a let down, but here it goes. Jake, you are now
officially Allen's son. Come with him when he visits Judge Robison and he'll change your name too."
Teri said happily.

"Thanks." Jake whispered from his Pop's arms.

"l assume all the official paperwork will be on my desk tomorrow with legal names, birth datise and
like?" Teri asked David sternly.

"Yes ma'am." David said with a smile.

"Everyone. It just so happens that I've been working on a home made lasagna all day and I'd be happy
if all of you would join us for dinner." JC said to the group.

Kevin, Kenny,Jake and Allen gathered together again and shared a family group hug.

"Are you okay?" Kenny asked Kevin as they sat at the huge dining room table.

"Yeah. Josh said | don't have to eat if | don't want to." Kevin mumbled as he leaned close to Kenny's
ear.

"If anyone gives you any trouble about it, I'll take care of 'em." Kenny said with assurance.

"Thanks Ken." Kevin said in a whisper as JC brought a large pan of lasagna into the room.

"How is it that you were making a meal big enough to feed all of Tsf?"asked as Justy broughtab
sket of garlic bread to the table.

"l was making enough to freeze some for when I'm on tour. The guys shouldn't have to do without just
because I'm on the road." JC said as he cut the lasagna into sections.

"No!" Sean saidifmly.
"Just a little?" Cory asked in a whine.
"If you eat one piece of that garlic bread, you're not coming home with us.” Sean said playfully.

"Daddy. You don't love the garlic bread more than us do you?" CD asked with puppy dog eyes.
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Cory looked at CDrad stopped trying to fight the basket away from Sean.

"No baby, I love you boys more than anything." Cory said quietly.

"Told'ja." Timmy said, not quite as quietly as he thought.

"Allen?" Jake asked hesitantly from beside Allen at the table.

"You can cdlme Dad or Pop if you want, Jake." Allen said seriously.

"Okay, Dad. | was just wondering where we're going to live?" Jake asked cautiously.

"To tell you the truth, I've been wondering about that too, son." Allen said with a slight look of worry.
"What'swrong?" Teri asked from across the table.

"Our house is a two bedroom. It's small but was just fine for the three of us. Now we'll need a four
bedroom, so | guess we'll have to go house hunting.” Allen said in thought.

"Hold up on that. Let me check aroutie family first. Maybe someone knows of something for you."
Teri said in a considering voice.

JC spoke up, "And you can stay here tonight, we have plenty of room. Tomorrow we'll make a few
calls, buy some clothes and see about physicals for the boys."

"l couldn't ask you to..." Allen began to say.

"You'd better just go with it Allen. When Uncle JC gets that look, there's no stopping him." Cory said
with a smile.

"Unless you're Uncle Chip." Sean said teasingly.

As if on cue, a man in a Starfleet unifowalked into the room. "Is someone having a party without
me?" Chip asked in surprise.

"Daddy!" Justy said with excitement as he ran to hug his father.
Jacob and Jamie were out of their seats next and clustered into a tight family hug.

"Go over and hug hirtoo. | want to see the look on his face." JC said in a whisper to Kennyeand K
vin.

The boys looked at each other for an instant, then ran to gather into the hug.

"You too, Jake. | want to see his reaction." JC said with a smile.
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Chip was enjoying the hughen noticed that something was different.

He could identify the top of Justy's head easily. Even though he couldn't tell them apart from this angle,
he could identify Jacob and Jamie, but no matter how he did the math, the head count kept coming up
three over.

All six boys were hugging him tightly, so he looked over at JC to find him looking back innocently.

"What did you do?" Chip asked accusingly.

"What makes you think *I* did anything?" JC asked with an angelic expression that Mikey weuld e
vy.

"Becalse whenever you look *that* innocent, you're definitely guilty of something." Chip said playfu

ly.

JC laughed, then said, "Chip, I'd like to introduce you to some new friends. This is Allen, and mixed in
with our boys is Jake, Kenny and Kevin. I've invitedm to stay with us a few days until they find a

big enough house for their new family."

"You had me worried. If you start doubling our offspring every time I'm off planet, we'll overrun Flor
da inside a year." Chip said with a grin.

"Just visiting, | pomise.” Allen said with a smile.
"And what's your name, young man?" Chip asked Jake, who had pulled out of the hug.
"I'm Jake sir." Jake said in a shaky voice.

"I'm off duty now. You can call me Chip, or Uncle Chip if that makes you more comfortable." Chip
said warmly.

"Nice to meet you Uncle Chip." Jake said with a hesitant smile.
"Would you introduce me to your brothers?" Chip asked kindly.
Jake put a hand on Kenny's shoulder to draw his attention.
"This is my brother Kenny Waite." Jake said proudly.

"Nice to meet you Kenny." Chip said with an inviting smile.

"Nice to meet you, Uncle Chip. This is my twin brother Kevin." Kenny said and pulled his brother to
his side.

"Twin?" Chip asked in concern.
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"Yeah, he's been living with his Mom and they didn't halat af food and stuff." Kenny said, trying
to say it without making Kevin feel bad.

Chip knelt down to look into Kevin's eyes and asked, "How old are you, Kevin?"
"I'm almost twelve." Kevin said as he looked deeply into Chip's blue eyes.

Chip couldn't hgd himself as he looked at the skinny, frail boy. He pulled him into a hug and said, "I
bet you've got quite a story to tell."

"You'd win that bet." Kevin said seriously.

"Are you hungry, Love? We were just serving the food." JC asked from Chip's side.

"Yeah." Chip said with distraction as he pulled out of the hug and looked at Kevin, then Kenny.
"Come and sit down. Homemade lasagna tonight." JC said with a smile.

"Your home cooking is one of the reasons I'm home two days early." Chip said as he stodkkdnd pu
JC into a hug.

"What's the other reason?" JC asked playfully.

"You'll find out later, Angel," Chip said with an obvious leer.

CHAPTER 7

Chip's attention kept going back to Kevin who was sitting and talking to his brother, but not egating an
thing.

"Aren't you going to have any of Josh's home made lasagna?" Chip asked curiously.
Kevin glanced at Chip then shook his head.

"He's never eaten more than one meal a day before. | told him he didn't have to try and eat if he wasn't
hungry." JC said quietly fror@hip's side.

"Has he been seen by a doctor yet?" Chip asked with concern.

"No, we were going to call Doc Austin tomorrow. They arrived here less than an hour ago." Teri said
from JC's other side.

"I'd like to have Doc look at him now." Chip said in a coamding tone.

"At ease, 'Commander'.” JC said in a teasing voice, then said, "I know Dr. McCoy can treat a civilian in
an emergency, but this might be stretching the definition of emergency a bit, even for you."



One Door Closes 65

"I'm a civilian employee of Starfleet, | geetll Starfleet medical coverage." Allen said, hoping it would
ease JC's concerns.

"That settles it. As soon as we're finished, I'll take you and your family terttegpriseand get these
boys checked out.” Chip said firmly.

Teri looked at JC in question.

"He's been in Commander mode for over a week, | only know of one way to break him out of it." JC
said in explanation.

"How's that?" Allen asked naively.
"Is he talking about that cowboy stuff?" Jacob asked Justy loudly enough that everyone could hear.
JCblushed and tried to think of an appropriate response.

Teri was the first to laugh and soon it spread around the table.

When the meal was finished, David walked hesitantly to Chip's side and said, "lI've got some reports
from my team about the conditiotigat Kevin was living in. Maybe that would help?"

Chip looked at David's hesitant expression and said, "If you'll gather the reports, you can accompany us
to theEnterprise | think there are a few people who'll be interested in hearing the whole story."

David nodded and left the room.

"Can | have a minute?" JC asked Chip quietly.
Chip looked into JC's hopeful eyes and said, "You can have anything | have to offer... anything at all."

"Oh, we don't have time for that. | just had an idea I'd like to disgiiiss/ou.” JC said as a flush of
desire crept up his face.

"Okay, but remember, I'll be home tonight.” Chip said with a smile.
"l won't be able to think of anything else.” JC said with wide eyes.

"What was your idea?" Chip asked as he lost himself ingi2s.

"David, do you think you can fill me in on the basics now?" Chip asked as he drove the group to the
spaceport where the shuttlecraft was waiting.
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"If you don't mind, I'd like to fill you in while the guys are having their physicals." David sdid an
looked in the back seat where Jake, Kenny, Kevin and Allen were engaged in their own conversation.

"That bad?" Chip asked with concern.

"Worse." David said darkly.

"No way!" Kenny said with excitement.

"We're going to ride on a Starfleet Shuttlecrafi@ke asked in wonder.

Kevin held tightly to Allen's side as he stared at the shuttlecraft, not fully understanding what it was.
"That's right." Chip said with a smile at the boy's excitement.

"Justy!" Kevin said quickly.

"What about him?" Chip asked inrfasion as they walked to the shuttle.

"Is there any way we can call him? | forgot something and | need to talk to him now." Kevin said in
panic.

"Sure, you can call him from the shuttlecraft." Chip said hesitantly.

Kevin calmed slightly but still looked evried.

"Kevin, come here and I'll place the call to Justy for you." Chip said once everyone was in.
"Thank you Uncle Chip." Kevin said, feeling a little ashamed for his earlier outburst.

"No problem... Here." Chip said as the screen came alive.

"Thatdidn't take lond. Aaron said from the screen.

"We haven't left yet. Kevin needs to talk to Justy." Chip said with a smile.

"I'll get him. Hang orl. Aaron said and hurried out of the room.

"I'll do the preflight while you're talking to him." Chip said agat to work.

A moment later Justy came running into view of the screen.

"My pictures. | left them in the hallway. Could you put them away somewhere?" Kevin asked in a rush.
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"I already put them in my room. | didn't want any of the little kids getting etm't Justy said with
assurance.

"Thank you Justy. | just remembered what else was in that bag and it scared me." Kevin said in relief.
"It's safe. No one will go in thetelusty said as a promise.

"Thanks Justy." Kevin said again.

"You need to get rid @f" Justy said firmly.

"l will. Tonight, | promise." Kevin said honestly.

"Okay. It looks like Daddy's ready to go. You need to make sure everyone's got their seatbelt on, since
I'm not there: Justy said seriously.

"Okay Justy, I'll do that." Kevin saidgith a smile.

"Have a good flight, and don't be afraid of the doctor, he acts growly, but he's reallyJuisty. said
assuringly.

Kevin nodded.

Both boys said their goodbyes, then Kevin went back and made sure all the seatbelts were fastened.

"There $e is, guys.” Chip turned the shuttle so that the guys could see their destination: the Starship
Enterprise They were awestruck.

Kenny spoke up first. "She's beautiful!!!"
"Look up on the back of the nacelles and on the back of the landing bay," Cieg.repl

Jake looked up at the warp nacelles and read off the lettering. “INGEA'. 'United Federation of

Planets'.
Looking at the back of the landing bay, Kenny read out the nalBrgelprise.”

Kevin asked Chip, "Uncle Chip, what do you do onEméerprisé&"

"I'm the Chief Helmsman." Chip said proudly.

"What's that?" Kevin asked curiously.

"It means I'm the one who drives the ship." Chip said with a smile at the innocent question.

"Really?" Kenny asked in amazement.
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"Really. If you'd like, I'llsee if the Captain will let me show you around when you're done with your
physicals." Chip said as he brought the shuttle around to get a better look at the ship.

The boys noticed that Chip was taking the scenic route. He was going along the lengtiogfdbek
so that the guys could see more of Emerprise

Chip brought the shuttle around, heading back towards the dock. The boys could see the ship at a better
view, from directly ahead. The shuttle started to rise above the saucer of the starshymdteed the
lettering on the saucer hull, and read it aloudSS Enterprise'NCG170LA"."

Kevin looked over at Chip. "Holy smoke! She's huge!!!"

"She's the second largest ship in the Fleet, second only to the Excelsior."

The shuttle was making itgay between the huge warp nacelles, heading down towards the open doors
of the landing bay. Chip opened a channghtérprise this is Copernicus, we are requesting permi

sion to come aboard."

"Copernicus, this is Enterprise. Permission granted. Starfdridgnding maneuvers.

"Copernicus standing by."

The guys looked at Chip. Jake spoke up. "What happens now, Uncle Chip?"

"I shut down our engines, the controller locks a tractor beam on us, and guides us into the landing bay."

Within minutes, Copernicustiched down gently onto the deck of trerprise The massive bay
doors are still open; the forcefield holding in the ship's atmosphere still in place in the landing bay.

Chip stepped up first, making his way to the back hatch and opened it, motiothiegytoys. "Gend-
men, welcome aboard tisterprise”

"This is gonna be so cool. TJ is never gonna believe | really got to viginteeprise" Kenny said in
complete joy.

"Who's TJ?" Kevin asked carefully.

"He's one of my friends from school. You'renga like him. He's really nice. He's a twin like us, but
his twin is a sister, her name is Charlie." Kenny said seriously.

"A girl named Charlie?" Kevin asked with an incredulous look.

"Well, it's really Charlotte, but she'll kick your a... butt if youl ter that." Kenny said, then glanced at
Allen to see if he was about to be scolded.

"Requesting permission to come aboard, sir." Chip said as he exited the shuttlecraft.
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"Permission granted. | see you have a fresh batch of junior crewmen with you ©alptain Kirk
said with a smile.

"Yes sir. With your permission, I'd like to have Dr. McCoy examine them." Chip said formally.
"We're in dock, Commander, relax.” Captain Kirk said firmly.

"Is that an order?" Chip asked playfully.

"Does it need to be?" Kirresponded.

"Sir, I'd like you to meet Allen Thompson and his sons Jake, Kenny, and Kevin, and of course you
know David." Chip said in a much more relaxed tone.

"Nice to meet you. Good to see you again David. Let's see if McCoy has left the sickb&yreszid
as he led the way out of the shuttle bay.

"Sir, I'd like to have a meeting while the boys are being examined." Chip said seriously.

Kirk caught on to the tone in his voice and said, "I'll ask Christine if she'll watch after them until we're
finished.

"Good thinking. Guys, I'm going to have a meeting with your Pop, so if you're finished before we are, |
want you to stay with Dr. Chapel." Chip said seriously.

"Yes sir." Kenny said firmly.
Chip got a smile on his face as he turned to Kirk and aske@s doing it again, wasn't 1?"

"Yes Mr. Dodds, you were." Kirk said with a smirk.

"Who else are you going to need in this meeting?" Kirk asked as the men left Sickbay.
"David, | assume you were representing Clan Short on this mission?" Chip askédé®rulder.
"Yes, | was appointed as leader of the mission by Patriarch Short.” David said in his Vulcan demeanor.

"Then if Mr. Spock is available, I'd appreciate his input.” Chip said in thought. "Did you use any Sta
fleet resources in this mission?hi asked over his shoulder again.

"We required the use of TerraMain's transporters, holding facilities as well as four of their séeurity o
ficers." David answered efficiently.

"You don't need to act like a Vulcan when | ask you a question." Chip saidsgitinance.
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"When I'm acting as a Vulcan representative, it's kind of automatic... It's logical." David finished with a
smile.

Kirk rolled his eyes as they entered the Briefing Room. The Captain pressed a button on the wall beside
the door and said, "Uhurask Mr. Spock and Lieutenant Thompson to join us in briefing room one."

"Aye, Captain.”" Uhura said efficiently.
"So what's this all about Chip?" Kirk asked as he relaxed into a chair.

"You saw Kenny and Kevin. | became concerned when | found out tlyaetheins.” Chip saides
riously.

"But they're at least two years different in age." Kirk said in confusion.

The door opened and Lieutenant Thompson and Mr. Spock walked in and took their seats.

"Okay, tell me the whole story." Kirk said to Chip.

"David, you're on." Chip said as he turned to face David.

"l received a call for help from Kenny through a mutual friend. The story Kenny told indicated neglect
and an immediate physical threat. We went to the apartment where Kevin had been living and found it
to be devoid of food. | believe all Kevin's clothing is being carried in a single pillowcase. His physical
appearance and subsequent comments lead me to believe that he has been neglected and malnourishec
all his life." David said seriously.

"What was the thia@?" Kirk asked, already sold on the point that the boy had been neglected.

"A pimp in the neighborhood wanted to 'recruit' Kevin, and probably Kenny too. Two of his associates
broke down the door of the apartment while we were there. They were stuteyathieally intero-

gated and are currently in custody at TerraMain." David said efficiently.

"l heard something about that." Lieutenant Thompson said in thought.

"Go ahead." Kirk said.

"l received a report that two of ttnterprisesecurity officers called for assistance from TerraMain.
Comment was made of their efficiency and professionalism. Frankly, they were impressed that they
were able to subdue two fully grown men and only required TerraMain security to replace a broken
doorand escort the prisoners." Lieutenant Thompson said with a little pride in his voice.

"Who was that?" Allen asked the group.

"JJ and Gabe." David said to Allen.

Chip looked at Allen, then back at Lieutenant Thompson.
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"Are you two related?" Chip asked cursly.

Allen and Lieutenant Thompson both gave Chip an identical disbelieving look before saying, "No." in
unison.

"Look at their eyes." Chip said as he compared their features.
"ldentical.” Kirk said as he looked from one to the other.
"I don't have any \iing relatives.” Lieutenant Thompson said seriously.

"Neither do I, that | know of. | was adopted and I'm not even sure if Thompson is my real name." Allen
said in thought.

"Gentlemen, | believe that when we're done here, you both should go to Sickhayofoparative &r
netic analysis." Kirk said firmly.

Both men nodded, then turned their attention back to David.

"That's it for the history. Now to Kevin's current situation.” David said and paused to collect his
thoughts.

"Kevin has been told that he's leang disabled. From what the twins gathered from his memories, it's
likely that he couldn't concentrate on his school work because his brain simply didn't have enough
energy to function properly. | doubt that he really is learning disabled, but the istalsad malnutr

tion that he's endured have caused him to be eleven years old with the body of a nine year old and the
education of a six year old." David said seriously.

"It's going to take a lot of work to deal with that kind of deficiency." Allen spat@hensively.

"l believe Camp Little Eagle will be the best environment to help Kevin. Camp Little Eagle tests each
child to determine their grade level and teaches according to that level, not their age. | believe it would
be less traumatic for him totanhd classes there because they have the resources and staff to meet his
individual needs without putting him in a special class." David said seriously.

"What kind of camp is it?" Allen asked hesitantly.

"It was set up by my Clan to provide a safe and eraging environment for abandoned and abused
children.” David said calmly.

"I've been meaning to ask about that. You're not Vulcan, yet you seem to take on Vulcan mannerisms
when you talk business. And | don't know what you mean by Clan." Allen saidntétiest.

"Commander Dodds was adopted into the House of Sarek, Captain Spock's family. A group of children
formed a bond of brotherhood which included Commander Dodds sons. By Vulcan customy the br
thers of Ambassador Sarek's grandsons are eligible tivdye gfatus as a stdban of the family of &-

rek... if it is logical to do so." David finished in full Vulcan control.
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"When an act was committed against some of my brothers, Ambassador Sarek saw the logic in giving
us clan status so we could have acoesbd resources of Vulcan and ensure the well being of our br
thers." David continued slowly, careful of the wording.

"When the clan encounters a child in need of assistance, we do whatever we can to see that the child is
placed in a safe environment whéeewill receive whatever help is needed for him to grow and-dev
lop to his fullest potential.” David said without inflection.

"Kenny called for assistance. We came, evaluated the situation and offered what assistance we could.
Now, the matters before useaKevin's health and finding a suitable house for Allen's new familg-" D

vid finished, then turned his attention to Chip, indicating he was done.

"Well spoken, Nephew." Spock said contemplatively.

"Before we left, Josh suggested a solution to the problgimyour house." Chip said in thought.

Allen turned his attention fully to Chip.

"Josh and | own a house near Lake Nona. It's the one we lived in before we moved to Southcrest. |
couldn't stand the thought of putting it on the market and selling itaioggrs. And | definitely don't

like being a landlord. It should be big enough for your family and you could move in immediately, that
is, if you like it." Chip finished quickly.

"I'd like to see it." Allen said in thought.

"And there's nothing to discusbaut the boy's physical conditions until McCoy has finished examining
them." Captain Kirk said to no one in particular.

"Did | hear my name?" McCoy asked as he entered the room.

"Report, Bones." Kirk said firmly.

"Let me sit down first. What's your hurry®cCoy asked as he took his seat.
"How are my boys?" Allen asked in worry.

"No surprises. Jake and Kenny are perfectly healthy. Kevin is obviously malnourished and wderdev
loped for his age. Thankfully this was caught before the onset of puberty ohtthmaige causedt|

felong developmental problems. As it is, he just has to do some catching up. I've prescribe@-a nutriti
nal supplement three times a day. It's in a milkshake form so he shouldn't object to it too strenuously.
Besides that, he should eat wHee feels like it. His appetite should start to kick in when he has some
proper nutrition going into his system. I'd like to evaluate him again in two weeks and adjugt the su
plements if a change is indicated.” McCoy said professionally.

"So three milkshiees a day and he'll be fine?" Allen asked incredulously, knowing that nothing was
ever that easy.
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"No, that's all that can be done for now. Aside from being deficient in nearly every vitamin, the boy has
almost no muscle mass, his metabolism is runningtahoee to four times slower than normal, he has
less than 2% body fat. | don't see him becoming the mirror image of his brother in anything less than
two years, but you should be able to see improvement almost every day. His energy will increase, his
appetite and his strength will grow as his body starts to awaken from it's natural reaction to prolonged
starvation." McCoy said passionately.
"Is the person or persons responsible for this being dealt with?" Spock asked calmly.
"All the relevant informationwill be provided to the appropriate Earth authorities. It would be illogical
for us to expend resources on her apprehension when the existing law enforcement agencies can do the
job adequately. | promise that a day of judgment will come to Gloria Habésitl said as a firm vow.
Spock nodded
"Anything else?" Kirk asked as he looked around the room.
"Jake." David said seriously.
Everyone turned their attention to David.
"I'm not sure how his experiences are going to effect his behavior, but since higifetidis mother
in a fit of rage and was sent to prison, Jake's been living as a drug addict and a prostitute." David began
and noticed shocked expressions on everyone except Spock.
"Despite all that he's been through, he's watched after Kevin teshefhis ability. His only thought
when he found out about the possibility that Spade was coming was to get Kevin to safety." David said
with admiration.
"Both these boys have been through hell." Allen said with a shake of his head.
"I'm only telling youthis because Jake may behave in ways you don't expect. Try to realize that he's
been on his own for nearly two years without anyone to support him financially or emotionally. What
may seem crude or disrespectful at first glance may be the only way he koamio relate what he's
thinking or feeling." David said with concern.
"Thanks David, I'll remember that." Allen said in thought.
"Anything else?" Kirk asked and looked around the room.
"No? Then we have another job for you, Bones." Kirk said quickly.

"I'm busier in Spacedock than | am when we're on a mission." McCoy muttered.

"I'd like a comparative genetic analysis done on Mr. Thompson and Lieutenant Thompson." Kirk said
seriously.

"What am | looking for?" McCoy asked as he looked at the two men.
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"We need to know if they're related.” Kirk responded seriously.
"Just look at them." McCoy said in disbelief.
"Just do the test. We need to know *how* related they are." Kirk said in frustration.

"We'd better go ahead and do it now so maybe I'll have a chageedf this bucket before we have
to head out again."” McCoy muttered as he led the way out of the conference room.

"Shall we join them in Sickbay?" Kirk asked as he stood.

No one answered, but everyone stood to follow.

The group of men walked into tiséckbay to a bizarre sight. Christine Chapel had the three ldeys si
ting around a table as she dealt playing cards.

"Dr. Chapel, is this your idea of how to entertain children?" Captain Kirk asked in a mock stern voice.
"I don't know about entertaining ctiren sir, but my friends and | enjoy playing cards. If you'd rather |
talk down to these boys and treat them as less than thinking beings, of course, | will. After all, you're
the Captain.” Christine said challengingly.

"She was a lot easier to get on withen she was a nurse." McCoy said offhandedly.

"Easier to dominate, you mean?" Dr. Chapel asked playfully.

"Are you in trouble?" Kevin asked with worry.

"No sweet pea, we're just playing at being gruff.” Christine said with assurance, then asked the men,
"Are you ready to take these young men on a tour?"

Chip smiled at Christine's no nonsense attitude and said, "That's what some of us are here to do. Boys,
I'd like you to meet Captain Spock and Lieutenant Thompson."

Kevin stared at Spock with wide eyes.
"Kevin, do you have a question?" David asked, noticing his look.
"Is he sick? | mean, Captain Spock. He looks..." Kevin trailed off, at a loss for words.

McCoy got a great smile at the question and everyone was waiting for what was sure to be a, no doubt,
classic explanation of Spock when he was precluded by Spock’s own explanation.

"I am not from your world, therefore | do not look the same as people from Earth. You have no need to
be afraid.” Spock said carefully, trying to be brief and keep his explanata®srstandable for a child.
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Kevin broke into a smile and said, "I'm not afraid. | learned a long time ago that where you're from
don't make you who you are. | was just worried that you might be sick."”

Spock's eyebrows rose in surprise as he said, "I thamkor your concern."

"Now we'll leave the Doctors to perform their tasks while we take these young men on a tour of the
ship.” Chip said, breaking the moment.

Jake walked to Allen and quietly said, "Dad?"
"Yes son?" Allen responded with concern at Jatae.
"I'm feeling... like it's too much. Can | just stay here with you for a while?" Jake asked hopefully.

"Of course. The guys can tell you all about it when they get back.” Allen said and pulled Jake into a
hug of assurance.

"Are you guys ready for sur of theEnterprise"

Kevin and Kenny responded with enthusiasm and followed Chip, Kirk, David and Spock out of the
Sickbay.

"What do | need to do, Doctor... Doctors?" Allen asked, still holding Jake at his side.

"Just lay on that bed. Lieutenant Thason, you lay on the next one. This isn't going to hurt a bit. | just
need you to lay still for a minute while the bed scans your genetic codes, then compares them." McCoy
said as he started pressing some buttons at the head of the bed.

Dr. Chapel was domthe same on Lieutenant Thompson's bed as Jake asked, "What are they doing? Is
something wrong with you?"

"No son. They're just checking to see if Lieutenant Thompson and | are related, that's all." Allen said in
a calming voice.

"Why?" Jake asked iconfusion.

"Chip says we look alike, and since we have the same last name, | guess it's worth checking out." Allen
explained carefully.

"If he's related to you, does that mean he's related to me too?" Jake asked carefully.
"We'll have to wait and see if we related, but if we are, then yes." Allen said softly.

"Is that okay with you?" Lieutenant Thompson asked from the other bed.
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Jake took a step away from Allen to look at Lieutenant Thompson before saying, "I didn't haae any f
mily before today. It'd beool to have another person in my family."

"Jake, | don't have any family at all. If it is true, I'll be very happy to have you as a relative toe." Lie
tenant Thompson said seriously.

"Get ready to be happy then." Dr. McCoy said with a smile.

"What does isay Doctor?" Lieutenant Thompson asked with anticipation.

"The test shows a 98% match for close relation." Dr. McCoy said clinically.

"Does that mean there's a 2% chance we're not related?" Allen asked in confusion.

"No. Anything beyond 60% on this testeonsidered proof that the individuals being tested are blood
relations of some kind. The closer the relationship, the higher the percentage.” Dr. McCoy sdid carefu

ly.

Allen and Lieutenant Thompson shared a look of confusion.

"What Doctor McCoy is so etpuently not saying is that you two are brothers. You both have the same
parents. In fact, the only way you two could have a higher percentage is if one of you was a clone of
the other." Dr. Chapel said plainly.

"Thank you Doctor, | was getting to it." DvicCoy said gruffly.

"l just wanted to get you to it before it was time for us all to retire." Dr. Chapel snipped back.
"Brothers?" Allen asked weakly.

"You mean it?" Lieutenant Thompson asked in disbelief.

"Starfleet doesn't pay me to lie to you. They hawehole diplomatic corps to do that. You're brothers
without a doubt. Now go on and figure out how this happened.”

"Is your first name Lieutenant?" Jake asked as he followed Lieutenant Thompson and Allen out the
Sickbay door.

"No Jake, my name is Bradypu can call me Uncle Brady if you want to." He said warmly.

"Brady? Do you know how... | mean, | don't know anything about my family.” Allen said with diff
culty.

"I'm sorry. | really don't know. Mom and Dad never said anything to me about having erbrBtiady
said with regret and led the group into a turbolift.
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"The woman | grew up with never made any secret of the fact that | was adopted, but she didn't know
where | came from. From what she said, Cecil showed up one night with me, a 3 or 4 mbatbyold

and said | was going to be their son." Allen said as his mind drifted into the past.

The turbolift stopped, then Brady led the way into the hall.

"When | was about 4 years old, Cecil didn't come home one night and we never heard from him again."
Allen said slowly.

"How did you end up with the name Thompson?" Brady asked curiously as he led the way through the
maze of corridors.

"Cecil had a birth certificate made for me listing him and Mona as my parents. | thought he gave me
the last name Thompsdecause it was his." Allen said in thought.

"Cecil Thompson? From Fort Lauderdale?" Brady asked as he opened a crew cabin door.

"Yes. We lived there till | was about fifteen." Allen said with excitement at the possibility of aczonne
tion.

"l don't know wha happened but dad hated Uncle Cecil with a fiery passion. He would never tell me
about what happened but he cursed the name of Cecil Thompson every day of his life until the day he
died." Brady said as they entered the living room area.

"Can | get you arping?" Brady asked as he gestured to his guests to have a seat.

"No thanks, do you need anything Jake?" Allen asked as Jake took a seat beside him.

"Can | have a drink?" Jake asked quietly.

"Sure, just a second.” Brady said and went to a small areathkatd like a breakfast bar.

"So Lieutenant Thompson, what do you do on this ship anyway?" Allen asked carefully.

"Security, I'm kind of like third in charge.” Brady said shyly.

"Really? | bet that's interesting.” Allen said as he relaxed into the couch.

"I have a few stories to tell." Brady said with a small smile.

"Thank you." Jake whispered as he accepted the soft drink from Brady.

"What about you Allen, what do you do?" Brady asked with interest.

"I'm working on Project Libra. It's a Federation projétts trying to incorporate the functionality of

Vulcan programming with the user friendly aspects of Human programming in one uniforrmprogra
ming language that has the best aspects of both world's programming styles.” Allen said with a smile.
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"It sounds ike a tall order. Vulcan programming is notorious for it's spartan disregard for the user."
Brady said frankly.

"The same way human programming is notorious for being unstable and fraught with ‘'undocumented
features'." Allen said with a smile.

There was &ull in the conversation which was broken by Jake timidly asking, "Where do yourive U
cle Brady?"

"Right here when I'm off planet.” Brady said and made a 'here it is’ gesture to the room in general.

"When I'm on Earth, | keep a little apartment in a see@artment building in San Francisco." Brady
finished seriously.

"Oh." Jake said with disappointment.

"What's wrong sport?" Allen asked carefully.

"l was hoping Uncle Brady could visit us sometimes and we could go and do stuff." Jake mumbled.
"That soundsike a wonderful idea. Do you have anything planned for tomorrow Brady? | think I'm
?uo"l;g to be looking at a new house and it'd be great if you could look at it with us.” Allen asked hop

"And if you help us decide to get it, then it kind of makesur home too." Jake said with excitement.

"A home? Jake, | haven't had a home for several years. It would be an honor to look at your house with
you." Brady said with hazel eyes, shining with moisture.

"And if we get it, then it will be your home todAllen said as a promise.

Chip led the two boys off the Bridge as he heard the snickers erupt from behind him.

Kevin's endless questions like, 'What does that one do?', 'Can | push that one?’, ‘Can you make them all
blink at once?' and Chip's persofalorite, 'Where's the steering wheel?', won the hearts of everyone
on the bridge.

Kenny's comment, 'l thought it would be bigger’, nearly made Scotty fall out of the command chair as
he tried to hold in his laughter.

Chip looked at the tired boys and félle desire to get home to his own sons. Spending time with Kevin
and Kenny had reminded him again of how precious and special children are and how much he missed
spending time with his own.
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CHAPTER 8

"So how did things go with your new brother?" Chigeascasually to Allen who was riding in the
passenger seat on the way back from the spaceport.

"Great. | wish he could have come back with us, but he said he had to get some things done so he could
take tomorrow off and look at the house with us." Alleid sariously.

"l don't know every detail of what he has going on, but | do know that he never takes leave and has his
duties planned months in advance. | suspect that for someone like Lieutenant Thompson to take an
unexpected day off from his duties wik tike... well, like you unexpectedly moving." Chip said kan

ly.

"l just want to get to know all about him. I've always wanted a real family... Carl was the closest I've
been able to manage up until today." Allen trailed off quietly.

"Forgive me if I'm pying, but I've only overheard a few comments along the way. I've been through
quite a few things and might be able to give some advice if | understand your situation.” Chip said in
thought.

Allen looked into the back seat and saw that David and Jake haftertng away a mile a minute,
oblivious to all that was going on around them. Kevin and Kenny were talking in hushed whispers very
seriously.

Chip waited, knowing that Allen was trying to put his thoughts and feelings into words.

"l don't like going to tubs and things like that. It just seems... sleazy, | guess. Some friends of mine
dragged me out to a club one night and | saw him for the first time." Allen said with a faint smile.

"God, he looked good. Tall, dark and handsome... My friends noticedtemgshand warned me away
immediately. 'If you're wanting to get laid, Carl's your man, but if you're wanting something that will
last, you'd better look somewhere else'." Allen said with a shake of his head.

"l didn't listen. | was hooked. | chased aftémn for weeks and he finally agreed to go out on a date. As
soon as | tried to do anything even remotely romantic or loving, he'd shut me down. That date ended
with him telling me in no uncertain terms that he'd never love me, he'd never marry me, dddéat
better off with just about anyone else.” Allen finished with a chuckle.

"So how did you two end up together if it started out that badly?" Chip asked with interest.

"I never gave up on him. | stopped trying to get him into a relationship and wamkadt being his
friend. | figured that if he couldn't love me, maybe my loving him was enough." Allen said weakly.

"l guess I'd known him almost five years when he found out that one of his regular sex partners had
been diagnosed HIV positive." Allenidawith pain in his voice.

"I'm sorry, | didn't know." Chip said sincerely.
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"I know. It's okay, that was over three years ago. After he got the call, he came to me. All | can think of
is that I'm the only person who he could call a friend that he'd niexevgth. We talked all night long
about... just about everything. When he finally slept, | held him in my arms and swore to myself that
he'd never be alone... and he never was." Allen said in distant memory.

"So did he finally fall in love with you?" Cpiasked curiously.

"Yes. But he couldn't say the words. He only told me he loved me one time. That was two weeks bef
re he died." Allen said with pain.

"So how does Kenny figure into all this?" Chip asked cautiously.

"I met Kenny the first time about fingears ago. Carl was very careful to protect Kenny from his
nightlife. | took one look into those big beautiful brown eyes and my heart was his. | think one of the
reasons that Carl let me move in was because Kenny and | got along so well. He was ctmatdfned
he got sick, that Kenny wouldn't have anyone to comfort him. From what I've heard abouivifes, €x
have to say he was right." Allen finished with a shake of his head.

"Are you up to raising three boys as a single father?" Chip asked with soncer

"If | can't have a husband, the next best thing is a house full of growing boys to raise. I've loved Kenny
for years, Kevin inspires all the same love | have for Kenny and sets off every protective instinct | have
besides. And Jake... If | had the chana go out and choose the perfect son for me to raise, Jake would
be it." Allen said with a watery smile.

"l lost my first husband many years ago. Some people tell you it gets easier with time. Those people
haven't gone through what I've been througdme days it still hurts as fresh as the day I lost him...

And there are some days when | wrap myself in the memories of the good times. Josh understands and
let's me have those times when | need to." Chip said with a smile of love at the thought of JC.

"So here's my sage advice. Don't try to forget, you can't. Don't try to get over it, you won't. You have
the right to feel every single thing that you feel and no one else has any say in it. But the one thing you
have to do is keep going. Laying around, stewn it doesn't make anything better. Every day, find the
will to get out of that bed and do the things that need to be done." Chip said seriously.

Allen nodded as a tear trailed down his cheek. "You want to hear something funny?" Allen asked in a
shakyvoice.

"What's that?" Chip asked carefully.

"When he died | was there. | was holding him when he just... stopped. One minute he was alive, the
next, he wasn't. And at the moment | realized that he was really gone the only thing | could think was,

'l was sypposed to have four more months'." Allen said with a dark chuckle.

"The doctors said he had six months to live. He was supposed to have four more months, so he couldn't
be dead." Allen said, as if he were pleading his case before a court.

"We're here." Chp said quietly as Allen broke down into full sobbing.
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"David, take the guys in. We'll join you in a minute." Chip said into the back seat where everyone was
watching Allen cry.

"Yeah." David said quietly and opened his door.

"What's wrong with Poppa?" K@ asked in a small voice.
"He's missing Dad." Kenny said with certainty.

"Is there anything we can do to make him feel better?" Kevin asked as he followed David into-the ho
se.

Jake put his hand on Kevin's shoulder and said, "No Kev, | know how ittfeti Wlost my mom and

dad. Nothing anyone says will make it better. The best thing you can do is try to give him what he
needs. If he needs a hug, give him an extra special hug. If he needs to be left alone, then tryito do it w
thout making him feel bad."

"How will I know what he needs?" Kevin asked as he looked up into Jake's eyes.

"Ask him. Just don't bug him about it. If he says he needs to be alone, then leave him alone for a good
long while. When he's done, he'll come to you." Jake said seriously.

"Okay... " Kevin said in thought.

"Us three can take care of each other when Dad's out of it." Jake said with assurance.
"Not just you three." David said seriously.

All three boys turned to look at David.

"Come on in the game room and I'll show you." David s@th a smile.

After twenty minutes, Chip and Allen finally finished their talk and walked into the house.
"I hope that didn't bother the boys too much." Allen said as they came into the entry hall.

"I'm sure David handled it if they had any problenms. deally impressed with how he's taking charge
of things." Chip said, then stopped to listen.

"What is it?" Allen asked in concern.
"Do you hear that?" Chip asked as he looked around.

"I don't hear anything." Allen said in confusion.
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"Exactly. We have deast six boys in the house and it's perfectly quiet. Something's wrong." Chip said
and started walking quickly toward the game room.

Allen followed, unsure what was happening.

Chip and Allen stood in awe at the sight before them. There were no lesadémiy boys sitting in the
room all listening in perfect silence as Kevin and Kenny were telling their story. They spoke ia-altern
ting sentences as if they'd been doing it all their lives.

"Come on." Chip whispered and led Allen back into the hall.

Whenthe door was shut, Allen asked, "What was that all about?"

"The Clan is having a meeting. From the sound of it at least two of your sons are about to become full
members of a Vulcan Clan.” Chip said seriously as he led the way to the kitchen.

"What does tht mean exactly?" Allen asked with concern.

"It means that every boy in that room will look at your sons as their brothers. If they ever need help of
any kind, the members of Clan Short will see that it's provided. In return, they'll be expected to provide
what support they can to their brothers.” Chip said and walked into the kitchen to find a group of
adults.

"Allen, you've already met Teri and Josh. I'd like for you to meet Dan, Kayla, Sara, Helen, Angela,
Brian, and Matt. Some of the kids in the gamemdelong to them." Chip said with a smile.

"Hi." Allen said shyly.

"We'll fill you in on which kids belong to which parents later. We've pretty much accepted that all the
kids belong to all of us anyway." Helen said with a grand smile.

"Okay." Allen saidwith a smile at Helen's friendly nature.

"So you're starting out with three. That's courageous of you." Brian said frankly.

"How many do you have?" Allen asked quietly, still feeling like he was the center of attention.
"One... two... yeah, let's just célkwo." Brian said uncertainly.

Allen looked at Brian in question, prompting him to continue.

"I've got one son of my own, but my new boyfriend, Justin, we just call him Curly, has a son too."
Brian said hesitantly.

"Oh. Okay. | guess that makes sen#dlén said in thought.
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"Josh was telling us you're going to look at the house tomorrow. | think you're going to love it." Brian
said happily.

"l hope so. I think it will be the best thing for all of us to start our new family in a new house." Allen
said catemplatively.

"Yes. It somehow makes the changes in your life seem official.” Teri said in thought.

"So who wants to help me make some cookies for when they're finished?" JC asked the group, trying to
lighten the mood.

Helen and Teri immediately stood. Wa and Matt joined them a little more slowly.

"Just relax Allen. | have a feeling that your sons are going through something that will improve their
lives." Chip said assuringly.

"How so?" Allen asked apprehensively.

"Because they're about to become padomething bigger than all of us." Chip said dramatically.

"You mean because they'll all be brothers?" Allen asked slowly.

"No, that's an important part of it. When they come to understand what it truly means to be a member

of a Vulcan Clan, they'liliscover that it comes with a certain level of esteem. If someone disrespects a
member of the Clan, they disrespect the entire Clan. Being accepted as part of the Clan means that they
are worthy of respect.” Chip said in thought.

"l hope they can handle'itAllen said with concern.

"From what I've seen and heard the past few hours, they can.” Chip said in a definite voice.

"Thank you for sharing your story Jake." Cory said as Jake held his brothers tightly.

"Now that you've heard our history and we'vataeyours, I'd like to invite you to become official
members of Clan Short." Cory said seriously.

"What does that mean?" Kevin asked quietly.

"It means that we're all your brothers. If anyone messes with you, they mess with all of us." JJ said
firmly.

"And if you find someone in need of help, you have all of us to back you up in giving them the help
they need." Sean interjected.

"Like you did for us?" Jake said with surprise.
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"Exactly." David said with a smile.
"So let me see if | got this right?" Kenny askand waited to see if the group was listening.

"l called my friend Tiffany, she called David who's a member of Clan Short. And because heis a me
ber of the Clan, he was able to do all that stuff and save us from Spade?" Kenny asked in confirmation.

"Basically, yeah." Cory said with a considering nod.

"And if | join, then | could be like David and help people?" Kenny asked, trying to be sure if he was
understanding it correctly.

"That's right." Aaron said with a smile of pride as he hugged David tightistside.

Kenny turned to Jake and Kevin and asked, "What do you think guys? Do you want to be part of this?"
"I could really help people?" Kevin asked in wonder.

"And we'd have all these guys to help us if we get into trouble." Jake said in thought.

"l want to. But I've got to do something first." Kevin said slowly.

"What's that?" Kenny asked in concern.

"I've got to get rid of the gun. When | join, | don't want to take the chance of doing anything that will
make my brothers look bad." Kevin said serigusl

"Do you want me to go with you?" Kenny asked quietly.

"No. I'll need Justy to show me where he put it. Then I've got to do it myself. If anyone is going to get
into trouble, it'll just be me." Kevin said firmly.

"But we're all your brothers Kevin. Yowd't have to face things like this alone." Gabe said as he held
Ricky on his lap.

"It's important that | do this alone. If | can do it, then I'll be ready to join you." Kevin said considering
his words.

"We'll wait here for you. Do what you need to do.'rsaid, and the discussion was ended.

"Are you sure you don't want me to go with you?" Justy asked quietly.

"I'm sure. If I'm going to be like David and Uncle Chip someday, | have to be able to do stuff like this
myself." Kevin said seriously.
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"We'll bein the game room if you need us." Justy said, then on impulse, hugged Kevin before leaving
him standing outside the kitchen full of adults.

"Uncle Chip?" Kevin asked in a small voice with his pillow case full of pictures held close to his chest.
"Is themeeting over already?" Chip asked with surprise.

"No. The guys are waiting on me. I, um, | just have to give you something." Kevin said as fear boiled
inside him.

Chip noticed the fearful expression on Kevin's face and said, "Go ahead. | have foursoing, you
can do will surprise me."

Kevin gave a small nod, then reached into his pillow case and pulled out the gun by the pistal-grip, ho
ding it with his thumb and forefinger.

There was a blazing moment of silence in the kitchen as everyone saw tigebpgiholding the
weapon out to Chip.

After a long moment of shock, Chip accepted the gun and pointed it toward the floor as he released the
cartridge of the revolver and removed the bullets.

Chip then looked at Kevin who was frozen in fear before him.
"Kevin, please tell me why you have a gun." Chip said as he laid the pistol on the table beside him.

"l was scared and Spade and his guys were coming. I'm sorry | didn't give it to you before byt... Ever
thing was so big and different, | kinda forgot." Kevambled.

Chip pulled Kevin in for a hug and said, "Thank you for giving it to me. If it's alright with you, I'm
going to put it away where it can't hurt anyone."

Kevin nodded into Chip's chest.

"I'm so proud of you for doing this. | know you must havenbssared of how we'd react.” Allen said
as he moved to Kevin and Chip's side.

Kevin nodded again.

"It's alright. You're not in any trouble. You did just the right thing." Allen said with assurance.

"Thanks Poppa."” Kevin said into Chip's chest.

"Now, didn'tyou say that the guys were waiting on you?" Chip asked in a much more lighthearted tone.

"Uh huh." Kevin said and sniffed back the evidence that he'd been crying.
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"You go on back to the meeting and I'll take care of this for you." Chip said as he gaalesgueeze
in his hug.

"l love you Uncle Chip." Kevin said, then released the hug.

Kevin quickly turned to face Allen and said, "Is it okay if | hug you Poppa?"

"Of course. | could really use a hug right now." Allen said with a tender smile.

Kevin huggedAllen tightly, doing his best to make it as exgecial as he could for his new Poppa.
Finally the hug broke and Kevin said, "The guys are waiting for me, but | want to finish that hug later."

"I'll remind you where you left off." Allen said as atched Kevin hurry from the room, holding his
pillow case with one hand.

"What was that about kids not being able to surprise you anymore?" JC asked with a chuckle.
Chip looked at JC and broke into an involuntary grin.

"Would you believe it if | said | waexpecting that?" Chip asked hopefully.

"Not a chance." JC said as he worked on mixing cookie dough.

"Allen, you've got some special boys. | hope you're up to the challenge.” Chip said with a smile.

"I've got to be, because | wouldn't trade them for ahgroboys in the world.” Allen said as he thought
about his special children.

"You'll fit in fine around here." Helen said in a definite voice.

"Did everything go okay?" Kenny asked with worry.
Kevin nodded and took his seat beside Jake, the otherside&inny.

"Then | guess we can do this now. Do you three want to join us?" Cory asked plainly as he held CD
and Timmy in his lap.

Jake looked at Kevin, then at Kenny to receive their nods of approval.
"You're our big brother, you can speak for us." Kenvhispered.
Jake broke into a broad smile as he announced, "My brothers and | would be happy to join you."

"Great. Then it's done. You are now officially members of Clan Short of the Family of Sarek of the
House of Surak of the planet Vulcan. You are aothers and we are yours." Cory said dramatically.



One Door Closes 87

"Daddy, William says Kevin should show us his pictures.” Timmy said quickly.
Cory smiled and looked to Kevin, "Would you mind?"

Kevin got a timid look, but when he looked around the group, he didn't gepeawho looked like
they would make fun of him.

"Okay." Kevin said quietly and pulled the stack out of his pillow case.

"Gabe, this one is you." Kevin said as he looked at the top picture.

"It looks kinda like a dog." Benji said as he leaned over to &idhke picture.

"It's Tippy." Gabe said as he saw the vague shape.

"Who's that?" Travis asked quietly.

"When | was really little, Tippy was the neighbor's dog. I'd play with her through the fence when no
one else was around. Our neighbors moved away gnamdatook Tippy with them. | felt so alone."
Gabe drifted off in memory.

"Let's see another one." JJ said with interest.

"This one is Cathy." Kevin said happily.

"So you can see these people in your pictures?" JJ asked curiously.

"Yeah. Kenny can see thewo." Kevin said as he looked at JJ to see his reaction.

"Cathy's happy. She's telling her Grandmother how much she likes her new school.” Kenny said as he
gently ran his fingertips across the picture.

"Can you really see that?" Robbie asked as he wigétta better look at the picture.

"l can see all sorts of things." Kenny said and sat the picture aside.

The next picture was just a shadow in a doorway.

"It's Mr. Grimes." Ricky said as he pointed at the picture.

"Who's that?" Gabe asked carefully.

"He used to live in the apartment across from my old mommy. He was really nice, but he didn't want
me to look at his face cause it was burned real bad. Then one day | went to visit and he wasn't there no

more." Ricky finished sadly.

"Who's next?" Gabe askedytrwanting to dwell on his brother's past any longer than necessary.
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"This is Chok." Kevin said with a smile.
"What kind of a name is Chok?" CD asked Cory curiously.
"l don't know, Chinese maybe?" Cory answered quietly.

Kenny laid his hand on the picturedasaid, "His name is really Charles, but somehow he got tke nic
name Chok. He's always had it and it seems to fit."

"Dad's name is Charles and his nickname is Chip." Justy said into the group.

A few considered the statement and finally it was accept&e@wia moved to reveal the next picture.
"Kenny, what's wrong with him?" Kevin asked quickly.

"What?" Cory asked as he leaned forward.

Kenny touched the picture and felt a flood of emotion.

"He's hurting inside... he doesn't want to leave... his fath@ing go send him away." Kenny said as
he tried to sort through the emotions.

"Where is he being sent?" Antonio asked as he moved closer beside Kenny.

"To Vulcan... his name is Xain. His father has been trying to make him be like Captain Spock." Kenny
saidin confusion.

"Kenny, if you'll let us, maybe we can help." Jacob said seriously.
"We can help you sort through the emotions so you can see more clearly." Jamie finished.
"Thanks." Kenny said as he kept his hand firmly on the picture.

Jamie and Jacob ealehd a hand on Kenny's arm and concentrated to sort through the flood-of em
tions.

"I can see now. His father is Solak of the house of Suvak. Xain's mother was human. Solak wants Xain
to be just like Captain Spock because he is also half human.” Kenrig aaiduch more relaxed voice.

"Is the father hurting him somehow?" Cory asked darkly.

"No, no... yes. Only by keeping constant pressure on him to learn perfect control of his emotions. Xain
hasn't been able to master emotions the way a Vulcan doesesitotbiehave as a Vulcan, butis in
constant fear that he will be discovered.” Kenny said in a distant voice.

"Now his father has given up on teaching him the Vulcan disciplines himself and has announced that he
is going to send Xain to live with his grdather on Vulcan. His grandfather won't even call him by his
name, he calls him 'the abomination' because he isn't a pure Vulcan." Kenny said with a disturbed look.
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"Kenny, what do you think Solak would say if Xain were invited to join acdab of thefamily of Sa-
rek?" Cory asked carefully.

"l think Solak would believe it to be a beneficial experience for Xain. It would be another step-in atta
ning the goal of making Xain to be like Captain Spock." Kenny said in a\deltan tone.

"Does Xain have anykdls that we might be able to use as an excuse to ask him to join us?" Cory
asked in thought.

"He is adept at database construction and maintenance. That is his greatest skill." Kenny said as he
looked through the vast expanse of Xain's mind.

"Well, we have a few computer users here who can handle a database, but any of them would rather
handle a porcupine if they were given the choice. That means that we could honestly use his help. How
soon is Xain going to be sent away?" Cory asked as he looked around.

"Thirteen hundred hours tomorrow, Federation standard time." Kenny said with a note of confusion.

"That gives us time to do this right. Kenny, where is he?" Cory asked as he motioned for Justy and
Sean to come to him.

"The Vulcan Embassy in San Francisd¢enny said in thought.

"Uncle Brady lives in San Francisco." Jake said quickly, then continued, "And he's coming here tomo
row."

"Then we do this tonight." Cory said, then looked to Justy.

"Contact Ambassador Sarek and assess him of the situation. Wi esesure that we aren't breaking

a Vulcan custom by inviting a member of another house to join our Clan." Cory said, then turned his
focus on Sean and said, "We need someone to talk to the adults. We're not rescuing him exactly or
adopting him. We neetd be sure that we'll have a place for him to stay that Solak will approve of."
"We've got a problem." Jacob said as he concentrated on Kenny's thoughts.

"What's that?" Cory asked as he froze in his tracks.

"He doesn't speak English." Jacob said grimly.

"How? Why would he be living on Earth and not speak English?" Cory asked in confusion.

"Xain's father moved him here less than a year ago. Since then, Xain has been trying to learn English,
but his father and his teachers keep him so overwhelmed with \stledies, that he can't absorb the
language. He's only been able to pick up a few words and phrases. Since he can't speak the native la

guage, his father hasn't allowed him to leave the embassy since he's been here." Jamie said in thought.

"So who do we hawthat speaks Vulcan?" Cory asked weakly.
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"Kevin can speak Vulcan." Jacob said seriously.
"He can?" Kenny asked with disbelief.
"I can?" Kevin asked in an identical tone.

"Kevin can speak the language that is native to anyone in any of his picturestiZbiedrolds six
Earth languages and Vulcan standard.” Jamie said in thought.

"What about Kenny?" Sean asked curiously.

"I think while he's touching Xain's picture, he should be able to understand him. I'm not sure if he'll be
able to speak to him." Jacshid with difficulty.

"Well, | guess your family is our only option. | hope you have room in your new home for our foreign
exchange student." Cory said with weak humor.

"Do you think Poppa will have a problem with us inviting someone to live with us?hkeked with
concern.

"Do you want me to find out?" Jake asked carefully.

"That's a good idea. Aaron can go with you, adults seem to like him for some reason." Cory said with a
teasing smile.

Jake smiled at Aaron and headed for the door.
"How old is he?" dke asked in thought before reaching the door.
"He's twelve." Kenny said quickly.

"Okay, I'll see what Dad has to say and let you know." Jake said as he and Aaron walked out of the
room.



One Door Closes 91
CHAPTER 9
"Dad? Do you have a minute?" Jake asked hesitantlyAmthn standing at his side.
"Of course son. Come here." Allen said with an inviting smile at Jake.
Jake walked closer to Allen and was pulled into a warm hug.
"What's on your mind Sport?" Allen asked as he reluctantly released the hug.
"There's this kid wh needs our help..." Jake began.
"Uh oh." Teri said as she looked around at the other adults.

"l was wondering, | mean, we all were, if we could invite him to move in with us?" Jake asked hes
tantly.

"Son, we haven't even seen the new house yet. | domkt.thAllen began but was interrupted.

"If we don't do this now, he'll be sent to Vulcan and then we probably won't be able to helpdim." A
ron said desperately.

"Vulcan?" Allen asked in confusion.
"He's half Vulcan. His dad is always pushing him toike Captain Spock. He makes him study all the
time and now is ready to send him away because he isn't Vulcan enough." Jake said with pleading in

his voice.

"And he needs someplace where he can grow up and be Vulcan and Human without being pushed to be
somehing he's not." Aaron interjected.

"And he really wants to stay on Earth." Jake said imploringly.

"Guys, maybe it would be better if he came to stay with us." Teri said, noticing Allen's overwhelmed
expression.

"He can't. He needs to stay with us. He tcgméak English, but Kevin can speak Vulcan so he can talk
to him." Jake said quickly.

Allen held up his hand in a 'stop' motion and asked, "Chip? How many bedrooms does youahouse h
ve?"

"There are three bedrooms and an apartment over the garage." i@mjitls@ smile, knowing that the
decision had already been made.

"Jake, | don't think Kevin and Kenny will have a problem sharing a room, but what about you? If we
invite this mystery boy to live with us, will you be willing to share a room?" Allen asiesfully.



92 MultiMapper

"Yes Dad. He can have the bed if he wants it, I'll sleep on the floor. Please don't make him have to go
someplace where he won't be loved." Jake asked as a plea.

Allen closed his eyes and thought for a minute before saying, "You'll each hadedo don't have

to worry about that. He can stay as long as it's what he wants. If he wants to go back to his father or to
Vulcan, | don't want you or your brothers trying to change his mind."

"Thanks Dad." Jake said with joy and turned to run outefolom.

"One more thing." Allen said quickly.

Jake stopped and turned cautiously.

"As part of my job, I've also learned to speak Vulcan." Allen said with a smile.

Jake's face lit up and he continued out of the kitchen followed closely by Aaron.

"He's gotyou wrapped around his little finger." Chip said with a shake of his head.

Jake walked into the game room to see Kevin talking to the picture in a language he'd never heard.
"What's he doing?" Jake asked no one in particular.

"He's soothing Xain. It isat exactly telepathy, but it's not empathy either. He seems to be speaking to
his subconscious mind." Jamie said in concentration.

"What did Pop say?" Kenny asked hopefully.
"He said 'yes'." Jake said as he listened to Kevin's calming words.

Justy walkedn and said, "Grandpa Sarek said that he would make the invitation personally. He said
that Solak would be most accepting of the idea if he presented it. He is waiting for our call to proceed.

"Now we need to get Uncle Brady to bring him here when he sdrdake said to the group.
"Dad could arrange that. Let's go ask him." Jamie said as he looked at Jacob.

After a single nod from Jacob they hurried out of the room.

"Do you do this often?" Jake asked Kevin quietly.

"l used to do it every night." Keviragl as he kept his attention focused on the picture before him.
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"He's feeling better. Not exactly happy, but he feels like things might work out for him." Kenny said in
thought.

Kevin nodded and looked up at Jake.

"l used to take out my pictures and if asfythem was afraid or hurting, I'd talk to them and try to make
them feel better." Kevin explained.

Jake pulled Kevin into a hug and asked, "Did you ever do that for me?"

Kevin shyly nodded.

"Was it the second night after my mom was killed?" Jake askednmall voice.

Kevin nodded, then pulled out of the hug and started going through his pictures.

"This is yours." Kevin said and presented the picture to Jake.

"It's Midas." Jake said with a smile of delight.

"Who's Midas?" Kenny asked curiously as he bkt the vague shape of a molike creature.

"Midas was my hamster. | had him when | was about seven years old." Jake said fondly.

"Why did you call him Midas?" Kenny asked curiously.

"Why not call him Midas?" Jake asked back challengingly.

"How longhave you two been brothers?" Sean asked with a smile as he watched the exchange.
"Sorry Kenny." Jake said shyly.

"You don't need to be sorry Jake, you were doing it right. If Kenny wants to know something, he's
going to ask. If he asks you something thai gon't feel like sharing, you let him know it. That's what

you two just did." Sean explained carefully.

"And you did it like you've been doing it for years." Cory said from Sean's side.

"Dad, we've got something to ask you." Jacob said quietly.

"Jake sid his Uncle Brady is coming to visit tomorrow from San Francisco." Jamie said, matching his
brother's tone of voice.

"And we were wondering if you could ask him to bring our new friend here with him." Jacob asked as
he looked at his dad with large eyes.
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"That way no one would have to make a special trip to bring him..." Jamie said more quickly.
"...and he wouldn't have to travel by himself." Jacob said, increasing the pace even more.
"Boys!" Chip said, trying to stop their tagam verbal assault.

Both boys looked at Chip with wide, hopeful eyes.

"I'll call him now and I'll let you know where and when your friend should meet him." Chip sad in r
signation.

"Thanks Dad!" Both boys said in unison and hugged their father gratefully.

"Yeah, and Jake's got meapped around his little finger." Allen said with a chuckle to JC and Teri.

"He said yes. He's calling Lieutenant Thompson now." Jacob said happily.

"Good. Come on in. | can smell cookies baking, so we have one more thing to do, then we'll &it the ki
chen." Cory said happily.

Jacob and Jamie took their seats on either side of Beau and pulled him into a warm hug.

"Everyone. You know that when one of us does something as a representative of Clan Shaet that it r
flects on all of us?" Cory asked the group were giving their full attention.

'Yeahs' and nods went around the circle of boys.

"David, JJ, Gabe, Jacob, Jamie, Mark and Zac. I've talked to a few people who you've come in contact
with today." Cory said as he looked at each of the team members.in turn

"Each of them told me the same thing in their own way. You all behaved professionally anchreprese
ted Clan Short well." Cory said dramatically.

"David, when you first called me you were uncertain and thought it would be best if someone else went
to helpKenny. How do you feel now?" Cory asked with a small grin.

"l didn't do much. You told me to get my team together and let them know what needed to be done.
That's all | did." David said humbly.

"Talk to Uncle Chip about that sometime. | think that's hisgescription when he's in commandd-C
ry said with a smile.

David blushed and pulled Aaron tight against his side.

"JJ, there's a Starfleet Security Lieutenant that you impressed to the point that she called me so I'd be
sure to know what a capable mamalve as my head of security.” Cory said happily.
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"Just doing my job." JJ said while trying to hide his smile of pride.

"Gabe, Jacob and Jamie. T'Prang sent a personal message informing me that my intelligence team was
properly skilled and worthy of any hse of Vulcan." Cory said in a Vulcan tone.

Everyone chuckled as Travis, Eli, Benji and Ricky surrounded Gabe in a hug.

"Mark and Zac." Cory said and turned his gaze to the pair.

"We didn't do anything." Mark said quietly.

Cory looked from the pair to KevitKkenny and Jake.

"You helped us not be scared." Kevin said seriously.

"You stayed with us, even after we were safe when we got here." Kenny said quietly.
"You were there when we needed you." Jake said with true respect for the pair.

"You see? And thanke @ll of you, Kenny, Kevin and Jake are safe, have a family and have mere br
thers than they could have dreamed of." Cory said happily.

"Daddy, my tummy wants some cookies." Timmy said in a whiney tone.
"Mine too." CD said immediately.

"l guess we're donéet's go raid the kitchen, then we can start the nest when we get back." Cory said
to the group as he stood.

"What does that mean?" Kenny asked Justy quietly.

"We're all going to sleep in here tonight. It's really neat." Justy said happily.

"All of us?" Jake asked as he looked at the group of boys funneling out the door.

"Yeah. Have you ever seen a litter of puppies sleep?" Justy asked as he moved toward the door.
"Um, yeah, once." Jake said slowly.

"We kinda do that. A puppy pile. We just all snuggleni go to sleep.” Justy said as he finally made
it to the door.

"It sounds like fun."” Kenny said with a smile.
"l don't know. | never slept with anyone before." Kevin said nervously.

"It'll be fine. Kenny and | will be right there with you." Jake said vaissurance.
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Kevin looked at Jake's earnest expression and broke into a smile as he said, "You're a great big brother
Jake."

"And you two are great little brothers... unless you make me miss out on cookies by keepingime in h
re." Jake teased.

Kevin and Kennytook off at the same time to follow the group to the kitchen.

"Really?" Kevin asked in wonder as he was handed a glass of milk to go with his cookies.
Helen looked at Kevin in confusion, then at Kenny.
"You've had milk before haven't you?" Kenny askkxvly.

"Yeah, but | only ever got to drink it at school before. You mean we get to drink milk whenever we
want?" Kevin asked in disbelief.

"Yes honey, whenever you want a glass of milk you can either ask for it or help yourself." Helen said
as she triedathold in her welling emotions.

"Do you think Poppa will let me have milk to drink too?" Kevin asked Kenny seriously.

"I know he will. In fact, he's always trying to get me to drink 'more' milk." Kenny said with a smile.

Aaron showed the boys to a bedmwhere they could keep their suitcases, or pillow cases as the 'case’
may be.

"With this many of us, we shower in teams. Those with boyfriends usually shower with them. Those
without usually go with their brothers or best friends.” Aaron said to Kennginkead Jake.

"Shower... together?" Kevin asked shyly.

"Yeah. It's no big deal. We're all guys and all we do is wash... well, except the couples sometimes.
When your turn comes, just go in and shower. I'm guessing you three will want to go together.” Aaron
said in a considering voice.

"Yeah." Kevin said nervously.

"I'l come get you when it's your turn.” Aaron said and walked away.

"What's wrong Kev?" Kenny asked quietly.

"Back when | used to have to play in gym | had to shower with other guys and th&g'dumaf me
and call me names." Kevin mumbled.
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"Why did they do that?" Kenny asked quietly as he pulled Kevin into a hug.
"Cause I'm so little and skinny." Kevin whimpered.

"So? | know you're skinny and | don't make fun of you. Do you think Jake will foakef you?"
Kenny asked and looked up at Jake with a 'you'd better not' expression.

"No. Jake wouldn't make fun of me. | guess I'm being stupid.” Kevin said weakly.

Jake knelt down so he was closer to Kevin's eye level and said, "No you're not Kaw. hego, sb-

wering with other guys leads to getting hurt because that's what's always happened before. But you
know we won't do that. We'd never kid you about something that we know bothers you. And if we say
or do something to hurt your feelings, them tisland we'll stop. Just remember that we love you Kev."
"He's right bro. We wouldn't be talking to you about this if we didn't love you. If you're really scared or
really don't want to, we'll let you go in by yourself and we'll wait till you're donerihi{eaid and

looked at Jake to see a nod of approval.

"No. I'll try. Just as long as you don't laugh at me, I'll be okay." Kevin said seriously.

"l promise Kev. No laughing... well, not unless you do something funny." Jake finished with a smile.

"Ken? Do yu have something | could wear, my stuff's kind of..." Kevin trailed off.

"Sure. You can look in my suitcase with me and pick something out. My boxer's will probably almost
fit you." Kevin said as he moved the suitcase to the bed.

"l don't think so." Jaksaid, looking at Kevin seriously.
"Maybe he could borrow something from someone else?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"l bet Jacob or Jamie could give you something to wear. It might be big on you, but not as big-as som
thing of Kenny's." Jake said in thought.

"What about you?" Kevin asked seriously.

"Oh, um, maybe Aaron could loan me something." Jake said as he considered who else might be close
to his size.

"Did | hear my name?" Aaron asked as he walked into the room.

"Yeah. We need something to sleep in.yoa think Jamie or Jacob would loan Kevin something and
maybe you could loan me something?" Jake asked hopefully.

"Well, you really don't need to wear anything to sleep in if you don't want to. Most of us sleep nude.
But if you really want to borrow sometiy I'm sure the twins won't have a problem, and neither will
[." Aaron said with a smile.
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"We have to sleep naked?" Kevin asked in terror.

"No. Just if you want to. Like | said, most of the guys sleep nude. But if you'd rather wear something to
sleep injt's fine. No one will mess with you about it either way." Aaron said with assurance.

"Jake? What are you going to do?" Kevin asked cautiously.

"I'm probably going to borrow something. I'm just kind of used to wearing something to sleep. All my
naked timas spent awake." Jake said absently.

"Me too. | never slept naked, ever." Kevin said with wide eyes at the thought.
"I do." Kenny said hesitantly.
"What?" Kevin asked in shock.

"l usually sleep naked. | tried pajamas and boxers to sleep in and they gtwayssted around while
| was sleeping." Kenny finished with a shrug.

"Are you going to sleep naked tonight?" Kevin asked slowly.

"Not if you don't want me to. If me being naked will make you uncomfortable, I'll wear something to
sleep in." Kenny said asvow.

Kevin thought about the statement and finally said, "I want you to sleep good. Just as long as | don't
have to sleep naked, I'll be okay."

"No problem. And Jake will be wearing something too, so no one will even think anything about it."
Kenny saidwith a smile.

"Good. Now that that's settled, | came to tell you that the shower should be free any time now. Give me
a minute to get some clothes for you and I'll be right back.” Aaron said and hurried away.

"He's really a great guy." Kenny said conversailly.

"Yeah. | always thought he'd be nice, but | never thought we'd have stuff in common. It's really cool.”
Jake said in thought.

"Do you want him to be your boyfriend?" Kenny asked curiously.

"No. Aaron already has David. | think I'll stick with hagibrothers for now. Dating and stuff like that
can wait till later. For now I'm just going to enjoy my brothers and my Dad." Jake said happily.

"Yeah. | like that plan." Kevin said with a grand smile.

Aaron handed out boxers for Kevin and Jake, teked, "Are you guys ready now?"
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"l guess.” Kevin said hesitantly.

"Can | shower with you?" A small voice asked from the doorway.
Everyone turned to see CD standing in just his underwear.

"Does your Dad know where you are?" Aaron asked in a parental tone.

"Uh huh. He said it was okay cause they're new. Timmy and Ricky got to shower with everyone else
when they was new so | get to shower with you... if you say it's okay." CD finished hopefully.

"l don't mind, but you'll need to ask Kenny and Kevin." Jake wéh a smile directed at CD.
"Can 1? Pleeeeeeease!" CD begged shamelessly.
Kenny laughed and nodded.

Kevin smiled and said, "Okay."

Kevin watched apprehensively as Jake and Kenny began to undress.
"You look ascared.” CD said seriously to Kevin.

"Peopleused to make fun of me when | showered in school. I'll be okay." Kevin said and reluctantly
began to undress.

"That was wrong of them. If anyone makes fun of you here, I'll tell my Daddy and he'll make them
stop." CD said firmly.

Kevin smiled and took thinal step of pulling down his shorts.

Kenny had been watching and turned quickly away to face the wall as Jake walked to the shower to
turn it on.

"Kenny? Are you trying not to laugh?" Kevin asked accusingly.
Kenny shook his head 'no’ but didn't answer.

"Then what are you doing?" Kevin asked apprehensively.

Kenny slowly turned to face his brother with tears shining in his eyes.

Kenny felt a fresh stab of pain as he looked at his brother standing before him, every bonean his scr
wny frame clearly visibléhrough ghost pale skin.

"I'm sorry Kev, | wasn't ready..." Is all that Kenny could manage to say.
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"What's wrong?" CD asked in confusion.

"l think it would take longer to explain than it would take to shower. Come on, the water's just right."
Jake said frm the shower.

"Can you wash me?" CD asked Kenny hopefully.
"Um, | don't know. You're Dad might not want me doing stuff like that." Kenny said hesitantly.

"Daddy and Poppa says it's okay. Please? It feels good. It shows me that you really like med" CD sai
earnestly.

"Sure. Come over here." Kenny said with a smile.

"Jake, you should wash Kevin too so he'll not be ascared and know you like him too." CD said firmly.
Jake looked at Kevin's timid expression and said, "I'd like to if you wouldn't mind Kev."

Kevin was ready to say 'no’ but looked into Jake's eyes to see the honest caring within.

A nod was all Kevin could manage, he couldn't find words to express how much he wanted to be
shown that someone loved him.

"Relax Kev, I'm not going to do anythingitowash you. I'd never do anything to hurt you." Jake said as
he felt the tension in Kevin's body.

"I never had anyone do something like this before. It feels weird." Kevin said apprehensively.
"Do you want me to stop?" Jake asked with concern.

"No. It's nce. I'm just not used to it." Kevin said quickly.

"Okay. But if it feels too weird, just let me know and I'll stop." Jake said quietly.

"Jake, can you wash me now? Kenny needs to show Kevin that he likes him too." CD saidtas he wa
ched the exchange.

"Um, is that okay with you Kev?" Jake asked carefully.

"Yeah." Kevin whispered.

"Is everyone clean? I think we've taken longer than we should.” Jake asked the group.
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"Yeah. All clean."” CD said happily.

"Come on, out you go." Jake said as he stepped out shiveer.

"You got a big one like Unca Aaron.” CD said as he looked at Jake's penis.

Jake couldn't think of anything to say in response to that, so he grabbed a towel and started to dry CD.
"Daddy says that someday I'll have a big one too." CD said hagsphy enjoyed being dried.

"And Timmy says that when | have a big one I'll be able to make spermies and do stuff to my weenie
that feels good." CD said as he held up his arms for Jake to dry under them.

"You have plenty of time to wait on that CD. Thatfsthat feels good is just for the big guys to mess
with." Jake said, trying to keep his voice even.

"Yeah, that's what Daddy and Pop said. Thanks for washing me Unca Jake." CD said with a smile.

"Anytime CD, | know that sometimes being told that sometk®s lyou just isn't the same. It's better to
be shown." Jake said with a grin.

"Yeah. It's nice." CD said with joy as Jake dried his feet.

As all the boys left the bathroom dressed only in underwear, Allen walked up and asked, "Guys, do you
think we coudl talk for a minute before you go to bed?"

"Sure Dad." Jake said immediately.
"I'll go find Daddy and Pop now." CD said and ran off down the hall.

"Come on in here, | just want to talk about a few things." Allen said and led the way into a bedroom.

"What's up Pop?" Kenny asked with concern.

"l just wanted to cover what's going to happen over the next few days so we all know what to expect.”
Allen said as he took a seat on the bed.

Jake took a seat on Allen's right as Kenny took a seat on Allen's left
Kevin looked hesitantly at Allen, not knowing what to do.
"Come here Kevin." Allen said gently.

Kevin took a step forward and was pulled into a hug, then lifted to sit on Allen's lap.
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"Guys, everything is happening really fast and | need to know ifeybiaving any problems with gn
thing." Allen said with concern.

"Everything's great Pop." Kenny said as he hugged into Allen's side.
"How about you Jake?" Allen asked as he turned to his right.
"It's... like it's not real yet." Jake said honestly.

"I know. It's the same for me. We've all been through a lot today and it's going to take some time for it
all to sink in. If you have any problems or questions, just come to me and ask." Allen said gently.

Jake nodded and leaned against Allen's side.
"Kevin? Are yai okay?" Allen asked with concern.
"I'm scared." Kevin said in a small voice.

"So am |. Change is scary. If we all stick together and tell each other what we're feeling, | think we'll be
okay. Will you tell me if you have a problem?" Allen asked quietly.

"Yeah. | don't know what I'm feeling yet. It's all mushed up together right now." Kevin said seriously.
Allen smiled and said, "When it gets unmushed, let me know if there's anything | can do to help.”
Kevin nodded and hugged Allen as he put his head @nAlshoulder.

"l took some personal time off from work, | still have another week. I'm going to enroll you all in
school this week and you'll start next week." Allen said carefully.

Kevin got a look of fright as he sat upright.
Allen turned to look at Jakas he felt a wave of tension come over him.

"Don't worry. Kevin and Jake are going to a school called 'Camp Little Eagle'. David told me that your
Clan started the school and they'll take good care of you." Allen said with assurance.

"What if we don't lke it?" Kevin asked in a small voice.

"Then we'll find you something else. | never want you to be hurt again Kevin. If you don't like your
new school, we'll find someplace else that you will like. Please just give it a chance.” Allen asiked hop
fully.

Kevin nodded and put his head back on Allen's shoulder.

"What about me?" Kenny asked quietly.
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"You get to choose if you want to go to your old school or to ‘Camp Little Eagle' with your brothers."
Allen said seriously.

Kenny got a big smile and said, "Thartksp. | was afraid | wouldn't be able to go to school with Tiffy
and Charlie and TJ."

"We'll all go to 'Camp Little Eagle’ this week and visit. Then you can decide what you want to do for
sure." Allen said with a smile.

"l also need you three to do somethiior me." Allen said seriously.
All three boys pulled back to look at Allen in question.

"We have a week off, | think we need to go do something as a family next weekend. You al be thi
king of where you'd like to go and let me know as soon as you'veedietAllen said with a smile.

"Really?" Jake asked with delight.

"Really. Make sure you include your new friend... what's his name?" Allen asked curiously.

"Xain." Kenny said quietly.

"Right. Make sure you include Xain in your plans and try to find aepheell all enjoy going. Depe

ding on what you come up with, we'll probably leave Friday night and spend Friday and Saturday
nights in a hotel. You have all week to work it out, but as soon as you've decided, let me know so | can
make reservations if | nddgo.” Allen said to the group.

"This is going to be soooo cool!" Kenny said with excitement.

"Yeah. Where do you want to go first?" Jake asked with glee.

"Boys! Calm down. You have all week to figure it out. We have a lot to do tomorrow, so you'd better
get to bed now." Allen said with a smile at the happiness of all the boys.

"Okay Pop. Thanks." Kenny said and gave Allen a kiss on the cheek.
"Yeah, thanks Dad. You're the greatest."” Jake said and hugged Allen tightly.

"l love you Poppa.” Kevin said withsaile and gave Allen a quick kiss on the mouth, then hugged
him tightly.

"You boys go on and get to bed. I'll be in this room tonight if you need anything." Allen said with a
smile of delight.

"Goodnight Pop." Kenny said happily as he hopped off the bed.

"Night Dad." Jake said with a smile as he stood.
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"Good night Poppa.” Kevin said as he wiggled down from Allen's lap and joined his brothers by the
door.

"Good night boys. Have sweet dreams. I'll see you in the morning." Allen said with a glowing smile.

"You too." Kenny said as he led the boys out the door.

"Jake, you got a second?" David asked as the three boys entered the room.

"Sure." Jake said with wide eyes as he looked at David standing naked before him.

"I've got all the information Teri needs ab#gnny and Kevin. | just need to know a few things so we

can get all your paperwork settled tomorrow." David said as he tried not to react to Jake's inspection of
his body.

"Um, okay. What do you need to know?" Jake asked hesitantly as he brought his yazeest -
vid's eyes.

"Your full name." David said as he picked up a notebook from beside the door.
"Jacques Marcel Labrideaux Samuelson." Jake said quietly.

"Okay." David said, then handed the notebook to Jake and asked, "Could you just write thiar down
me?"

Jake smiled and wrote his name out.
"Where were you born?" David asked as he accepted the notebook back from Jake.
"Yarmouth, Nova Scotia... that's in Canada." Jake said shyly.

"We're going to need to sit down and trade stories sometime." Dagid/isla a smile as he wrote
down the information.

"My mom was Canadian. | was born there while she was visiting my Grandma. | grew up in Chicago, |
don't even remember Canada." Jake said with a shrug.

"Is your Grandmother still alive?" David asked quietly.
"No, she died about ten years ago. She choked to death on a poppy seed roll." Jake said seriously.

David looked at Jake blankly, blinked, then shook his head and asked, "Do you have a social security
number?"

"Yeah." Jake said and put out his hand forrtbeebook.
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Jake wrote down his social security number and handed the notebook back to David.

"That should be everything | need. I'll give this to Teri so she can record everything in the efficial r
cords.

"Do you think Aaron would mind if I hugged you?'késasked hesitantly.

"I'm sure he wouldn't mind." David said with a smile.

Jake pulled David into a hug and quietly said, "Thank you for saving us."

"I'm glad | could help." David said as he held Jake tightly.

"l guess I'd better get back to my brothedake said as he reluctantly released David from his arms.

"And I'd better get back to Aaron." David said with a smile.

After Cory made the announcement that everything was in place for Xain to join them in the morning,
the group settled in to sleep.

"You okay Kev?" Kenny asked quietly.

"Yeah. | was worried before, but now I'm fine. This don't seem weird at all. | like this." Kevin said as
he snuggled between Kenny and Jake.

"Me too. Have a good sleep Kev. | love you." Kenny whispered as he placedladggagainst theis
de of Kevin's head.

"Yeah. | love you Ken, you too Jake." Kevin said in a sleepy whisper.

"l love you both, now go to sleep." Jake said with a smile as he draped an arm across both his brothers.

CHAPTER 10

Allen was laying awake in thaark, replaying the events of the day in his mind. It wasn't surprising that
after twentytwo hours of sleep, he was having trouble drifting off at his normal bed time. The bedroom
door opened and a figure crept inside before closing it again. Allen rearstil, wondering what was
going on. He felt the bed shift as someone climbed on and crawled under the covers. Allen was about
to say something when he felt a gentle kiss on his chest. '‘One of the boys.' Allen thought to himself
with a smile.

Then a handtarted to stroke him through his boxers and he froze in panic. The hand started to work
it's way under the waist band as the mouth began to trail down his belly. Allen reached down to grab
whoever was in his bed by the shoulders and pull him away.
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"Let me." A voice whispered.

"Come up here first." Allen whispered back and urged his unexpected bed partner up into his arms.
There was enough moonlight coming into the room that he could recognize Jake when his head eme
ged from under the covers. "What are ylming Sport?" Allen asked in as gentle a tone as he could

manage.

"| got to thinking about how you made me your son and how nice you're being and | wanted to show
you how much I love you." Jake said honestly.

Allen was shocked for an instant, but thershe the honest love in Jake's eyes and smiled.

"Thank you Jake. | love you too, but this isn't the way a son should show his father that he loves him."
Allen said, trying not to sound harsh.

Jake got a fearful look on his face and his eyes began tothlltears as he said, "But | don't know any
other way. It's... it's all I've got to give..."

"I know Sport. | know. How about this? When you want to show me that you love me, just hug me as
tight as you want as long as you want to show how much. Thatwlyesf showing love belongs
between lovers." Allen said quietly.

"It doesn't seem like enough." Jake said in a small voice of defeat.

"Let's try it now. You give me a hug that shows me just how much you love me and I'll do the same."”
Allen said in a whispre

Jake pulled close to Allen's side and held him with a-Meegrip.

Allen responded in kind and held Jake with all the love that he felt.

The two remained in the embrace for five minutes without saying a word.
"How's it working?" Allen asked with a si@.

"l love you, Dad. My old dad wouldn't let me hug him after | was about six years old." Jake said dista
tly.

"Some men are like that. They're taught that showing love is wrong. Some are taught to show love in
other ways, like buying presents or workimayd to provide the best home possible. They don't love
any less, they just show it in different ways." Allen explained.

"You're not mad at me for trying to do sex stuff are you?" Jake asked hesitantly.

"No, Jake. I'm flattered that you love me enougtvémt to show me." Allen said and kissed Jake on
the cheek.
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"But if you *were* mad, what would you do?" Jake asked apprehensively.
Allen caught the tone of Jake's voice and thought about what he knew about Jake's past be&fore answ
ring, "It depends on how rdd am. If I'm a little bit mad, I'd probably tell you why I'm mad and try to
find out why you did whatever you did."

"But what if you're really really mad?" Jake pressed, obviously needing to know.

"Then | would probably leave the room for a few minutesl igot over my anger. After that I'd come
back in and talk to you about it." Allen said in thought.

"Is that it? | mean... what if | wrecked your car?" Jake asked, desperately trying to think of the worst
case scenario.

"Why would you have my car?" Adh asked curiously.

"What?" Jake asked in confusion.

"I'd need to know why you had my car. If you borrowed my car to take one of your brothersde the h
spital, then | wouldn't be mad at all. If you borrowed it because you were going to go out and take your
friends out to joyride and do illegal things, then I'd be very mad." Allen said seriously.

"Okay, the second one. What would you do?" Jake asked with concern.

"Would you ever do that?" Allen asked quietly.

"What?" Jake asked in confusion.

"Take my car tgo joy-riding and do illegal things?" Allen asked seriously.

"No. | just want to know if you'll hit me!" Jake finally said in frustration.

Allen pulled Jake even closer in a hug and said, "No matter what happens. No matter what you or your
brothers everd | swear I'll never hit any of you."

"Really?" Jake asked with disbelief.
"Well, there is one way." Allen said in thought.
"What's that?" Jake asked suspiciously.

"In self defense. If you hit me or your brothers, then I'll defend myself or defend tiwetmedes that,
there's no way I'll ever hit any of you." Allen said as a vow.

Jake nodded seriously, accepting the statement.

After a moment of silence, Allen asked, "Can you make the same promise to me?"



108 MultiMapper

"What do you mean?" Jake asked hesitantly.

"I've just promised that | won't hit you or your brothers, no matter how mad | get. Can you promise the
same thing?" Allen asked seriously.

Jake opened his mouth to answer, then closed it slowly as he thought.

Allen waited as Jake considered the promise he b@stdao make.

"I don't think | can.” Jake said in a defeated whisper.

"Why not?" Allen asked gently.

"Sometimes | get so mad that | do stupid things. When I'm like this I'm okay, but when | get really
mad... it's like | can't think at all. | can't promibat | won't hit you if | get really really mad." Jake said
in an ashamed voice.

"There's something we can do about that." Allen said as he reconfirmed his hug.

"What?" Jake asked, not ever considering that something could be done about it.

"Tonight | talked with the other adults. One of them was named Dan and he's a child psychologist. He
talked with me about what | could expect with you three. He said that since your dad had problems
with his anger, you might too. He said that if you'd be willing to tialkim about it, he might be able

to teach you different ways to express your anger." Allen said carefully.

"Like you just showed me a different way to show my love." Jake said in thought.

Allen smiled and said, "Exactly. From being on your own so eatiwgdhad to learn a lot of things by
yourself. You got most of them right, but there are one or two things that you need to relearn so you
don't end up in trouble.”

"So | don't end up like my old Dad." Jake said, matching Allen's tone.

"l wasn't going to ay it, but yeah." Allen said regretfully.

"Thanks Dad. Thanks for seeing to it that I'm not going to end up like him... I've been scared of that.”
Jake finished in a whisper.

"Don't worry Sport. We're in this together now. We'll get this fixed befora ii®blem.” Allen said
and held Jake closely.

"Dad? Can | sleep here tonight?" Jake asked in a small voice.
"Of course. Just relax. You've had a long day." Allen said gently.

"Thanks Dad, I love you." Jake whispered as he scooted down to use stiienlder as a pillow.
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"l love you too son. Now go to sleep.” Allen said in a whisper.
Before two minutes had passed, Allen heard Jake's breathing become slow and even as he fell asleep.

Allen smiled to himself and closed his eyes and let consciousnessvaaiy.

"Where's Jake?" Kevin asked in sleepy concern as he sat up.
Kenny opened his eyes and looked around.

"Maybe he got up early and didn't want to wake everyone else up." Kenny said in a whispergso he di
n't disturb the others sleeping around him.

"Maybe he ran away." Kevin said with full worry.

Kenny heard the concern in Kevin's voice and was fully awake.

"Let's go find him." Kenny said and got up to find his shorts where he left them.
Kevin nodded and stood.

Kenny and Kevin walked from the game noto the kitchen. Finding no one, they went to the living
room and the study to find them equally empty.

"Let's go get Poppa.” Kevin said as his worry increased.
"Yeah." Kenny said, his own worry growing with every silent minute.

The pair walked through ¢hhouse quickly with their worry turning to panic. They then headed up the
stairs to the room their father was in.

Kenny and Kevin walked into the bedroom and froze just inside the door.
Jake was snuggled into Allen's side, sound asleep.
Kenny smiled at té sight and motioned to his brother to ‘come on'.

Quietly the two boys crawled into the bed and snuggled in. Kevin snuggled against Jake's side as Ke
ny snuggled into Allen’s.

Allen awoke to a wonderful feeling of being snuggled from every directiomI\sloe opened his eyes.
The sleepy fog finally gave way to the light of jgl@wn coming through the window. Allen looked
around the bed to find all three of his sons snuggled in, fast asleep. Allen gave a sigh of contentment
and rested his head on the @ill again as he smiled.
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"Good morning Dad." Jake whispered.

"Good morning son. Did you sleep well?" Allen asked happily.

"l think it's the best I've ever slept.” Jake said with a smile.

"Me too. We seem to have company this morning." Allen said quietly.

"I guess they missed us." Jake said as he looked around.

"Is it time for breakfast?" Kenny asked sleepily.

"Just about, cute stuff. Did you sleep well?" Allen asked, enjoying the carefree feeling of laying in bed.

"Yeah. We woke up and noticed that Jake g@se so we came to find him." Kenny said as he shifted
to rest his head on an elbow.

"I needed to talk to Dad about some stuff.” Jake said shyly.

Kevin sat up, looked around the room quickly, then raced to the bathroom. A minute later Kevin retu
ned to thebed and crawled up beside Jake again.

"Good morning Kev." Jake said with a smile.
"Good morning." Kevin said slowly as he blinked his eyes, obviously not fully awake yet.

"Guys, we have a big day ahead of us. I'm going to need your help looking at theusaw' Allen
said seriously.

"What can we do?" Kevin asked slowly.

"l need you to look it over and tell me what you really think of it. Let me know if you really like it or
not. Your Uncle Chip wants to sell it to us, but it's our decision. This is goibg your home so you

have to be happy with it." Allen said as he looked around to find comprehension on all the boys faces.
There was a knock on the door.

"Come in." Allen called, just loudly enough to be heard.

JC stuck his head in the door and saBteakfast will be ready in about ten minutes."

"Thanks, we're just getting up." Allen said with a peaceful smile.

JC smiled in return and said, "That's one of the best ways to wake up in the morning. It's much better
than a pounce.”

"A what?" Allen asked ariously.
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"You'll find out.” JC said with a mischievous smile and pulled the door closed as he left.
"When do we have to be there?" Allen asked as they got into Chip's Ford Explorer.

"He should be arriving about the time we get there." Chip said seriously.

"How's he doing?" Justy asked Kenny curiously.

Kenny put his hand in his pocket where Xain's picture was. "He's okay. A little nervous.” Kenny said in
thought.

"Do you guys think you're ready to meet Xain?" Allen asked carefully.
"l don't know. Captain Sgk is the only Vulcan | ever met." Kevin said slowly.
"But he needs our help. We've got to try." Jake said seriously.

"I know, Sport. | just want you to be ready to deal with someone who was raised differently from you."
Allen said with concern.

"What areyou worried about, Pop?" Kenny asked as he watched his brothers.

"When you're not used to being around Vulcan's, they can seem... like they don't care. Sometimes you
get your feelings hurt because they don't react the way a human would." Allen saighint tho

"How do you mean?" Chip asked with interest, curious to hear Allen's point of view.

"If you say 'good morning' to a human. It's natural to expect a 'good morning' or something similar in
return. To a Vulcan, the statement is meaningless and notyadrtomment.” Allen said in thought.

"Why is it meaningless?" Jake asked with interest.

"Because in Vulcan thinking, morning is simply the rotation of the planet and the location of the local
star. It happened yesterday and it is logical to assume thidithappen again tomorrow. 'Good' or

'bad' judgments concerning this regular event make no sense. It is morning, that is obvious@and expe
ted, therefore it is unworthy of comment.” Allen explained.

"So he's not really being rude by not saying 'good mgiriiKenny said in thought.

"But we're kind of being rude if we say something stupid like 'good morning' to begin with aren't we?"
Kevin asked curiously.

"That's between you and him, little one. Some Vulcans understand the human need to makie nonsens
cal mmments and greetings and aren't offended. Others simply ignore it completely without giving a
thought as to why it was said." Allen said carefully.

"So how can we talk to him without saying something stupid?" Kevin asked in concern.
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"Short answer, you cdnJust talk to him normally and if you say something that you think he might
have a problem with, explain it to him or avoid saying it again." Allen said simply.

"Allen’s right. Be yourself, just don't get your feelings hurt if Xain's behavior makefegblike he
doesn't like you. Vulcan emotional control sometimes appears to Humans as not being interested or
even brooding." Chip said seriously.

"l think | understand. He doesn't know how to show things like love and anger the way Humans do."
Jake saidis he looked at Allen conveying the deeper meaning of his question with his eyes.

"Exactly. Vulcans don't show their emotions obviously, sometimes they don't show them at all." Allen
said with a smile at Jake's understanding.

"We're here." Chip said and Ipad the Explorer into a parking place.

"There they are." Jake said as he spotted his Uncle Brady walking with a Vulcan boy.

"Hey guys. How you doing?" Brady asked happily.

"We're good. How was your flight?" Allen asked with a smile.

"Fine. Strangely qet.” Brady said and glanced at Xain.

"T'nar pak sorat y'rani." Allen greeted Xain formally and held out his hand in the appropriate salute.
"T'nar jaral." Xain said, giving the customary reply.

"We will speak English while we are among those who do natks@alcan. If you require clarifec
tion of what is being said either my son Kevin or | will be able to assist you." Allen said.

"Acceptable.” Xain said flatly.

"I am Allen, these are my sons Jake, Kevin, and Kenny. You traveled here with my brother, Brady.
This is my friend Chip and Chip's son Justy." Allen said slowly.

Xain glanced at each as they were introduced, then said, "Xain."

"Nice to meet you. If you'll come with us, we'll look at where you might be living." Allen said with a
smile.

"My Clan?" Xainasked as they walked.
"Justy, Kevin, Jake and Kenny are members of Clan Short of the house of Sarek." Allen said carefully.

"Human." Xain said with a curious look.
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"Yes. Chip, | mean Commander Dodds, was adopted into the house of Sarek. Captain Sptwod-is h
ther, Justy and his brothers make up the clan." Allen said, trying to be brief and understandable.

The group reached the Explorer and stowed the luggage efficiently. Once the group were settled into
the Explorer, Xain asked, "Patriarch Short?"

"He knows you're here. We will see him later today. Now we are going to view a house that Allen is
considering buying." Justy said seriously.

"Please, inform he who is my father of safe arrival." Xain asked carefully.
"Yeah, in just a few minutes." Justy saetiously as the car drove on.

"Is the new house like yours, Uncle Chip?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"Not exactly. But it's really nice." Chip said with a smile.

"But | like your house." Kevin said in a small voice.

"I'm glad you like it, but there's one thia@pout this new place that | think you're going to love." Chip
said as the car started down the driveway.

"What's that?" Kevin asked hesitantly.
"It'll be yours." Chip said with a smile.
Kevin looked at Chip with confusion.

Allen turned and said, "We worlie living in someone else's house, we won't be renting it foem s
meone else. If we decide to get this house, I'm going to *buy* it and it will belong to us."”

Kevin looked at Jake to find a look of confusion staring back at him.

"Just trust us guys. It feereally good to have a place that's your home that no one can take away."
Chip said as he concentrated on his driving.

"It's an adult thing. What's *really* cool is the swimming pool." Justy said with a dismissive look at his
father.

"Swimming pool?" Keny and Jake said simultaneously.

"Yeah. It's really neat. You'll like it." Justy said happily.

"And I've been paying to keep it maintained, so you can use it right away." Chip said happily.
"Can you guys swim?" Allen asked casually.

"l can some. Not reallgood." Jake said quietly.
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Kevin shook his head.

Xain noticed that they expected an answer from him and he shook his head.

"Then it looks like I'm going to get to teach you. Guys, no swimming unless there's an adult at the pool
with you. Once you've all &&ned how to swim, we'll talk about relaxing that rule a little.” Allen said
firmly.

"We're almost there." Chip said as they turned onto the block.

"We're going to live here?" Kevin asked in wonder as he looked at the beautiful houses in tha neighb
rhood.

"That's what we're here to decide." Allen said with a smile.

"Holy God!" Allen said in a gasp as they pulled up in front of the home.

"It's beautiful!" Brady said in amazement.

Jake and Kevin stared in disbelief at the house before them.

"I can't affordthis, it has to be worth a millietwo at least.” Allen said with disbelief.

"Not quite that much, but I've had it appraised recently. After you've seen inside, we can talk money.
It's not as bad as you're thinking." Chip said honestly.

"l guess it won't birt to look." Allen said with a note of worry.
"Daddy. Can I?" Justy asked as they approached the door. Chip smiled and handed Justy the keys.
"Poppa, can we really live here?" Kevin asked in a timid voice from Allen's side.

"That's what we're here to ddel" Allen said as he saw Justy open the door.

Everyone walked inside and waited for their eyes to adjust to the much dimmer light inside the house.
Chip walked to a panel and punched in a code to disarm the alarm system.

"Poppa look! Someone drawed picts all over the walls!" Kevin said as he pointed to the mural on
the stairway wall.

Chip smiled as Brady explained, "That's called a mural. It's okay, it's supposed to be like that."

"The living room's over here." Chip said and led the way to a dodreonght.
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"It's bigger than our whole apartment.” Kevin said as he looked at the large living room.
"l bet two Vulcan Clans could sleep in here."” Kenny said as he looked around.

Allen walked to the double doors at the far end of the room and saw thafpinegd onto a beautiful
terrace overlooking the lake. "It's like a dream." Allen said as he looked at the takeathview.

"I'd forgotten just how beautiful it was." Chip said from Allen's side.

"What's in here?" Kevin asked and opened double dooevé&akanother room.

"It's the family room." Justy said as he followed Kevin in.

Allen looked at the three double doors that led to the balcony and couldn't take his eyes off the view.

"Through here we have a bathroom, the kitchen and the dining roony.'sdigtas he led the way out
of the family room.

Allen walked into the kitchen and said, "I didn't think anyone really had a kitchen like this. It's huge."
"Do you cook?" Brady asked curiously.

"Not really. | can make something if | have a recipe. Butniina real cook.” Allen said, sounding a
little apologetic.

Brady looked at Jake curiously.

"Not me. | can boil a brick of Ramen Noodles, that's about it." Jake said, laughing at the thought.
"I burn toast." Kenny said as Brady's glance fell to him.

Bradylooked at Kevin next. The boy barely knew what food was.

"l can cook." Xain said quietly.

Everyone looked at Xain curiously.

"l prepare meals for me and for he who is my father." Xain said carefully.

"Humans don't always have the same tastes as Vulcalen"began to say.

"I cook Human food. | have a book from she who was my mother." Xain said with difficulty.
"Thank you Xain. If you want to cook a meal for us sometime, I'm sure we would all enjoy it. But I'm
going to hire a housekeeper to prepare mealss when we're all in school and at work." Allen said

seriously.

Xain nodded in understanding.
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"This is where we used to eat most of the time. The dining room was for when we have company.”
Justy said as he led the group into the next room.

"Nice." Allen said as he glanced at yet another set of double doors leading onto the terrace.
"There's just laundry stuff in there." Justy said and walked back into the kitchen.

"And past the utility room is a walkway that leads into the garage... and out to theGjoplsaid as
he followed the group back into the main hall.

"There's the dining room." Justy said as he passed the closed door.
"Let's look at it." Kenny said and opened the door.

"That's a big room." Kevin said as he looked at the room in awe.
"It's beautiful." Allen said as he looked around.

"Come on, | want to show you upstairs." Justy said anxiously.

The group followed Justy back into the entry hall and up the spiral staircase past the mural.

"I never dreamed of owning a house like this." Allerdsaiwonder.

"l don't think your boys have either." Chip said with a smile as the boys were looking at every detail.
"This used to be my room." Justy said as he raced ahead of the group.

"Lookit." Kevin said as he looked into the bathroom.

"That's a reallynice bathroom." Allen said as he looked around the spacious area.

"This closet is bigger than my old bedroom." Kevin said from the \watitoset beside the bathroom.
"There's plenty of room in here." Allen said as he looked at the spacious closet.

"Therés more." Chip said happily and led the way to the next room.

Allen stopped in his tracks when he saw the three huge windows overlooking the lake.
"It's amazing." Allen said as he gazed out over the water of the lake.

"It's got a great view." Chip adneit.
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"Another bathroom!" Kevin said in surprise.
"Yeah. Each bedroom has it's own bathroom." Justy said as he enjoyed everyone's excitement.

"There's still one more to go." Chip said and led the way out of the bedroom and around the stairway to
the mastebedroom.

Chip stood aside and waited for Allen to open the door. "What?" Allen asked in confusion as he stared
at a vanity with two sinks and two doors.

"This is the dressing room. The bathroom is through that door and the closet is through the dther one
Chip said with a smile.

Allen opened the bathroom door and was surprised to see how large the room was.
"It's even got a beday." Allen said with a smile.

"What's that?" Kevin asked as he looked at the funny looking toilet.

"It washes your butt." Justyail with a giggle.

"No." Kevin said in disbelief.

"Really... come on Daddy, tell him." Justy said seriously.

"He's right, Kevin." Chip said with a smile and walked through the dressing room and out to the
bedroom.

"It's beautiful, it's all so beautiful." lFen said, lost in the moment as he walked around the huge
bedroom.

"Can we get it Poppa?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"Guys. Let's go downstairs and talk about this... somewhere that I'm not looking out over thellake.” A
len said as he tried to turn his backtbe breathtaking image.

"Chip, if you'll excuse us for a minute | need to talk this over with my family." Allen said and gestured
for the boys to precede him into the dining room.

"We'll be right here." Chip said with a smile.

"Come on, Xain. If we gdhis place, you'll be living here too so you're in on this decision. You too,
Brady." Allen said as he stood by the doorway.
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Brady got a smile as he was included in the decision making.

"Okay guys. It's time to decide, do you want to live here?" Alsked as he looked around the group.
"It's got my vote." Brady said immediately.

"I love it." Kenny said seriously.

"Can you afford it?" Jake asked with worry.

"Don't worry about that Jake. If | need to, | can afford it. | just need to know if you colltbfaéor-
table living here." Allen said seriously.

"Are you kidding? It's like a palace. | never even dreamed of anyplace this nice." Jake said quickly.
"Kevin? Do you still want to live here?" Allen asked with a smile.

Kevin nodded quickly.

"Xain, wouldyou like to live in this house with us?" Allen asked seriously.

"I do not understand. | am not of your family." Xain said carefully.

Allen looked at Xain and was surprised to see a flicker of emotion in his eyes. Something that looked
like hope.

"Xain, areyou a member of Clan Short of the family of Sarek of the house of Surak of Vulcan?" Allen
asked formally.

"l am." Xain said as he regained total control.

"Are the other members of Clan Short to be regarded as your brothers?" Allen asked, maintaining his
formality.

"They are." Xain said without inflection.

"Then logic suggests that the brother of my sons is also my son. Would you agree?" Allee-asked s
riously.

"That is logical." Xain said without hesitation.

"Then tell me, my son. Would you like to livetims house with us as part of our family?" Allen asked
in a softer tone.

"Yes Father. | would be honored to share your house and family." Xain said and nearly betrayed a sm
le.
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"Good. Then if there aren't any questions, I'll tell Chip that I'm going tb"déllen said with a smile.
"Poppa, who gets what room?" Kevin asked carefully.

"Well, I was thinking that you and Kenny could have Justy's old room." Allen said in thought.
"Awesome." Kenny said with a great smile.

"Jake and Xain, you can have the bednowith the beday." Allen said with a fond smile at Kevin.
"But that's the master bedroom. | don't want to take your room." Jake objected immediately.

"Don't worry about that Jake. I'm going to get the room with those huge windows that looks out over
the bke. It's the room | really want anyway." Allen said with a great smile at the thought of his room.

"Where's my room?" Brady asked playfully.

"Your room is the family room. When we get furniture, you're going to pick out a day bed or sofa bed
that you likeand we'll put it in the family room for when you come to stay with us." Allen said happily.

"l was only kidding." Brady said hesitantly.

"I wasn't. Brady, you're my brother. My only blood relative. This is your home. Don't make me have to
go to your Commader about this.” Allen said mogkernly.

"Yes sir." Brady said with exaggerated resignation.

"We'll take it." Allen said with a smile as he walked out of the dining room.
"Aren't you going to ask how much?" Chip asked with disbelief.

"You already saidt's less than $1.2 million. | trust you. So, no. I'm not going to ask. Whenever you're
ready to sit down and talk business, we'll work out those details but for now. It's settled. We're buying
the house." Allen said firmly.

Chip nodded and pulled his celhone from his pocket. He pressed a few buttons and held the phone to

his ear. "He said 'yes'." Chip said seriously.

"Uh huh."” Chip said a moment later. "Fethirty.” "Where?" "Okay." "Would you tell Xain's father
that he arrived safely?" "Yes, I'll barg."

"l love you too. Bye." Chip said, then hung up the phone. "Allen and Kenny, I'm supposed to take you
to your old house. Clan Short and their parents are headed to your place right now with enough boxes
to move three families." Chip said with a smile.
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"Kevin, Jake and Xain; David and Antonio are going to take you shopping for things for your new
rooms and for new clothes. Josh wanted to go but he's not allowed to go clothes shopping without adult
supervision anymore. Ask him about it sometime." ChmsFed with a smile.

"Brady, if you wouldn't mind doing a little security work on your day off, | have a job for you." Chip
said seriously.

"Yes, Commander?" Brady asked curiously, expecting a plimelany second.

"Soon about fifteen cars are going torbeving all Allen and Kenny's things into this house. Can you
stay here and direct traffic and keep the place safe for those rare moments when no one is carrying
things in?" Chip asked in a friendly tone.

"Of course, Sir." Brady said with a smile.

"And thee will be a furniture delivery soon. Accept it." Chip said, glancing at Allen.

"Furniture?" Allen asked cautiously.

"Yes. We had the majority of it put in storage when we moved out. There were a few pieces that had
sentimental value that we kept, but mokit didn't fit at Southcrest. Josh is having it delivered as soon

as they can. It'll be here today sometime." Chip said with a smile.

"You're starting to scare me. How much *are* we talking about with the furniture added?" Allen asked
in worry.

"No extra charge. It's of no use to us in storage, it's costing us money to keep it there. It belongs with
this house." Chip said frankly.

"Thanks." Allen said in a bewildered tone.
"Let's get moving." Chip said to the group gathered around him.

And they did.

CHAPTER 11

"l hope you don't mind, but | have an errand to run. I'm going to drop you off at your house and the
others will help you pack things."” Chip said as he drove.

"I don't mind, but I'm a little overwhelmed by how fast things are moving. Two dayshegbjlist seen
my son leave for what | thought might be the last time. | thought my life was over. Now | have four
sons, a new house and so many things going on | can't keep up with them all." Allen said i an ove
whelmed tone.

"That's why we're doing athis for you. | have no doubt that you could arrange the move angt ever
thing yourself. But you'd also stress yourself out in the process. Everyone wants to help and has been
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delegated a job. All you have to do is be there to sort through your persontd affd decide what
stays and what goes. We'll take care of the rest. If all goes as planned, you and your family will be able
to spend tonight in your new home and all the moving nightmare will be over with." Chip said happily.

"l don't know how | can eveaepay you, all of you, for what you've done the past two days." Allen said
in wonder.

"That's easy Pop." Kenny said from the back seat.

Allen looked at Kenny curiously.

"Help someone else when they need it." Kenny said with a smile.
"He's right." Chip s@ seriously.

"That's what all this is about, isn't it?" Allen asked in thought.

"That's right. One good deed breeds other good deeds until you have an entire community of close
friends willing to look out for each other.” Chip said as he pulledAtien's driveway.

"How did you know where | live?" Allen asked curiously.

"I don't know. Either Kenny told someone or someone looked at David's paperwork or someone looked
it up on the computer or one of the telepaths picked it up along the way. Howesmgpéined, Joslag

ve me your address before we left today." Chip said as he parked the car.

"Come on Pop. Let's get started.” Kenny said with enthusiasm.

"I'll see you at your new house later. Make sure you're there byHoty." Chip said seriously.

"What's happening at fodhirty?" Allen asked as he got out of the car.

"Let it be a surprise. Just be there." Chip said with a smile as he backed away from the house.

"Come on guys. | was told to get posters, toys, games, and lots of clothes." Dabialpgeiyl
"Why are you getting all that stuff?" Kevin asked in confusion.

"It's for you guys. You need to decide if you want any special kind of theme or anything for your room.
Aaron already suggested something for Jake's." David said happily.

"Really? What's that?" Jake asked with surprise.

"For you, we're going to get posters of every band that you like. We're going to cover the walls of your
room with everything you enjoy." David said with a great smile.
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"That sounds totally awesome." Jake said, theémwea Xain looking at him curiously.

"What kind of things would you like in your part of the room Xain?" Jake asked curiously.
Xain tilted his head in thought before saying, "Earth."

"l don't understand.” Jake said as he tried to make sense of the singleesponse.

Kevin leaned over and asked Xain something in Vulcan, and Xain responded quickly.

"He wants pictures of different places on Earth... but no deserts. He wants trees and valleyshand mou
tains and snow. Stuff like that." Kevin said seriously.

Jake thought about it for a second before saying, "Why don't we get some real plants too. And maybe a
little fountain or waterfall. Could we do that?"

"I think that's a great idea. Xain, what do you think?" David asked with a smile.

"Acceptable." Xain saidisiply, but his tone wasn't rigid Vulcan discipline. Beneath it was a note of
warmth and happiness.

"Where do you want this?" A large man asked as he carried a crate through the door on a dolly.
"What is it?" Brady asked curiously.

"There's a list on th®p. | don't read 'em. | just carry 'em." The man said with a hint of anger in his
voice.

Brady ignored the man's anger and read the list on the top of the crate.

"It goes in the dining room, right through that door." Brady said and stood aside.

"Where doyou want this?" Another man asked.

Brady looked curiously at the second man, and then glanced at the list on the top of the crate.
"In the family room, past the stairs and on your right." Brady said pointing the way.

The man got his crate balanced on tbkydand started away.

Brady watched him go then shook his head as he said, "You're other right!"

"Where do you want this?" Brady heard from behind him and turned to see a third large man, carrying
the headboard to a bed.

Brady noticed a piece of paper ¢alto the back of the headboard and read it quickly.
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"This goes to the room at the top of the stairs on your... that way." Brady finished, not feeling-like te
ching these men the difference between right and left.

The man was walking up the stairs whend§raeard the first man say, "Where do you want this?"

Brady took a deep breath before answering, knowing that this was going to be a very long day.

Allen and Kenny walked back into their home and hadn't got the door closed when they heard a car pull
up autside.

"Are you guys ready to pack?" Teri asked as she parked the car.

"Sure, | guess." Allen said without enthusiasm.

"Here's how we've got it planned. Cory and Sean are going to walk with us from room to room. You

tell them how you want things packedhat needs special care and what, if anything, you want left

behind. As the others arrive, Sean and Cory will see that things are packed the way you want them. Dan
and | are going to help you pack your room." Teri finished quietly.

Allen began to nod, theme caught the significance of what she just said.

"You think I'm going to lose it when | have to pack Carl's things?" Allen asked weakly.

"l think it's a distinct possibility.” Teri said honestly.

"l guess | hadn't thought about having to do that. Godntdhink | can.” Allen said as his eyes welled
up with tears.

"Allen. We're going to be there with you. All you have to do for now is go through the things that you
want to take to the new house. Someone will come in behind us and pack what's lektilabd put

in storage." Teri said quietly.

"So I'm choosing what I'm keeping, not choosing what I'm leaving?" Allen asked in a dubious tone.

"Okay, maybe it's like a little mind game, but it helps.” Teri said with a shrug.

"Either way, I'm glad you anddh are going to be there with me. | don't think | could face this alone."
Allen said in a timid voice.

"You're not alone.” Teri said seriously.
"Yeah, and don't forget us." Sean said with a smile.

Allen looked at Sean and Cory curiously.
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"We're seen as alls in the eyes of the Federation and we've got three kids. There's some stuff that
Mom and Dan will be better at helping you with, but | bet there's things we can help you with better
than they can.” Cory said with a sincere look.

Allen didn't ask, but tsi curious look prompted Sean to continue.

"We can see things from a kids point of view, so we'll be able to help you understand what your kids
are going through. We're parents, so we can relate to your point of view as much as theirs. You're not
the onlyone who's facing this." Sean said, then glanced at Kenny who was standing in the entry hall,
looking at pictures of his father.

"Yeah. Thanks guys. | see what you mean." Allen said as he stared at Kenny for a moment longer then
said, "l guess we'd betteetgstarted before everyone else gets here."

Teri, Cory, Sean and Kenny fell into line as Allen started looking around the room and commenting on
what was fragile and how he wanted certain things packed.

"Come on Kevin. You need to pick something so we roake your bedroom feel like 'your' room."
David said with concern.

"But | don't like stuff like this." Kevin said as he looked at the posters.
"Then what kind of stuff do you like?" David asked seriously.

"l don't know." Kevin said in frustration.

"Whatabout your pictures?" David asked quietly.

"What about them?" Kevin asked in a cautious voice.

"Would you like to put your pictures on your walls?" David asked in thought.

"Yeah. That would be nice. But my pictures are on bags and food wrappers arfélogtpé.won't want
stuff like that on the walls." Kevin said with disappointment.

"Sure he will. Come on. Let's go get some art supplies and everything made of paper that we can find.
By the time we're finished, your pictures are going to be the most ntinimgé hanging on your
walls." David said with a grand smile.

"Are you sure?" Kevin asked hesitantly.

"Well, if your Poppa has a problem with it, tell him that it was my idea. That way you're not in any
trouble.” David said happily.

Kevin thought about thdor a minute, then smiled.
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"Now let's see if Jake's finished, then we'll look for some blank Chinese lanterns." David said as he led
the way.

"This one's nice." Antonio said as he pulled out a poster matted on cardboard.

Xain looked at the tall picturef a waterfall and tilted his head in thought.

"Yes." Xain finally said.

Antonio picked up the poster and carried it to the checkout.

"May | help you?" A young woman asked.

"Is there some place where we could stack a few posters till we're done lookmgRlo asked shyly.
"Sure, why don't you put that over here." The woman said and pointed to a spot beside the checkout.

As Antonio was putting the poster in place and making sure it wouldn't fall, the woman asked, "Are
you looking for anything special?"

"Xain is looking for nature scenes for his new room. Landscapes, Oceans, snow, anything but desert.”
Antonio explained as he led her to Xain.

The woman looked at Xain curiously then said, "The ones you're looking at are the discontinued prints
that have baereduced. Over here we have a better selection and there's an entire nature section that |
think you'll be interested in."

The boys followed her back to another rack and started looking at a fresh selection of posters.

"I'm Rina, just call if you neednything." She said as she walked away.

Both boys looked up in time to see her staring at them.

"Which one of us do you think she's looking at?" Antonio asked with a smile.

"Vulcan." Xain said in a low voice.

"Oh. Yeah, | guess you're right. | forgot.” Anio said as he started looking at a new stack of posters.

"You forgot?" Xain asked in disbelief.

"Yeah. You're one of my brothers. Most of my brothers are different somehow. | don't really think
about it." Antonio said with a shrug.

"Tony?" Rina asked h#antly.



126 MultiMapper

Antonio looked at the woman cautiously.

"But you can't be. That was ten years ago... but you look *exactly* like him." She said as she looked
him over carefully.

Antonio battled within himself as to whether he should acknowledge this link tastisupd possibly
put himself in danger, or deny knowing her. The deciding factor was the look in her eyes.

"It's me Bree." Antonio said in a small voice.

"But how? No one's called me Bree since | was twelve. You haven't changed..." Rina said with wide,
disbelieving eyes.

"l age a little differently than most people. I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't tell anyone. It could cause
me a lot of trouble.” Antonio asked hopefully.

Rina looked at him and smiled.

"Don't worry Tony, back then | knew there was somefldifferent about you. Is that why your family
wouldn't let you have any friends?" Rina asked curiously.

"Yes. And that's why we moved." Antonio said quietly, not enjoying that particular memory.

"If you age slowly, | guess it makes sense for you to leadis with a Vulcan, | mean, don't they age
differently from Humans?" Rina asked curiously.

Antonio looked at Xain with surprise.
"Correct." Xain said slowly.

"I've got another customer, don't worry Tony. I'll never talk to anyone about you, but be sooenend
in sometimes. | always wanted to be your friend, that hasn't changed." She said quickly.

"I will, thanks Bree." Antonio said carefully.

Rina hurried to speak with her new customers.

"What is your rate of aging?" Xain asked curiously.

"l age one yeafor every four." Antonio said with distraction.

"In adulthood, | will also age at that rate." Xain said with difficulty, trying to find the correct words.
Antonio looked at Xain with undisguised discomfort.

"Let us discuss this again later." Xain said, wahting to cause Antonio unnecessary distress.

Antonio nodded in thought.
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"In one hundred years?" Xain asked with a raised eyebrow.
Antonio looked at Xain in surprise, and then broke into a smile.

"It's a deal. One hundred years from today we'll sit damchdiscuss how we age." Antonio said with
delight.

Xain nodded and went back to looking at nature scenes.

"Aaron? I'm going to need your help." David said into his cell phone.
"What's wrong?" Aaron asked with immediate concern.

"Kevin and Jake's stuffds almost filled my trunk. We still have to get Xain's and we haven't started
looking at clothes." David said in frustration.

"Where do you want me to meet you? I'll get someone with a big truck to come." Aaron askdd carefu
ly.

"We're at the Skyview Plaz#/hy don't you call me when you get here and I'll tell you where we are."
David said in thought.

"You should have taken them to the 'Florida Mall'." Aaron said in a teasing voice.

"We're going there next, it's not even a Halfe from here. You'd betteminry, Antonio and Xain were
talking about getting a waterfall or fountain last time | saw them." David said with a laugh.

"I'm on my way." Aaron said quickly.

"Are you alright?" Dan asked with concern.

"l guess. It's... I didn't think it would be thisrbdal guess a part of me still can't believe that Caoks g
ne." Allen said as he looked at the bedroom.

"I know what you mean. It's been less than two months since | lost Sharon. It nearly killed me to have
to pack her things. Thankfully Teri and John witrere for me.” Dan said quietly.

Allen picked up a pillow from the bed and clutched it to his chest.

Dan walked to Allen's side and put a hand on his shoulder. "Why don't you tell me about Carl? What
was he like?"

Allen smiled and sat the pillow back dmetbed.
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"Carl always reminded me of a big beautiful cat. Free and wild, cautious of anyone he didn't know, but
fiercely protective of his family." Allen said as he walked to the dresser and started pulling things out.

"These are yours?" Teri asked as hedsal her a stack of-3hirts.
Allen nodded and continued to pull things out of the dresser.

"Carl worked hard, played hard, he never did anythingwaif or without a good reason." Allen said
as he absently handed clothes to Teri.

"He sounds like he wasdxiven man. Someone with that type of personality can be a challenge to get
to know." Dan said as he folded clothes and put them into a box.

Allen nodded and walked to the closet.

"He made me work for it, but it was worth it." Allen said as he startdohgullothes out and handing
them to Teri.

"Is there one thing you miss the most?" Dan asked as he folded the hanging clothes and put them in
another box.

"His snoring." Allen said with a chuckle.
"Really?" Teri asked.

"Oh yeah. Carl's snoring could ratttes glass in the windows. | tried to get him to go to a doctor about
it a few times." Allen said in fond memory.

"Snoring like that must be hard to live with." Dan said in comment.
"It's harder to live without." Allen said as he handed the last of hiseddrom the closet.

"Maybe you can find a recording of something that sounds similar so you can play it while yed're sle
ping?" Dan suggested.

Allen smiled and asked, "Do you happen to have a recording of a litter of hungry piglets ridifkg a bul
dozer?"

Dan laughed and said, "No, but I might be able to find one. | know enough people in the music bus
ness that someone should be able to mix some effects for you."

"No, that's alright.” Allen said as he walked to the bathroom and started going through rileéscabi
"Is there anything in there that you don't want to keep?" Teri asked from the doorway.

Allen looked around and finally said, "No, I'll keep it all."



One Door Closes 129

"Then just leave it and someone will come in later and pack it. Look around the bedroom andesee if th
re's anything else you want to bring with you, if you miss something, all the rest will be in storage and
you can get it whenever you want.” Teri said seriously.

Allen looked around and finally said, "No. | think I'll leave the rest."

Teri and Dan lookedt each other, then Dan finally said, "Why don't you pick something of Carl's to
take with you? It'll make it easier, | promise."

Allen looked at Dan with surprise.

"In the bedroom | share with John, there's a jewelry box that was Sharon's. | keeptd teeriead me
of her. She's still part of my family, now her part is in the family history." Dan said seriously.

"I still have a pair of my husband's shoes under my bed. When it was time to move to Florida, | brought
them." Teri said quietly.

Allen lookedaround the room and his eyes were drawn to the bedside lamp with a murky gmegen lam
shade.

"l hated that lamp the moment | saw it." Allen said as he walked over to it.

"Carl wanted the god awful thing for some reason. | was able to steer him away fréonathze

bought it. The next day while he was at work, | came back and bought it for him." Allen said with a
smile.

"So you're going to keep something you hate?" Teri asked, looking at the lamp.

"He treasured it because he knew | didn't like it but | boitdat him anyway. So, as hideous as the
thing is, I'm going to keep the lamp." Allen said with a smile.

"Grab it and let's go. We need to get to your new house to start the unpacking." Teri said with an am
sed smile.

Allen smiled as he unplugged the lamp

"Did you say you've already got a load?" Aaron asked in amazement, as all the boys were loaded down
with bags.

"Yeah. The car's full. And we still have to go back for the tree."” David said as he handed off a few bags
to Aaron.

"Tree?" Aaron asked idisbelief.

"Xain wanted it for his room. It's not very big." Antonio defended.
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"Yeah, and it's going to be nice with the waterfall we bought..." David trailed off as he saw Aaron's
look of disbelief.

"Waterfall?" Aaron asked as he led the way out to tinektr

"Oh good. You brought the hummer, | was afraid we wouldn't have room for the plants.” David said
with relief.

"Plants?" Aaron asked.
"Is that it?" Matt asked as he climbed out of the hummer.

"I've heard something about a tree, a waterfall and plaist¢hat it?" Aaron asked as he turned to face
David again.

"Yeah. Then we need to go clothes shopping." David finished shyly.

"You still haven't got the clothes? What's all this?" Aaron asked as he looked at the multitude of bags.
"Just a few things torlghten up their rooms. Really, it's not that much."” David said in his defense.
"Kevin? Did you get everything you wanted?" Aaron asked carefully.

"Yeah, we got a whole bunch of stuff to draw and paint with. David says my room's going to be my art
studio."Kevin said happily.

Aaron nodded then asked, "What about you Jake? Did you get everything you wanted?"
"Well, almost." Jake said shyly.
"What do we still need to get?" Aaron asked curiously.

"Um, | kind of wanted to get some posters of you and N*Synaheytdidn't have any left." Jake said
with disappointment.

"l bet Josh and | can take care of you. Do you need any Backstreet while we're at it?" Aaron asked with
a smile.

"Sure, but why Backstreet?" Jake asked cautiously.

"Oh, didn't anyone mention tha®®me of your new brother's parents are in Backstreet and Btian Li
trell is Chip's cousin.” Aaron said happily.

"Oh wow. No they forgot to tell me that." Jake said with wide eyes at the thought.
"Xain, did you get what you wanted?" Aaron asked slowly.

"Yes." Xain said simply.
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"Come on, let's get your stuff in the car, then we'll go clothes shopping.” Aaron said to the group.
"Who wants to ride with me?" David asked as he loaded his things into the car.

"l do." Kevin said immediately.

"With Antonio." Xain sad at Aaron's questioning look.

"I think we'll ride with Aaron, he's got more room." Antonio said with a smile directed at Xain.

"Okay Aaron. I'll show you where to go so we can get the tree, then you can drop us at my car." David
said with a smile.

"Thetree." Aaron said with a shake of his head, then got into the passenger's seat.

"We are here to install the communications terminal.” A Vulcan man said as he walked in.
Brady looked at him curiously, then said, "This is the first I've heard of it."

"Patiarch Short of Clan Short requested that a communications terminal be installed at this address." A
second Vulcan man said without inflection.

"Oh, for the Clan. Then | suppose it should be installed in the family room. Down that hall, to your
right." Brady said and pointed.

Brady watched the Vulcan technicians walk down the hall as someone said, "Excuse me?"
Brady turned to see a waltessed black man standing before him.

"Yes?" Brady asked, not having any idea of what to expect next.

"I'm looking for Mr. Thompson." the man said cautiously.

"I'm Brady Thompson, can | help you?" Brady asked in return.

"I'm sorry, | was told that this was Allen Thompson's house." the man said in confusion.

"It is, I'm his brother." Brady said with a smile at being able yotlsa words.

"He never mentioned having a brother." The man said dubiously.

"We just found each other yesterday. And you are?" Brady asked, still smiling.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Wallace Stevens. And this... Tiffany? Where are you?" Wallace asked as he looked
arownd.
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"I'm right here daddy." Tiffany called out and ran in through the front door.
"This is my daughter Tiffany. She's friends with Kenny." Wallace said with a smile.

"Oh. Well Allen and Kenny should be back soon. They're at the old house packing." Bdealy lsa
assumed a more relaxed posture.

"Someone named Josh called us and asked us to come over. He said to be hetleirdy fout we
happened to be in the neighborhood sooner so we thought we'd stop by." Wallace said with a chuckle.

"No problem. Lile | said, they should be back soon. You're welcomed to hang around here till they get
back." Brady said with an inviting smile.

"Well, it wouldn't make much sense to leave and come back. Is there anything we can do to help?"
Wallace asked as he looked andu

"I'm not sure. I've been directing traffic for movers." Brady said and noticed movement outside the
door.

"Where's the kitchen? I've got a ton of food to bring in." Helen said from the doorway.
"It's right over there. Let me help you." Brady said glyick

"No Brady. You need to direct traffic. Tiffany and | can help this young lady." Wallace said with a
gentle smile.

"Thank you." Helen said with surprise.
"Helen, this is Wallace and Tiffany, they're friends of Allen and Kenny." Brady said in introgluctio

"Nice to meet you. Let's go, I've got ice cream melting in the back seat.” Helen said and hurried back
out.

Brady watched them go with a chuckle.

"Can | ask you something?" Kevin asked quietly.
"Anything." David said as he waited for the traffic lightchange.

"Does Poppa and Kenny really like me or do they just feel sorry for me?" Kevin asked in almost a
whisper.

"What makes you ask that?" David asked carefully.

"Cause sometimes | see them looking at me and looking sad, like they're hurting. Tyrean@gk
when you see a dog that's been hit by a car." Kevin said in thought.
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"l know that they love you. Do you want to know how | can tell?" David asked as traffic started m
ving.

"How?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"Because when | told Allen about you, hented you to be his son. He didn't ask who else could help
you, he didn't even want to think about someone else adopting you. He wanted to be your father. And
Kenny proved he loved you when you two were adopted." David said seriously.

"Cause he said he'dlgrsay yes if | did." Kevin said in thought.

"That's right. If he didn't love you, he would have said yes and waited to see what you wanted to do."
David said as he followed Aaron down the road.

"Okay. | was just worried that if they were feeling sorryrfeg, and | started growing, then they
wouldn't want me cause | wasn't little and skinny anymore.” Kevin said in a disturbed tone.

"Don't worry about that little guy. They want you to get big and strong. That's why you get to have
milkshakes three times ayl" David said with a smile.

"Yeah, and that one | had for breakfast was really good." Kevin said with a smile.

"You had about twenty brothers watching you at breakfast all wishing they were little and skinny so
they could have milkshakes too." David sh#ppily.

"Really?" Kevin asked in wonder.

"Sure. Those eggs and hashed browns were delicious, but they would have tasted just a little bit better
with a milkshake to wash them down." David said with a smile.

"l love you David." Kevin said seriously.

David caught something in the tone in Kevin's voice.

"Kev? Really?" David asked, not knowing what else to say.

"l know Aaron's your boyfriend. But I still love you." Kevin said shyly.

"l love you too but | love you as a brother, | love Aaron as a boyfriengarny if that hurts." David
said seriously.

Kevin nodded and whispered, "It's cause I'm little and skinny ain't it?"
"No Kevin. It's because | fell in love with Aaron before | met you and we're going to get marreed. Ple
se try to be happy for me. If yoinél someone to love | promise that I'll be happy for you." David said

carefully.

"Okay. I'm sorry." Kevin mumbled.
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"You're my little brother, I'll always love you Kevin. Don't worry, you'll find someone else to love as a
boyfriend." David said with a gemetlsmile.

"I'm always going to love you." Kevin said seriously.

David couldn't think of any response as he pulled into the parking lot.

"Living room." Kelly said as he walked in with a box.

"That way." Brady said and pointed.

DJ and Timmy walked in nexapparently carrying a couch.

"Isn't that a little heavy for you guys?" Brady asked as he watched the boys carefully.
"Unca Eli is helping."” Timmy said with a giggle.

"Where do you want it?" Eli said as he floated in with Bastian at his side.

"Try in the living room over there, if it's full, try the family room through the double doors." Brady said
as he watched in disbelief.

Tommy and Tyler ran out of the kitchen as Helen called out, "Come back here you two!"
"How are things going Brady?" Allen asked asnNaked in with Kenny close at his side.
"It's a madhouse."” Brady said honestly.

"As soon as | said 'wash the dishes' those two took off like they were on fire." Helen said widh exasp
ration as she walked out of the kitchen.

"Do you need some help Helen?llek asked curiously.

"Yeah. Thanks Allen. If those two see you doing their job it'll shame them into coming back." Helen
said with a chuckle.

"Come on Ken, let's help Helen." Allen said as he walked toward the kitchen.

"l just wanted to rinse all the dish before we put them up in the cabinets in case something got on
them in the move." Helen said as she led the way.

"Was that Allen?" Chip asked in a whisper from the doorway.
"Yeah, he's in the kitchen with Helen." Brady said, matching Chip's whisper.

"What about Kenny?" Chip asked as he looked around.
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"He's in there too. They're doing dishes." Brady said quickly.

"Good. Come on in." Chip said behind him.

"Brady Thompson, this is Juana Vasquez. And these are her sons Reuben and Ricardo. The little girl in
her arms is her granddaughter Edovina." Chip said with a tender look at the baby.

"Nice to meet you Mrs. Vasquez." Brady said formally.

"I'm going to take them into the living room. Try to keep Allen and Kenny out of there until four
thirty." Chip said a$e led the way.

"Aye sir." Brady said with a smile.
"Am | late?" A man asked from the doorway.

"l don't think so. You probably need to be in the living room over there." Brady said and pointed the
way.

"Thanks." The man said and walked to the living room.
"Is this Allen's house?" A woman asked, leading a boy and a girl.

"Yes. | think that whatever's going to happen is going to be a surprise. You'll probably need to be in
there." Brady said and pointed at the living room.

"You mean they didn't tell you eitH®' the woman asked.

"No. And I'm the one who's supposed to be directing traffic in here." Brady said with a smile.

"Is Allen here?" She asked carefully.

"Yes. He's helping in the kitchen. He doesn't know anyone else is here." Brady said with a chuckle.
"Are we too late?" Aaron asked as Jake, Antonio and Xain hurried in behind him.

"No. Go in the living room and wait." Brady said and pointed.

"We have something to do upstairs first. We'll go in there in a minute." Aaron said and hurried upstairs.

David walked in the door with Kevin and before they could say a word Brady pointed and said, "Living
room."

"We've got to go upstairs first." David said and motioned for Kevin to follow.
"Are we late?" A young boy asked as he rushed in ahead of a group of people.

"Living room." Brady said in a tired voice and pointed without looking.
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Teri walked in to see Brady standing and pointing.

"I'm sorry you got stuck with this. Why don't you go in the living room and take a break. | can direct
traffic for a while." Teri saidvith a gentle smile.

"I don't know if there's anymore room in there. | lost count of how many people have already gone
through here." Brady said as he glanced at the door.

"Is Allen here?" Teri asked quietly.

"Yeah, in the kitchen helping Helen." Bradydai
"What about Josh?" Teri asked.

"No, | haven't seen him yet." Brady said in thought.

"Good. He should be here any minute, then we'll be ready to start. Go on in and get comfortable." Teri
said happily.

"Thanks Teri. By the way, there were three movetsaire a while ago, but in the chaos, | didn't notice

them leave. If they turn up, you'll need to show them the way out, they don't understand verbal
instructions." Brady said as he walked to the living room.

CHAPTER 12

JC walked into the kitchen to findll&n and Kenny doing dishes as Helen was putting the finishing
touches on platters of snack foods.

"Are you having a party?" JC asked in surprise.

"l decided that it would be a good idea to feed all the people who were helping Allen move in." Helen
said ashe went to the refrigerator and pulled out two gallons of fruit punch.

"Allen, do you think | could borrow you and Kenny for a few minutes in the living room?" JC asked
carefully.

"Sure. Just give us a second to dry our hands." Allen said quickly.
"I'l meet you in there." JC said and hurried out of the kitchen.

"If you see Tommy and Tyler, ask them to come in here and help me serve the snacks." Helen said with
a smile.

"Sure thing Helen." Allen said and led the way out of the kitchen.
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"What?" Allen gaped as he saw the living room filled with people.

"Justy, go get the boys upstairs. It's time." Chip said quietly.

Justy nodded and ran out of the room.

"What is this?" Allen asked as he looked around the room.

"Josh thought we'd make this a special o@asiChip said with a fond smile at JC.
"What's wrong?" Jake asked as he hurried into the living room.

"Nothing's wrong. Allen, Brady, Jake, Xain, Kenny and Kevin. Please come over here." Chip said in
his commanding tone.

"I'd like for you to meet Judge ge Robison. Josh somehow talked him into coming over here on his
day off and performing the name change."” Chip said with a smile.

"You mean they didn't know?" Judge Robison asked with a note of disapproval.

"We wanted it to be a surprise.” JC said quickly

"A surprise is a wonderful thing at the proper time. But this is a serious matter that should be- consid
red carefully. | won't do the name changes until I've had a chance to talk to each of these young men
and know within myself that this is what theynwand why they want it." Judge Robison sad s

riously.

"I'm sorry Your Honor." JC said meekly.

"It's my day off, call me Jamie. Is there someplace where | can talk to these young men individually so

| can be sure of their motivations?" Judge Robison askadlignified manor.
"Yes. The family room is right through those doors." JC said as he pointed at the double doors.
"Jake, do you want to be first?" Judge Robison asked in a gentle voice.

Jake nodded hesitantly and followed the Judge out of the room.

"Please sit down and relax." Judge Robison said in a warm voice.
Jake sat on the nearest chair at attention.
"Close enough." Judge Robison said with a chuckle.

"What do you want to know?" Jake asked in a timid voice.
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"l just want to know if you want me thange your name." Judge Robison said simply.

"Yes. Please." Jake said, trying to relax.

"Why do you want it changed?" Judge Robison asked as he relaxed into a wing back chair.

"I know Allen wanted to adopt Kev because he's Kenny's brother and Allenkewnay. But he wa-

ted to adopt me too and he didn't have to. He said it in front of everyone that no matter what problems |
had that he still wanted me to be his son. | want my name changed so | can say in front of everyone that

| want him to be my dad." Ba said in thought.

"l have your name in my paperwork, how do you want your new name to be?" Judge Robison asked
casually.

"I haven't really thought about that. | guess I'd like to keep my real first name because my grandmother
picked that out for me. Buitdon't like the rest. It takes forever to fill out on official forms." Jake said,

then looked up at Judge Robison's laughter.

"l can imagine. So what would you like your final name to be?" Judge Robison asked again.

Jake thought for a minute and finallgkad, "Is there any way | can think about it for a few minutes?"

"| still need to talk to your brothers, you can tell me when | come back into the living room." Judge
Robison said with a smile.

"Thank you Judge Robison." Jake said seriously.

"Please call ma Jamie. Now would you send Kenny in to talk with me for a minute?" Jamie asked with
a smile.

"I will. Thanks again Jamie." Jake said with a smile and hurried out.

Kenny walked slowly into the room and waited for Judge Robison to tell him what to do.

"Come on over here Kenny and have a seat. | just want to talk to you. There's nothing to be afraid of."
Judge Robison said warmly.

"Okay." Kenny mumbled and took a seat.

"l just wanted to know if you really want to have your name changed to match Alled'ge’ Bobison
asked in a friendly tone.

Kenny squirmed and said, "I guess. | mean, yeah."

"You don't sound too sure. Maybe if you talk to me about it I'll be able to help you decide for sure.”
Judge Robison suggested.
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Kenny thought about the suggestion faeaond, then said, "l want Allen to be my Pop and | want to
have his name, but if | take Allen's name, then | have to give up my Dad's name and that's like saying |
don't love my dad anymore."

"Oh, | see." Judge Robison said in thought.

"But | don't wantPop to think | don't love him, so | gotta change my name." Kenny said, letting his
conflicting emotions show through his voice.

"That's a tough spot, but | think there are a few things | might be able to do to help you." Juedge Rob
son said with a smile.

"Really?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Yes. There are a few choices that | can give you that you may like. But you don't have to change your
name at all. This is 'your' name. I'm sure your Pop will love you just as much if you decide to keep your
dad's name." Jyg Robison said carefully.

"Please. | really want to have Pop's name. How can | do it?" Kenny asked anxiously.

"Well, first, you can consider having a hyphenated name. You could be Kenneth Lansen Waite
Thompson or Kenneth Lanson Thomp4ab#ite. Which wouldnake you Kenny Wait&hompson or

Kenny ThompsofWaite." Judge Robison said slowly.

"Really? That would be so cool!" Kenny said happily.

"Another choice is taking one of the names as a middle name. Either Kenneth Lanson Waite Thompson
or Kenneth Lansoimhompson Waite. Which would make you Kenny Thompson or Kenny Waite."

Judge Robison said carefully.

"That sounds good too." Kenny said in thought.

"And you could drop your middle name of Lanson and that would make you Kenneth Waite Thompson
or Kenneth Thomgon Waite." Judge Robison continued.

"Yeah." Kenny said as he thought seriously about the choice he had to make.

"If you'd like a few minutes to think about it, | could talk to Kevin and see what he wants to do." Judge
Robison offered.

"Yeah. I'd like that Thank you for being so nice." Kenny said with a big smile.
"I do what | can. Would you ask Kevin to come in and talk with me?" Judge Robison asked kindly.

"Uh huh." Kenny said and hopped up to hurry out of the room.
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"Hi?" Kevin asked from just insidéé¢ door.
"Hello Kevin. Why don't you come in and talk with me for a minute?" Judge Robison asked quietly.
"Am | in trouble?" Kevin asked in a trembling voice.

"Not at all. I'm Jamie, come in here and have a seat. I'm just going to help you decide whaiuldme
like to have." Jamie said gently.

Kevin hesitantly walked in and took a seat.

"Do you want to have your name changed?" Jamie asked carefully.

"Yes sir." Kevin said quietly.

"Can you tell me why?" Jamie asked as he sat forward to hear Kevin'sogeiet t

"Will I get in trouble for using bad words?" Kevin asked with a note of fear in his voice.
Jamie was stunned at the question, but answered, "Why would you use bad words?"
"Cause | don't know how to say it without using bad words." Kevin said reagonabl

"Alright. While it's just the two of us talking, | won't be upset if you use a bad word or two. Now can
you tell me why you want to change your name?" Judge Robison asked carefully.

"Cause | don't want to be a bastard." Kevin said in a fearful voice.

Judge Robison was stunned yet again, but quietly asked, "Could you explain how changing your name
will make you not be a bastard?"

"Cause if you got a different name from your dad, then you're a bastard. It means your parents wasn't
married when you was bafrKevin said reasonably.

Judge Robison let that sink in for a second before saying, "There's a lot more to it than that, but | don't
think we need to discuss that now. Do you want to have Allen's last name as yours?"

"Yeah. Poppa is nice and he wants mée his son, just like if | was born to him. So | want that too. If
| have the same last name as him, then I'll really be his son." Kevin explained.

Jamie nodded and said, "I think that's the best reason I've heard for having a name change. Do you
know what you want your name to be?"

"Kevin Thompson." Kevin said as if it were obvious.
"What about your middle name?" Jamie asked with a smile.

"I don't have one." Kevin said simply.
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"Yes you do. Your full name is Kevin Lawson Harris." Jamie said carefully.
"Really? Mom told me | didn't have a middle name." Kevin said seriously.

"Well, you do. Do you want to keep it? We can change it or leave it out if you want." Jamie eaid car
fully.

"Um. Can | think about it?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"You three certainly arbrothers." Jamie said with a chuckle.
"Four." Kevin said seriously.

"Four?" Jamie asked cautiously.

"Yes. Xain is our brother too. He just isn't adopted. His dad is letting him stay with us." Kevin said
quickly.

"Really? | didn't know about him. Is thdtet Vulcan boy who was standing by you?" Jamie asked slo
ly.

"Yes. He's really nice. I'm glad he's my brother.” Kevin said with excitement.

Jamie got a look of surprise and asked, "Would you ask Xain to come in and talk with me while you
think about which ame you want?"

"Yeah." Kevin said and jumped out of the chair.

As Kevin reached the door he said, "You're really nice. | always heard that Judges was mean and hated
kids."

"It depends on the kids." Judge Robison said as he tried to restrain a smile.

Judge Robison walked into the living room with Xain at his side.

"Thank you all for being patient. | need to get my briefcase and talk to the boys for just a moment, then
we'll be ready to proceed." Judge Robison said as he walked to the front of the room.

After a moment talking to each boy, Judge Robison said, "Now to business. Allen, would you gather
your family so | can do this properly?"

Allen motioned for the boys to join him in front of the judge.

"Allen, first I'd like to say that you have some remarkaibys here. You must be very proud.” Judge
Robison said with a smile.
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"I am Your Hon... Jamie." Allen finished with a timid grin.

"Good. May | present to you and everyone gathered, your son Jacques Allen Thompson." Jamie said
with a grand smile.

Applausespread through the room as Allen pulled Jake into a crushing hug and whispered, "Thank
you."

"Next Allen, I would like to present to you and everyone gathered, your son Kenneth Waite-Thom
son." Jamie said with a gesture to Kenny.

Applause sprang up agais Allen hugged Kenny tightly.

"And now Allen, may | present to you and everyone gathered, your son Kevin Charles Davgg Thom
son." Jamie said with a smile at Kevin.

Allen pulled Kevin in for a full hug and ended it with a kiss on the top of his head.

"And finally Allen, may | present to you and everyone gathered, Xain Thompson son of Solak of the
House of Suvak of Vulcan." Jamie said with delight at the shocked looks from everyone in the room.

"Since you are Xain's guardian, | asked him if he would likeaige his name changed as well. | made

use of the terminal in your family room and explained to his father that it would be helpful if Xain had

a last name since he would be dealing primarily with Humans. Solak accepted the reasoning and gave
his permissiori Jamie said in a voice of accomplishment.

Allen finally got over his shock and pulled Xain into a hug as he whispered, "You're really part of my
family now."

"Thank you father."” Xain said from the hug.

Judge Robison walked to stand beside Chip and JGadd That was the proper time for a surprise.”

Chip walked into the crowd and came back a moment later followed by a Hispanic woman wearing a
timid expression.

"Mamacita!" Kevin said with excitement and ran to hug her.
Jake looked at Mamacita withrpuise which changed to apprehension.

"Allen, this is Mrs. Vasquez." Chip said with a smile as he finally was able to maneuver her to the front
of the room.

"It's a pleasure to meet you." Allen said with a warm smile.
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"It is a good thing you do. To adopekin and Jake. It makes my heart warm." Mrs. Vasquez said as
she barely restrained her tears.

JC joined the group and said, "We thought that since you needed a housekeeper, you might consider h
ring Mrs. Vasquez."

Allen looked at Kevin clung to Mrs. Vasale side and her rubbing his back with one hand.

"Mrs. Vasquez obviously cares for Kevin. But I'm not sure how we'll work it out. | originally intended
to hire a live in housekeeper. But we don't have enough rooms." Allen said in thought.

"There is a veryice apartment built above the garage. It has been remodeled and should be fine for the
Vasquez family if you want to give it a try." Chip said with a smug smile.

"Well, what do you think about this? If you want, we can give it a try for two weeks ahd\see
goes. If we're all happy with the situation then, we'll make it a permanent job." Allen said to Mrs.
Vasquez seriously.

"Si, | mean, yes sir. We would be happy to accept.” Mrs. Vasquez said with difficulty.

"Then the first thing you have to do idlaae Allen, | couldn't stand being called sir or Mr. Thompson
in my own home." Allen said with a smile.

Mrs. Vasquez nodded and quietly said, "If you would like, you may call me Juana or Mamacita as the
children do."

"Thank you Juana, let's go look at yapartment.” Allen said with a smile.

"Allen, if you don't mind, I'll show her the apartment so you can stay here with your guests." JC said
quickly.

Allen looked around the room and nodded.

JC led Juana away to collect her children as Chip said, "Wkedhsome of your friends to witness the
name change. | hope you don't mind."

"Not at all, | noticed some familiar faces in the crowd." Allen said with a smile.

"Maybe you could introduce me? JC is the one who handled contacting everyone." Chip asked hopefu
ly.

"Sure, come on." Allen said and led the way into the crowd.

"Wallace, I'd like you to meet Commander Chip Dodds of the StaEstigrprise Chip, I'd like you to
meet Dr. Wallace Stevens DDS." Allen said, and noticed Jake's curious look.
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"He's adentist.” Allen said to Jake in a quiet voice.
"And this young lady is his daughter Tiffany." Allen finished in a normal tone of voice.

"Nice to meet you Dr. Stevens. I'm glad you could be here to witness the name change." Chip said ha
pily.

"Seeing Allenalive and well makes me happier than anything. He gave me quite a scare when | found
him." Wallace said with a smile.

Chip looked at Wallace and Allen curiously.

"Wallace found me passed out on my bedroom floor. He's the one who saw to it that | was tlaéen
hospital.” Allen said timidly.

"Oh, | see. | guess Allen needs someone to watch over him." Chip said in a teasing voice.
"l think we've got that covered with Juana and the boys." Allen said with a smile.

All the adults noticed a squeal come from ofhéhe children as Kenny was the center of attention in a
group of children.

"It looks like Kenny's in his element." Wallace said with a fond smile.

"Tiffany isn't doing too bad either.” Chip said as he motioned to a group of boys gathered afound Ti
fany.

The door opened and Helen walked in carrying a tray of snacks.

"That was brave of her, | would have worried about being stampeded." Chip said as peopledlooded t
ward Helen.

"It's okay, she found her helpers again.” Allen said as Tommy and Tyler walkadymg more
snhacks.

"While the kids are feasting, let's go talk to Trish." Allen said and indicated a woman watching the kids
from a distance.

"Trish, I'd like you to meet Commander Chip Dodds. Chip, this is Trish Atkins. Her kids are friends
with Kemy too." Allen said quickly.

"Nice to meet you Trish. I'm glad you could make it." Chip said with a warm smile.

"l couldn't believe it when | saw the house. This place is beautiful. | thought TJ was going to explode."
Trish said in delight.
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"Yeah, | couldrt believe it either when Chip showed it to me. | think the boys are going to loae it h
re." Allen said with a smile.

"I'm glad you could get Kevin to live here. From what Kenny was telling the kids, he expected to be |
ving in Chicago with his mother." igh said casually.

Allen looked at Wallace, Chip and Trish before quietly saying, "Their mother abandoned them. I'd like
to stay off the subject of Kevin's mother as much as possible around the kids."

"How horrible. It's wonderful that you were able to gestody of them. | know that couldn't have been
easy." Trish said seriously.

"l can't even tell you all of what happened. It's been like a whirlwind since | left the hospital yeste
day." Allen said honestly.

"You were in the hospital? What happened?"Tasked with concern.

"Everything just caught up with me and | collapsed from exhaustion. Wallace found me Saturday mo
ning and | woke up in the hospital with two sons.” Allen said with a smile.

"Two? | thought you had four." Trish said slowly.

"I met Jakeafter | left the hospital and Xain this morning. I'll tell you the whole story sometime. Right
now, | don't think | could, so many things have been going on so quickly around me that I'm not sure of
everything that's happened.” Allen said helplessly.

"Well, as soon as the mountain of snacks have been conquered, we're going to enlist everyone's help in
getting you unpacked. When that's done, we'll all be leaving you to your family and you'll have some
time to let it all sink in." Chip said with a smile.

"That sounds like a good idea, what do you say we help them conquer the mountain?" Wallace said
with a grin.

"Lead the way." Allen said happily.

A group of the adults gathered into a huddle before Chip called out to the crowd.

"Everyone. May | have your atttion. It's time to start unpacking so Allen and his family can relax in
their new house tonight. Kids, you're first." Chip said loudly.

David walked to stand beside Chip and said, "Kids 11 and under follow me, 12 and over fallow A
ron."

With that, Davidwalked out the door and a long line of children followed.

A moment later Aaron took his troop out of the room too.
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"Allen, you'll be in your bedroom with Brady and Dan." Chip said, then continued, "Helen, Robin and
Matt in the kitchen. John..."

JC watchd as Juana, Reuben and Ricardo looked over every square inch of the apartment.
"This is far bigger than where we were living." Juana said as she noticed him watching.

"l hope it will work for your family." JC said kindly.

"It will be wonderful. But..comose dice? Juana paused in thought.

She shook her head in frustration and said, "Our things from the old apartment..."

"Oh, we hired a moving company to bring your things. They should be here in about a week. You
brought the clothes you'll need didn't ypJd€ asked in concern.

"Si, yes, Mr. Chip said to leave them in the car for now." Juana said as Edovina began to fuss in her
arms.

"Well, you have the basic furniture for now. If you need anything else, I'm sure someone can help you."
JC said seriously.

"Are we going to live here?" Reuben asked in a small voice.
"Yes. Is that okay with you?" JC asked with a fond smile directed at the small boy.
Reuben nodded hesitantly.

"Kenny, Kevin, Jake and Xain are going to be living in the house so you'll have pleotypany.” JC
said gently.

Reuben's eyes got wide, then he broke into a smile.
There was a knock on the door.
Juana opened the door a crack to see who was outside.

"We have your things from the car. Once you're unpacked, we're going to take yosttwetier food
and whatever else you need."” A woman's voice said from outside.

Juana opened the door to let Kayla in.
She was followed by Sara and Carrie, each carrying luggage from the car.

"Do you need some help with that?" JC asked quickly.
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"There are dew more suitcases in the car.” Kayla said, then turned to Juana and asked, "Where would
you like me to put this?"

David led his group of kids out to the cars and said, "Okay guys. Let's do this the simple way. Kenny
and Kevin, you take everyone wholaenand under and head up to your room. The rest of us will carry
things up to you."

Everyone agreed and went to their appointed tasks.

Aaron led his group out and said, "That sounds like a good idea. Xain and Jake, you guys take the 12
and 13 year olds gpairs and unpack what the rest of us bring up to you."

As the boys got into their groove, adults started streaming out of the house to unload cars.

"How in the world are you keeping track of all this?" JC asked Chip who was standing in the entry hall.
"I'm not." Chip said seriously.
"What?" JC asked in disbelief.

"I'm just trusting that everyone labeled their boxes clearly enough that the right things end up in the
right place.” Chip said as he watched another group of boys head down the stairs laad oot. t

"What are you doing then?" JC asked in confusion.

"Looking like I'm in charge." Chip said seriously.

"What?" JC asked in confusion.

"It makes people think that everything is going to work out if someone seems to be in control. It brings
a sense ofalmness to the whole operation. People see me here and assume that I'm overseeing that
everything is running smoothly, and because of that, everything is running smoothly." Chip explained
reasonably.

"So you're standing here doing nothing while everygse is working?" JC asked in disbelief.

Chip shrugged and said, "Someone's got to."

"What do you want me to do. Juana is getting unpacked and has plenty of help." JC asked-as he wa
ched David and Aaron carrying a small tree in the door and up the stairs.

"Why don't you check in on Allen and his boys and make sure they're holding up?" Chip asked in
thought.
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"Good idea love. You're doing a great job. Keep it up.” JC said, then gave Chip a quick kiss before
heading upstairs.

JC walked into Kenny and Kevin'som to find pandemonium.
"How's it going guys?" JC asked as he looked around.

"Great. Kevin bought some really cool stuff. We're just about to start hanging his pictures on the wall."
Kenny said happily.

"How are you doing Kevin?" JC asked gently.

Kevin looked at JC and said, "I'm fine."

JC was surprised by Kevin's cold response, but decided to let it go.

"Il be by to check on you again later, just let me know if you need anything." JC said hesitantly.

Kevin nodded and went back to looking at his piesur

"Hey Jake, how are you doing?" JC asked as he walked in to find a flurry of activity.

"I'm not sure who's this is." Jake said in confusion as he looked at the large cardboard box wathout a |
bel, not sure if he should open it.

"Oh, well, I think you should ask Aaron about that. | think | saw him with it earlier.” JC said as he
tried to conceal a smile.

Jake nodded and hurried out of the room.

"How are you doing Xain? Have you had the chance to meet Cory, your patriarch?" JQuasked ¢
riously.

"No, notas yet." Xain said carefully.

"Cory, can you come over here for a minute?" JC yelled across the room.

After a moment to unload the posters from his arms he walked to JC's side.

"Xain Thompson, I'd like to introduce Cory Short, Patriarch of Clan ShortsaitlCformally.

"It's nice to meet you Xain. When we have our next meeting I'll introduce you to everyone formally.
How do you like what you've seen so far?" Cory asked in a friendly voice.
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Xain considered for a moment, then gave a ghost of a smile bé&fadg answering, "The ways of
Clan Short are unconventional. | approve.”

Cory smiled, then adopted a Vulcan demeanor and said, "l am pleased. At times we behave in a non
Vulcan manor, but we adopt the appropriate attitude when the situation calls farukd $ou be in

need of assistance or clarification of any kind, either | or any of our brothers will be willing to assist
you."

Xain raised an eyebrow in surprise at Cory's display of Vulcan mannerisms, then said, "l will endeavor
to bring honor to Clani®rt."

Cory considered Xain's statement, then said, "I will contact you later in the week regarding your duties
for Clan Short. In the interim, it would be beneficial to familiarize yourself with your new surroundings
and brothers."

"I will do so. May | a& a question?" Xain asked respectfully.

"You are free to ask any of your brothers a question at any time, what is it?" Cory asked seriously.

"Is my deficiency in English a concern?" Xain asked slowly.

"No. Your guardian Allen and your brother Kevin aretbable to speak Vulcan. You can go to them

and ask for their assistance should you find yourself unable to find the proper English words.r¥our cu
rent level of knowledge of the language is adequate and will increase with prolonged exposure.” Cory
said caréully.

"Thank you Patriarch Short." Xain said reverently.

"Xain, it is appropriate to use my title when addressing me in a formal ceremony. As my brother, it is
your right to address me and any of your other brothers by their first names and we wi gddrieg

yours. Is this acceptable?" Cory asked, trying to see if Xain understood.

"It is acceptable Cory." Xain said quietly.

"Good. Then let's get back to unpacking." Cory said with a smile.

"Oh that!" Aaron said happily as he walked into the bedroom.
"Who does it belong to?" Jake asked curiously.

"You." Aaron said with a smile.

"I didn't get anything like this." Jake said in confusion.

"Just open it." Aaron said, then tapped JC on the shoulder to get his attention.
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Jake carefully pulled back the tape the top of the large box and opened it.

"It's filled with other boxes." Jake said in surprise.

"Yeah. Open them." Aaron said with excitement.

Jake pulled the largest of the boxes free and saw what was written on the side.

"No way!" Jake exclaimed as har¢ open the box.

"Look, it's a stereo!" Jake said as he pulled the main stereo unit free from it's packing materials.
"It's got a CD changer and everything." Jake said and held it out for JC and Aaron to see.

"Go ahead and open the others." Aaron saitl wiggrand smile.

Jake carefully sat the stereo on the bed and opened another box.

"These are yours, it's all your CDs!" Jake said with surprise, then turned to look at Aaron with tears in
his eyes.

"You did this, didn't you? Because of what | said." Jadted Aaron quietly.

"Yeah, you'll also find a complete collection of Backstreet, N*Sync and Hanson in there and a set of
headphones." Aaron said with a smile.

Jake sat the box of CDs on the bed, then pulled Aaron into a hug.
"l can't believe you did thiS'hank you Aaron.” Jake said as he continued to hug Aaron tightly.

"Well, it wasn't just me. You also get to thank David, Mark and Zac, it's from all of us to welcome you
to the family." Aaron said happily.

Jake pulled away from Aaron and spotted Mark aad &atching them.

"Thank you, guys." Jake said and hurried to hug them.

"We were glad to do it." Zac said with a chuckle.

"How does it feel to have a wish come true?" Mark asked quietly from the hug.

Jake stopped for a second to consider, then saidyétter than | could have dreamed. | don't have
anything else to wish for."

"l know that feeling Jake. But it gets better." Mark said with a smile.

"How can it get better than this?" Jake asked in disbelief.
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"Trust me. If you get the chance to help someglse get their wish, it's better." Mark said witlreo
plete joy.

"How are you guys doing?" JC asked as he walked into Allen's bedroom.

"Pretty good, actually. I'm almost done. Have you seen the boys? Are they okay?" Allen asked as he
hung up the clothefiat Brady was handing him.

"All fine. | think if Jake was any happier he'd float away." JC said with a smile.

"What about Xain? How's he fitting in?" Allen asked cautiously, then took the shirt Brady was holding
out for him.

"He's doing fine. | think thagince he's met with Cory, he feels a little more secure.” JC said in thought.

"Good, | can relate to what he's feeling. | was nothing but nerves the first time | visited Vulcan." Allen
said as he hung up a pair of pants.

"I was a little worried about himadling you 'Father'. His father might not like it." JC said in thought.

"I had a second to talk to him about that. There isn't an exact English equivalent for the word he was
wanting to use, so he chose Father." Allen said simply.

"I'm not sure | understaii* JC said carefully.

"The word he wanted to use was "k'war'ma’khon" which roughly means 'of my family thoughanot rel
ted by genetics'. But he didn't know an English equivalent that expressed that thought. The only word
he could think to use was 'fatheo he used it. We both agree that it is logical and acceptable.” Allen
said absently as he worked.

"Oh, that makes sense." JC said in thought.

"If his father finds it unacceptable, we can find an alternative. It works for now." Allen said casually.

"l guess I'll go downstairs and see how the others are doing." JC said as he looked around.

"I'll probably be down in a few minutes, we're just going to unpack the bathroom." Allen said with a
smile.

JC nodded and left the room.

"l think we're done down hereChip said seriously.

"Really? That was quick." JC said as he looked around.
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"Well, there were a few problems to overcome. We ended up with a little extra furniture.” Chip said
with a smile.

"How's that?" JC asked curiously.

"Allen’s things and the furniterfrom the house. It worked out fine. It turns out that there was room for
an extra couch in the apartment, so Mrs. Vasquez will have plenty of room to entertain." Chip said

happily.

"Is someone cooking?" JC asked as he took a deep inhale.

"Helen decidedd make dinner for them tonight.” Chip said as he led JC into the living room.
"This turned out well." JC said as he looked around the room.

"It did. And Allen had a sofa bed, so we put it in the family room for Brady. Everything just oame t
gether.” Chip aid happily.

"Where is everyone?" Allen asked as he walked into the living room.

"Most of them are gone. Helen and a couple of the boys are in the kitchen and there are still a few
upstairs with your boys." Chip said as Dan and Brady walked into the room.

"l think it's time we got out of here. I'll go gather up ours.” JC said quickly.
"Send mine down if you find them up there." Dan said quickly.

"I'll stop by tomorrow around 11:00 and we can get all the legal stuff done for the house. AngtI'm su
posed to gie you this." Chip said as he picked up an envelope from a nearby end table.

"What is it?" Allen asked as he accepted the envelope.

"All the boys' paperwork. Birth certificates, adoption papers, guardianship papers, name changes... stuff
like that." Chip aid seriously.

"l can't believe you did all this." Allen said as he looked slowly through the paperwork.
"Teri and Jamie handled all that, I'm just the messenger." Chip said honestly.
"No, I mean *all* this. You changed my life." Allen said in an overwredmoice.

"I did my part, so did everyone else. Don't be surprised if we call on you one day soon to help us do the
same thing for someone else." Chip said with a smile.

"We'll be there whenever you need us." Allen said as a vow.

"I'm going to go and seeolwv close Helen is to being done." Chip said quietly and walked out of the
room.
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Allen and Brady looked around the living room in amazement.
"Your home is beautiful." Brady said as he looked around.
"Our home Brady." Allen said as he walked to look at #meiffiy room.

"Thanks." Brady said in a whisper as he followed.

"Dad?" Jake called out as he walked down the stairs.
"In the family room." Allen called out.

Jake walked past the kitchen and into the family room.
"Is everyone gone?" Jake asked in confusion.

"Yes. They just left. How are you doing Sport?" Allen asked as he casually pulled Jake into-a one a
med hug.

"Great isn't a big enough word." Jake said honestly.

"l know what you mean." Allen said as he looked out the door at the view of the lake.

"What'sUncle Brady doing?" Jake asked curiously.

"Checking out his new bed. This is going to be his room when he's in town." Allen said with a smile.
"Cool. | hope that's a lot." Jake said as he watched Brady unfolding the sofa bed.

"Thanks Jake, | hope so to®tfady said as he lay down.

"How is it?" Allen asked hopefully.

"Perfect.” Brady said as he closed his eyes.

"What's that sound?" Jake asked curiously.

"I don't know, let's investigate.” Allen said as he walked for the door.

"I'm coming with you." Bradysaid as he hopped up.

Allen turned off a kitchen timer that was sitting on a note.

"It's a note from Helen. She made us dinnéllen said with surprise.
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"Great, I'm starving. Those snacks earlier only made me hungrier.” Brady said quickly.
"Jake, go gt your brothers while | get dinner put on the table.” Allen said as he walked to the oven.

"Brady, she said she put a salad in the refrigerator, would you grab it and put it on the table?" Allen
asked as he carried the casserole across the room.

"l got it." Brady said and hurried to the refrigerator.
All the boys hurried into the room as Allen carefully sat the casserole on the kitchen table.

"Kenny, would you grab the dishes? Kevin and Xain, would you get drinks for everyone?" Allen asked
as he picked up basket of bread from the kitchen counter.

After everyone completed their tasks, the new family settled down into their first meal.

CHAPTER 13

"What is this?" Kenny asked as he spooned a large helping onto his plate.

"I'm not sure. It's a casserole ofhs® kind, it smells wonderful.” Brady said before taking his first bite.
"Is that all you're going to have Kevin?" Allen asked gently.

"Uh huh. It makes my stomach hurt if | eat too much." Kevin said shyly.

"Okay, but just remember that there is plenty go gan eat as much as you want." Allen said wsth a
surance.

"Thanks Poppa, | will." Kevin said with a small smile.
"This food is pleasing.” Xain said with a look of thought.

Allen smiled and said, "I'm glad you like it Xain. I'm sure if you ask Helenl] sdleyou how she ra-
deit."

Xain got a speculative look, then said, "l will. It is my wish to compile a collection of food preparation
instructions."

The others at the table looked at each other, not sure if they should comment on Xain's choice of words.

Finally Allen said, "The word 'recipes' can be used in place of the phrase 'food preparation instru

tions'.

Xain nodded and looked at his plate as if he'd been severely scolded.
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"Xain, I'm not criticizing you. What you used were proper English wordsyandised them correctly.
I'm only suggesting an alternative word that will convey the meaning more efficiently.” Allerasaid c
refully.
"Thank you father." Xain said quietly.
"How does this sound? When you are talking with any of those of us at thistalé] offer suge-
stions like 1 just did, for the purpose of improving your English. None of us will do it if there is anyone
else around. Is this acceptable?" Allen asked slowly.
Xain considered for a moment before saying, "It is acceptable."

"Good. Theret's enjoy this meal." Allen said happily before taking another bite.

"What do we do now?" Kenny asked as they finished putting the last of the dinner dishes in-the dis
washer.

"I don't know, it feels strange to be here all by ourselves. Let's look@roAllen said in thought.
Kenny led the way out of the kitchen and opened the dining room door.

"Pop, look at this!" Kenny said loudly.

Everyone walked into the dining room to see it set up in regal splendor.

"It's beautiful." Brady said in an impresseuice.

"l only seen stuff like this on TV before. | didn't think there was places like this for real." Jake said as
he hesitantly looked around.

Allen got a smile as he walked to a china hutch and said, "Kenny, these dishes are from Carl's family.
They'vebeen handed down for generations. He told me that when you move out on your own, they are
to be yours."

"Shouldn't they be Kevin's too?" Kenny asked hesitantly.

"No. | have a quilt from Carl's grandmother that's for Kevin." Allen said quietly and lepidbp out
of the room.

"That's really cool Kev. You'll have something that your gggahdmother made, and it's something
that was your father's that he wanted you to have." Jake said quietly.

"Well, I guess this is as good a time as any to tell you ab@utWait in the living room while | get
something." Allen said before going upstairs.
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Allen walked into the living room carrying a small box.

"l was adopted too. Mona, the woman who raised me, couldn't have kids so | was her only child. When
I moved b Orlando, she sent a few things with me that belonged to her family.” Allen said quietly and
opened the top of the box.

"This is a shaving kit that belonged to Mona's grandfather. She gave it to me in hopes that | could pass
it on to my eldest son when aas old enough." Allen said with a smile.

"For a long time, | didn't think | was going to have anyone to pass it on to. But now | do. Jake, when
you move out on your own someday, this is going to be yours." Allen said as he looked at Jake.

"But | can't. Im adopted, | can't have a piece of your family history." Jake said with wide eyes.

"So am | Jake... and so was Mona. This isn't a symbol of blood ties, it's a symbol of family. Teri made
you legally my son, the piece of paper the judge signed today gaway name. By giving you this,

I'm giving you more than the family in this room, I'm giving you my family history too. Don't worry if
you don't understand it now. It took me a long time to understand how important it is.”

After a long silent moment, Bradyaid, "I'll be right back.” And walked into the family room.

A minute later Brady returned and stood before Allen.

"This belonged to my... our grandfather.” Brady said seriously and held out a pocket watch.

Allen accepted the watch and looked aiatefully.

"I'm going to give this to Allen right now, | just feel that it should be his." Brady said, then glanced at
Xain.

"But when Xain is ready to move out on his own, | think it should be passed on to him." Brady-said ¢
refully.

"l could not. It is yur family history." Xain said with a startled expression.

"Xain, *you* are a part of our family history now too. This will be a symbol to show that you are for
ver a part of our family, no matter where your life takes you in the future.” Allen saidsdgriou

"l am honored." Xain said reverently.

"Come on guys, one quick family hug, then let's check this place out. | still haven't seen your rooms."
Allen said cheerfully.

"What is it supposed to be?" Allen asked as he looked at all the different pgpes ehahe walls.
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"David said it was my art studio. He said | can paint and draw on all the different pieces of paper any
way | want." Kevin said happily.

"Well, it looks like you'll have plenty to keep you busy for a while." Brady said as he noticedra pap
chef's hat and apron just below a Chinese lantern.

"Look at this." Kevin said as he pointed to his easel and huge sketchpad.

"That paper's nearly as big as you are." Allen said in surprise.

"Yeah. | want to draw something before | go to bed tonightviikKeaid joyfully.

"Okay, but be sure to show it to me when you're done." Allen said with a peaceful smile.
"Why don't you show me what you've got Kenny?" Brady asked quietly.

"I have a whole bunch of models, but I couldn't think of any way to put themhaure you could see
them." Kenny said seriously.

"Where are they? Maybe | can come up with something." Brady said in thought.
"l put them in the closet.” Kenny said and hurried away.
Brady followed and stood in the closet doorway.

"I've got mostly shipsn this box. Cars in those two." Kenny said and opened the largest box io-the cl
set floor.

Brady walked closer to see what Kenny had.

After a long moment of looking at the contents of the box, Brady said, "I think | know how we can d
splay all your models.

"How?" Kenny asked with surprise.

"We'll need to go to a hardware store for some supplies, but we can make a shadow box to house all
your models. If you wanted to, we could work on it together." Brady asked hopefully.

"Really? | could help?" Kenny askedth excitement.

"More than help. This will be a team effort. We'll work together on every phase of the project, starting
with design.” Brady said in thought.

Kenny hugged close to Brady and said, "Thank you Uncle Brady, I'm glad you're my uncle."

"I amtoo Ken." Brady said happily.
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This has to be the most peaceful place I've ever been." Allen said as he looked at the beautiful scenes of
nature all around the room.

"l was afraid my posters were going to make it feel wrong, but then we decidedtteemiX Jake said
happily.

Sure enough, there were posters of popular bands interspersed among the nature scenes.

"I never would have thought that N*Sync would fit between a snowfield and a forest path but somehow
they look right at home." Brady said aslbeked around.

"l like the tree and the plants. It smells alive in here... in a good way. Not like most teenager's
bedrooms."Allen finished with a smile.

"It smells like Earth.” Xain said peacefully.

"And | see that you have a nice stereo... nicer thae m fact." Allen said as he walked to examine
the stereo.

Jake picked up the remote control and pressed play.
Sounds of wind rustling through trees and water trickling in the distance filled the room.

"That's nice. But | kind of expected some of Aarodash's music." Allen said as he listened to the
peaceful sounds of nature.

"I have them in there too along with Backstreet and Hanson. It's got a five disk changer.” Jake said with
pride.

Allen smiled at Jake and said, "As long as you're respectfulenyene else, enjoy your stereo. It's
beautiful.”

"I'll only play the things that Xain likes out loud. I'll use my headphones when | want to crank it up.”
Jake said and held up a pair of very nice headphones.

"Well, | suppose you'll be wanting to see my twean." Allen asked the group curiously.
Everyone nodded.

"Come on."

"Wow. This is pretty." Kevin said as he walked to the large windows.
"Yeah. Now you see why | wanted this room." Allen said as he stood beside Kevin.

"Your room has many admirable quedg."” Xain said as he walked to Allen's other side.
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"l thought you were just being nice when you took the smaller room, but now | see that you really did
get what you wanted." Brady said from beside Xain.

"It's a lake. What's the big deal?" Kenny askedocisty.

"They like it cause it's pretty." Jake said with a shrug.

"Yeah, | guess." Kenny said as he walked up to peek out the window.

"So what are we going to do now?" Kenny asked after five seconds of looking at the water.

Allen smiled and said, "We're mur own house. You can watch television, play games, do something
with your brothers. We're home, we can do whatever we want."

"Uncle Brady? Can we work on the thing to hold my models now?" Kenny asked hopefully.
"Sure Ken, let's go to your room and st&signing it." Brady said happily.

"I'm going to draw a picture." Kevin said quickly and hurried out.

"How about you guys?" Allen asked Xain and Jake.

"l think I'd like to put on my headphones and listen to some of Aaron's music for a while." Jake said
peacefully.

"That sounds nice." Allen said with a smile.
"May | contact he who is my father?" Xain asked carefully.

"Of course Xain. And for future reference, you don't have to ask my permission. You may cadl-your f
ther at any time." Allen said seriously.

"Thank you father." Xain said with a smile.

"He who is my father wishes to speak with you." Xain said from the double doors of the family room.

Allen got up from the couch and walked in the family room to find a surprisingly young looking Vu
can man on tterminal.

"T'nar pak sorat y'rani." Allen greeted Solak formally and held out his hand in the appropriate salute.
" T'nar jaral." Solak said, giving the customary reply.
"He who is my son has summarized the events of the day." Solak said formally.

Allen waited, not seeing any need for a response.
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"Due to his inexperience in dealing with Humans, | wish to verify his observations." Solak said simply.
"Proceed." Allen said without emotion.

"l have given permission for him to accept your family name on teexirthat it will aid in his irg-
ractions with Humans. Is this true?" Solak asked, betraying a note of suspicion in his voice.

"Correct. There are many situations when a surname is desirable when interacting in Human society."
Allen said without inflectio.

Solak raised an eyebrow at the response, then proceeded, "He claims to be regarded as pat of your f
mily. Is this true?"

"That is correct. The brother of my sons is to be regarded as my son." Allen said in slow calmness.

Solak nodded then asked, "Wheis work for Clan Short is completed, will his status be changed in
your family?"

"My sons are members of Clan Short, | am not. Therefore | cannot speak as to their actions. However,
regardless of his status in Clan Short, Xain will be regarded as k'Wdrimand have status equal to
my sons hereafter.” Allen said calmly.

Solak sat silently for a moment before saying, "My efforts to provide for his education have proven f
tile. Perhaps immersion in Human culture will be beneficial for him."

"Perhaps. | hee personal experience with existing in the area of intersection between Vulcao-and H
man culture. Xain will have choices to make and | will be here to offer guidance when it is necessary."
Allen said properly.

"She who was his mother claimed that piesce was on Earth. After her passing, | accepted a position
at the Vulcan consulate on Earth in hopes that it would be of benefit to him." Solak said pensively.

"When dealing with children, one can only present opportunities and encouragement. Thdlchild w
embrace or reject what he will for his own reasons." Allen said in thought.

Solak nodded at the statement.

"Will you be remaining on Earth now that Xain has been accepted by Clan Short?" Allenwasked ¢
riously.

"No decision has been made on that pagnbfayet. It is my wish to return to Vulcan, but it is also my
wish to have contact with he who is my son.” Solak said seriously.

"My work for the federation requires my occasional presence on Vulcan. If you were to retutn to Vu
can, | could bring Xain wit me so you might have contact. If you choose to remain on Earth, you will
always be a welcomed guest.” Allen said respectfully.
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Solak reached for something before him and began to press a sequence of keys. After a moment he
said, "l will return to Vulcanl approve of Clan Short's choice of guardian for he who is my son. It
would be possible to be at your location at 1800 hours federation standard time tomorrow so | might
give he who is my son those of his possessions that he left in San Francisco.NAblddaccept

ble?"

"Perfectly acceptable. There is one other matter of concern.” Allen added quickly.

Solak raised an eyebrow as a prompt to continue.

"The English language does not have an equivalent word for k'war'ma’khon. Xain used the word ‘father’
to explain our relationship to others. Is this acceptable?" Allen asked with a feeling of dread.

Solak thought for a moment, then said, "To call two men father seems illogical.”

Xain walked to stand at Allen's side and said, "You are 'he who is my fathen'ig\father', the id
stinction is clear."

"l understand. It is acceptable. | will deliver your possessions tomorrow. Live long and prosper, he who
Is my son." Solak finished peacefully.

"Live long and prosper, he who is my father." Xain said with paadereverence.

The screen went blank as Allen and Xain remained still.

"How much were you listening to?" Allen asked as he turned to face Xain.

"All. Please to forgive that | remained within concealment.” Xain said quickly with frustration.

"Calm down. I'mnot angry. Even though it is not proper to listen to someone else's private eenvers
tion, this conversation had to do with you. Come here." Allen said as he stood.

Xain walked to Allen cautiously.

"Jake can probably explain this better than | can, buesoras it's easier to show your feelings than
speak them." Allen said as he hugged Xain tightly.

After a full minute of hugging Xain said, "l believe | understand. When is it appropriate for me to e
press feelings in this manner?"

Allen was surprised at Xals wish to express feelings, but responded, "With those in this house and
those of your clan. Others might not understand.”

Xain pulled out of the hug and assumed his full Vulcan control as he said, "Thank you for yoor guida
ce Father."

Allen smiled andsaid, "I'm always here for you whenever you need me."
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Xain gave a shy smile before leaving the room.

Allen walked into Kenny and Kevin's room to find Kenny's bed covered with models of every shape
and size.

"What are you guys doing?" Allen asked curigusl

"We're trying to figure out how we want to build the display case for Kenny's models." Bradysaid ha
pily.

"How's it going?" Allen asked as he looked more carefully at the collection.

"Well, Kenny's trying to decide what order to put them in right mOnce he has them arranged how
he wants them, we'll design the shelf." Brady said seriously.

"That sounds like a good idea. Maybe you could use Kevin's help with that part." Allen said in thought.
"What can | do?" Kevin asked in surprise.

"Well, you've gotthat great big pad of paper. When they're ready, maybe you could draw the shelf that
they're wanting to build." Allen said speculatively.

"Would you Kev? That would be a big help." Kenny asked with excitement.
"You'll have to tell me how you want it to lkd Kevin said slowly.

"Yeah. As soon as we've got them all in order just right, I'll tell you how we want the shelf to be and
you can draw it." Kenny said with a grand smile.

Allen smiled at the interaction and turned for the door as he said, "Kevin,dmumstairs in a few
minutes for your milkshake."

"Okay Poppa." Kevin said happily as he looked at the collection of models with interest.

Xain walked into the bedroom he shared with Jake to an unusual sight.

Jake was laying on his bed with tears stremntiown his face.

"Brother? Do you require assistance?" Xain asked with hesitation.

Jake's eyes opened at the sound and said, "I was just remembering things Xain. I'll be okay."

"Your memories cause pain?" Xain asked curiously.
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Jake considered the question a moment as he removed his headphones and turned off the stereo
with the remote.

"l guess they do. Everything is just starting to catch up to me." Jake said and wiped his eyes quickly.
"l do not have words to offer comfort. Perhaps | could 'show'upp@t?" Xain asked hesitantly.

Jake looked at Xain for an instant, then gave a watery smile and nodded.

Xain sat beside Jake and pulled him into a gentle hug.

Jake felt the warm arms wrapped around him and smiled in contentment as he carefully returned th
hug.

"Poppa?" Kevin asked as he walked into the kitchen.

"Right here Kev. Your milkshake is almost ready. Have a seat at the table and I'll bring it tolyou." A
len said from the refrigerator.

After a moment, Allen emerged with a milkshake, topped whipped cream and a cherry on top.
"Wow. That looks great!" Kevin said happily.

"Dr. McCoy says you have to have milkshakes, but | just thought | could make them extra special for
you." Allen said with a smile as he presented the milkshake to Kevin.

After drinking through the straw for a second Kevin said, "l love you poppa. I'm really glad I'm here
with you."

"I'm glad you're here too, little one. Carl always wanted you to live with us. | only wish you could have
known him." Allen said as he sat acrossiirKevin with a glass of fruit punch.

Kevin thought about that and finally said, "You're the only poppa | ever had. He was Kenny's dad, not
mine. Just like my momma ain't Kenny's momma cause he never knew her."

"Kevin?" Allen asked in a quiet voice to draevin's attention from the milkshake before him.

After a moment, Kevin looked up to meet Allen's gaze.

"Please don't deny your father. | know you never knew him, but I'm sure if you ask Kenny, he'll show
you the pictures and tell you all about Carl. I'dereask you to try and feel something that you don't,

but please don't deny him as your father. He loved you and it broke his heart that he couldn't share in

your life." Allen said seriously.

Kevin looked back at his milkshake for a moment, then saidpi'tveay he ain't my Dad no more, but
| can't love someone | never knew."
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"Fair enough, little one. That's all I'm asking." Allen said with a gentle smile.

A long minute of silence fell over the kitchen as both thought their own thoughts.
"Poppa? Can | askou something?" Kevin asked in a small voice.

"Of course. Anything you want." Allen said with concern at the tone in Kevin's voice.
"How do you know if you're in love?" Kevin asked seriously.

"Oh. That's a tough one. I've been in love one time and I'eumetif it's the same for everyone, or
even if it would be the same for me if | fell in love with someone else.” Allen said in thought.

"What did it feel like when you fell in love with my Dad?" Kevin asked, sounding desperate.

Allen thought about it foa minute before answering, "It was like being in a dream. Whenever I'd see
Carl or talk to him my world seemed to be brighter. | would find myself thinking about him all the time
and wanting to talk to him."

Kevin took another drink of his milkshake andtight about the words.

"It's funny. You're a lot like your Dad, even more than Kenny." Allen said with a smile.

"l am?" Kevin asked in surprise.

"Sure. You have the same strength that he had. When you've made up your mind about something,
nothing in the uiverse is going to change it." Allen said with a smile.

"Is that good?" Kevin asked hesitantly.

"It's not good or bad. It's just the way you are. And just like with your Dad, I'd never want to change it.
Not too many people have your kind of determinatiod strength.” Allen said with admiration.

Kevin took his final drink of the milkshake and smiled.
"Was that okay for you?" Allen asked as he picked up both their empty glasses.
"Yeah. It was even better cause you made it extra special.” Kevin said smiilea

"Why don't you go up and work on your picture for a while? I'm going to unload the dishwasher and I'll
be up to visit in a few minutes." Allen asked as he sat the glasses in the sink.

"Can | help?" Kevin asked seriously.

Allen smiled and said, "I'tlke that son."
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"How do you like living here?" Jake asked Xain quietly.
"l am... these words are difficult.” Xain said with frustration.

"Maybe you can show me. Dad and | figured out that it works better than words sometimes." Jake said
as he renewed hisug.

Xain considered the words, then increased the strength of his hug.
"I'm glad. Because we like you living here too." Jake said peacefully.
"l do not understand why." Xain said as he relaxed his hug.

"Have you ever put together a puzzle?" Jake askadhdy.

"I have." Xain said hesitantly, confused by the 1sequitor.

"We're all pieces of the puzzle that makes up this family. You complete us. There would be an empty
space in our family without you." Jake said in thought.

Xain thought about the words@ finally said, "I can see no evidence to support your assertion."

"You like to cook. None of the rest of us do. You made our room into a peaceful haven. | would have
had a music museum. When | was remembering, you held me and made me feel bettdrailethke

off.

"You have accepted me as | am. Given freely of advice and touch... My words fail." Xain saidiwith fr
stration.

"Then show me." Jake said quietly.
Xain immediately hugged Jake tighter and expressed his feelings through touch.

"l understand. X, I'd like you to be more than my brother, I'd also like you to be my friend.” Jake
said in thought.

Xain didn't even consider trying to find the words, he just increased his hug into a crushing grip.

Jake smiled at the response and hugged Xain jussjdby t

"How goes the project guys?" Allen asked as he and Kevin walked into the bedroom.
"We're just about ready to plan the shelf.” Kenny said happily.

"So you decided to separate them by type | see." Allen said as he looked at the intricate artaimgemen
the bed.
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"Yeah. | have cars on top and ships on the bottom cause | have the most of them. On the sides | have
motorcycles and the other things | only have a few of." Kenny said seriously.

"What's that big spot in the middle for?" Allen asked curiausly

"It's for my best model. | don't want to take it out of the box cause it's got a lot of little parts and | don't
want it to get banged up.” Kenny said as he looked over his arrangement again.

"Are you ready to start drawing Kevin?" Brady asked with desmi
"Uh huh. Just let me move this." Kevin said and carefully moved his easel so he was facing the bed.

"I'll leave you guys to it. Have fun." Allen said as he walked out of the room.

Allen walked to Jake and Xain's room and noticed that the dooclosed.

He carefully knocked and waited for a, '‘Come in." before entering.

"How are you guys doing?" Allen asked and noticed that they were both sitting on Jake's bed.
"We were just talking about stuff." Jake said simply.

"So you're getting along okay?"lah asked curiously.

"Jake is my brother and friend." Xain said seriously.

Allen smiled and said, "Then I'm glad you two ended up sharing a room. How would you two feel
about making some cookies for everyone?"

"That sounds great." Jake said with a smile.
"I am not familiar with that... recipe.” Xain said carefully.

"There's a recipe on the bag of chocolate chips. Jake or | can help you if you get stuck on any of the
words." Allen said with a smile.

"I would like to try to make cookies." Xain said seriously.

"Great, then come on downstairs and we'll get started.” Allen said with a smile.

Xain got a curious look, then walked up to Allen and pulled him into a hug.

"That means he doesn't have the words for what he wants to say." Jake explained with a tender look

"I know exactly what he's saying... and | don't have the words either." Allen said as he returned the
hug.
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Allen sat at the kitchen table and watched as Jake and Xain worked in the kitchen.

After mixing the cookie dough, Xain took a taste and consibleaeefully.

Allen became curious as Xain began to look through the cabinets, obviously looking for something.
"What are you looking for?" Allen asked curiously.

"She who was my mother explained that to follow another's instructions... recipe, is munthyirige
preprepared food. The preferable way is to follow the instructions, then add or alter ingredients to adapt

the food to one's own taste." Xain said and pulled a spice container from the cabinet.

"The resulting product is unique, perhaps an improverhXain said as he carefully added a small
amount of the spice.

"Maybe I'll get you to show me how to do that. I've only ever followed a recipe before.” Allen said as
he watched Xain add something else to the dough.

"I would be honored to share my ex@ece.” Xain said as he mixed the cookie dough again.
"This is fun. I'd like to learn too." Jake said as he watched Xain work.

"Perhaps we could prepare tomorrow's meal to welcome he who is my father.” Xain said and handed
the bowl to Jake.

"What do you wahme to do?" Jake asked cautiously.
"Spoon the dough onto the pan." Xain said simply.
"Oh, okay." Jake said and began to work.

"l think that's a good idea Xain. If you'll get a list together of what you'll need for the meal, I'll go to the
store and gat. I'd like to invite Juana and her kids too." Allen said in thought.

Xain looked at Allen curiously.

"They're going to be like part of the family, so I'd like to start making her feel welcomed." Allen said
carefully.

"That's a good idea. She's invited toeeat with her a few times, it'll be nice to be able to repay her."
Jake said as he started scooping dough onto a second cookie sheet.

"I'll ask her in the morning." Allen said with a smile.
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Kevin, Kenny and Brady walked into the kitchen, led by theses.

"That smells really good. Are you making cookies?" Kenny asked as he walked over to hug Allen.

"Not me. Xain and Jake are making the cookies, I'm just keeping them company." Allen said peacefully
as he hugged Kenny.

"l drawed a big picture of the shi Uncle Brady and Kenny are going to build." Kevin said with pride.

"We should be able to start on it tomorrow. We've got the design figured out and just need to-make s
me measurements." Brady said as he took a seat at the table.

Xain walked to the overand after a moment to consider, pulled the first pan of cookies out and sat it
on the stove.

"While the cookies are cooling you can scoop out the ice cream." Allen said with a smile.
Jake nodded and carried a stack of plates to the sink where the roehactheen left to soften.
"Those cookies smell wonderful guys. | can't wait to try them." Brady said with a smile.
"Yeah. I'm going to have some too." Kevin said with delight.

Allen leaned over in his seat to put an arm around Kevin and give him a ggick h

"These are the best chocolate chip cookies I've ever had." Brady said in ecstasy.

"Yeah, whatever you added to the recipe made them taste even better." Allen said, then took another
bite of cookie.

"l simply added spices | believed would accentulagetaste.” Xain said with a tone of pride in his vo
ce.

"l never tasted nothing this good before.” Kevin said as he took a second cookie from the plate in the
middle of the table.

"Thanks for thinking of the ice cream. It's really good with the cookieké daid, then savored a
spoon of the vanilla ice cream.

"It is the perfect compliment.” Xain agreed, then took a bite of his own cookie.

"l guess this means that tomorrow's meal is going to be incredible with you three making it." Brady
said with a smile.

"We will endeavor to prepare a satisfying meal." Xain said gently.
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"That's Vulcan for 'it's gonna kick ass!"." Jake said with a grand smile.
After a chuckle Allen said, "And | thought Kevin and | were the translator's here."
"You translate the words, Jakanslates the sentiment.” Xain said with a ghost of a smile at Jake.

Laughter and good cheer were in abundant supply as the family began to recount the events of the day.

CHAPTER 14

As Brady was giving his dramatic retelling of the antics of the moadtspck on the door was heard.
"I'll get it!" Kenny said as he launched himself from his chair and bounded for the front door.
A moment later Kenny came back into the kitchen leading Mamacita and her family.

"Hello Juana, we were just enjoying some coskiad ice cream. Would you like to join us?" Allen
asked kindly.

"Thank you, no." Juana said shyly.

Reuben and Ricardo both looked at their mother with their most pitiful and hungry looks turned on full
blast.

"Would it be okay if the boys had some?" Allesked, trying to hide his smile at the boys' hopeful
looks.

Mamacita looked at her sons and said, "We have late dinner. Boys may not be hungry..."
"Por favooooooooooodviama!” Reuben begged shamelessly.

"I don't need a translator to understand that." Bsdd with a chuckle.

Juana smiled and nodded at the boys.

Reuben and Ricardo both jumped up on chairs and grabbed cookies from the plate in the center of the
table.

"Jake, would you get the boys some ice cream? Kenny, would you get Ricardo and Reuberillsdm
Xain and Kevin, would you pull some chairs in from the dining room?" Allen asked gently.

The boys didn't answer, but instead went to work on their appointed duties.
"Can | get you some coffee or anything?" Allen asked Juana carefully.

"Leche.. Milk, milk would be good." Juana said with difficulty.
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"Kenny? Would you get some milk for Juana while you're at it?" Allen asked toward the kitchen.

"l got it Pop." Kenny said as he lined glasses up on the kitchen counter.

"I'm guessing you're here to finditcabout your job." Allen said conversationally.

"Si, yes. Please excuse. | do not speak the English often.” Juana said in a mix of frustration and shame.

"That's fine, Xain also has difficulty with English.” Allen said as Xain and Kevin carried chairthat
room.

"Come on, let's sit down and we can talk about the details of your job." Allen said seriously.

Juana nodded as she took her seat.

"The main thing | need is for an adult to be here with the boys when I'm at work. Sometimes | have to
go to SarfFrancisco for a few days and two or three times a year | have to-gaoét for a week or

more." Allen said in thought.

"Kevin, Kenny and Jake are good boys. Xain will be good as well, | believe. It will be a pleasure to
stay with them." Juana said dse<cast fond looks at the boys.

"I'm glad to hear it. Besides being here with the boys, | was hoping that you could do the brasic ho
sekeeping. | expect the boys to pick up after themselves and clean their own bedrooms and bathrooms.
The most you should hauo do isto remind them to clean or to teach them how to do it properly.” A

len said, then noticed the sour look on Kenny's face.

"Come on cute stuff. You need to learn how to do this stuff for yourself. | wouldn't be doing you any
favors if | hired soraone to clean up your mess." Allen said seriously.

Juana nodded but remained silent.

"So that just leaves the main rooms of the house. We'll pick up after ourselves, so all you'll really have
to do is vacuum and dust. I'd also like for you to take catieedaundry. And I'd appreciate it if you'd

show the boys how to do the laundry for themselves." Allen said in thought.

"l been washing my own clothes for years and years." Kevin said seriously.

"Me too." Jake said quietly.

"Good, but let Juana show youvinghe does it. Maybe she knows some tricks that you haven't éiscov
red yet." Allen said in a parental tone.

Jake and Kevin nodded.
"l am also experienced with laundry." Xain said in a broken meter, carefully choosing his words.

"It looks like Kenny is thenly one you'll have to teach then." Allen said with a smile directed at Xain.



One Door Closes 171

Juana looked at Xain curiously, then turned her attention back to Allen.

"And the only other thing | can think of is the cooking. On the days when I'm working and the boys are
at school, I'd like for you to make dinner for us." Allen said in a professional voice.

"Yes, of course." Juana said simply.

"And of course you and your children will be expected to join us for dinner whenever you cook.” Allen
added, maintaining his seriotene.

"I cannot. It would not be proper." Juana immediately countered.

"Nonsense. It makes more sense than doing double work. Why should you cook a meal here, then go to
your apartment and cook another?" Allen said reasonably.

Juana nodded slowly, but ditilook convinced.

"What I'd like to happen is for your boys to be included with my boys whenever possible. They can
travel to school together, go clothes shopping, in fact, | was thinking of taking my boys for haircuts in
the morning before they visitéhschools. | could take Reuben with us if you'd like." Allen said in

thought.

Juana's look of surprise turned to one of tenderness as she said, "It will be good for the children to have
a man in their livesMi Carlos, he leave when | was pregnant withalRio. The boys are better off not

to have him as example. He leaves the children, you take in the children.”

Allen blushed at the praise and whispered a shy, "Thank you."

"Can Reuben come up and see my room?" Kevin asked quickly.

"If it's okay with his maber. And you should take Ricardo too. It's no fun to be left out because you're
the youngest." Allen said seriously.

"Can | momma?" Reuben asked hopefully.

"Si, go and play with your friend." Juana said with a contented smile.
"VamanosRicardo." Kevin saiés he hopped off his chair and headed for the door.
Ricardo looked at his mother. At her nod, he took off to follow Kevin and his brother.
"Can | go too?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Sure. Go have fun." Allen said with a smile.

Kenny jumped up and gave Allenquick hug before hurrying out of the room.
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"That's about all I've come up with. Do you have any questions?" Allen asked Juana seriously.
"Si, | may need help to get Reuben into schibllnglés es..is no good." Juana said with frustration.

"That's o problem Juana. I'll be taking the boys to get them enrolled on Tuesday. You can come with
us and I'll help you." Allen said gently.

"Do you have a driver's license Juana?" Brady asked curiously.
"Si, pero es.is from Chicago." Juana said as she turtoeidce Brady.

"l was just thinking that Juana is going to need to be able to drive to buy groceries and to pick up the
boys." Brady said carefully.

"I hadn't thought of that... it actually works out though. Dan drove Carl's car over while | drove my
SUV. All we'll have to do is get Juana a Florida driver's license and get her put on my insurance." Allen
said seriously.

"If you'd like, | can take Juana over to the DMV in the morning while you're getting the boys' hair cut.”
Brady said in thought.

"Don't youhave to work tomorrow?" Allen asked curiously.

"No. | don't have to report back until Tuesday morning, I'll return to the ship tomorrow night."” Brady
said with a smile.

"Then it sounds like we have a plan." Allen said with a smile.

"Poppa, can ReubendRicardo call you Pop? | told them they could but they didn't believe mee.” K
vin asked as he ran into the kitchen.

Reuben, Ricardo and Kenny came in more slowly to hear the answer for themselves.
Allen thought about the question and motioned for Reubearte to him.

"Reuben, you're old enough that you can choose what you want to call me. If you want to call me Pop
or Poppa or even Dad, | wouldn't mind." Allen said as he looked into Reuben's eyes.

"You're not my father. Even if | want you to be, you'i# sbt. But can I... may | call you Uncle?"
Reuben asked carefully.

"l think that's a great idea Reuben. And since Brady is my brother, he'll be your Uncle too." Allen said
with a smile.

"¢ Que?Ricardo asked in a small voice.
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"Esos es Tio Allen y Tio Bidy." Reuben told his brother carefully as he pointed.

Ricardo got a smile and ran to give Brady a big hug.

Brady hugged Ricardo for a second, then picked him up to sit him in his lap.
Ricardo snuggled against Brady's chest and hugged for all he was worth.
"Ricardo does not usually like strangers." Juana said with a note of surprise.
"They're not strangers, they're Uncles." Reuben said seriously.

Juana nodded as she watched her youngest son soaking in Brady's attention.
Reuben watched his brother fom@ment, then inched his way toward Allen.

As soon as Reuben was within easy reach, Allen scooped him up into a full hug and said, "You're my
nephew now. Do you know what that means?"

Reuben pulled back from the hug slightly and shook his head.

"It means tlt you're part of the family, so when | take the boys on a trip or buy them things, geu're i
cluded." Allen said as he pulled Reuben back into the hug.

"Thank you." Juana said in a whisper.

"Juana, I'm not doing this just for the boys. It's a reward fowhenever | see one of the boys happy.
Including your boys with mine will only increase the reward."” Allen said seriously.

"l understand. It is why | would invite Kevin and Jake to eat with my family at times. To see them ha
py is a joy for me as well asifthem.” Juana said quietly.

"Thank you Mamacita." Jake said and walked to Mamacita's side to give her a hug.
"You always were a good boy Jake. You do what you must to survive and walk the hard path like my
Lupe. But when you have a chance to take tha pgth, you take it. Lupe would not. She run away

when she hear that we are to move." Juana said as her eyes filled with tears.

"I'm sorry Mamacita. | know Lupe is a good person inside, the drugs just messed her up so she can't see
things right." Jake sdbed.

"Si, | know. To see you here. It gives me hope for my Lupe." Mamacita said as a tear slowly fell down
her cheek.

Jake renewed his hug, careful not to wake Edovina in Juana's arms.

"Well, if everyone is done with their cookies, I'd like to move iti® living room." Allen said to the
group.
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"We must be going. It is time for Ricardo to go to bed." Mamacita said as she pulled out of Jake's hug
and smiled at him fondly.

"Too late." Brady said in a low voice.

Allen looked at Brady curiously.

"He's asleep.Brady whispered.

"Wake him and we will go." Juana said with a smile at Ricardo.

"I wouldn't mind carrying him up to his bed. It seems a shame to wake him up, then try to get him to go
back to sleep." Brady said as he looked fondly at the boy in his arms.

Juana smiled and nodded.

"Can Reuben stay here with us tonight?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"Really?" Reuben asked with surprise.

"Yeah. Come on. It'll be fun." Kevin said in a pleading voice.

"We both want you to stay." Kenny said as he looked into Reudggssto show his honesty.

"And that way you wouldn't have to get Reuben up in the morning to get a haircut. It would actually be
easier for everyone." Allen said with a smile.

"Yes, yes. You behave for Mr. Allen." Juana said seriously.

"Please just call mallen. After all, we've already decided that Reuben and Ricardo are my nephews.
You can't call your family Mr." Allen said frankly.

"Si, yes. Allen. Reuben? Will you behave f6o Allen?" Juana asked in her serious 'mother’ voice.
"I'l be good." Reubesaid with an angelic expression.

"Then come and give a kiss." Juana said as she scooted her chair out from the table.

Reuben squirmed off Allen's lap and ran to his mother to give her a kiss.

"Reuben, I'll pick up some clothes for you to wear tomorrowentih up there.” Brady said quietly as
he stood.

"Thank you Uncle Brady." Reuben said with a satisfied smile.

Juana also stood with Edovina in her arms.
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"Have a good night Juana... Oh, | forgot. Can you have dinner with us tomorrow? Xain's father is going
to be in town and | wanted for him to meet you." Allen asked hopefully.

"Yes. | would like that. May I help in the cooking?" Juana asked hopefully.

"Xain and Jake are going to prepare the meal, but I'm sure they could probably use some extra help."
Allen said, then glanced to see Xain and Jake's approval.

"Good, now you'd better get your sleeping kids to bed." Allen said as he walked with Juana and Brady
to the door.

"Thank you for everything Allen.” Juana said as tears began to fill her eyes again.

"You'rewelcome. Goodnight.” Allen said tenderly and watched them go.

"You boys go on and get ready for bed. I'm just going to tidy up the kitchen before I call it a night." A
len said to the group behind him.

"But it's still early." Jake said hesitantly.

"You don't have to go to bed now. | just want you to go up and take your showers and tidy your rooms.
That way when it's time for bed, you're ready.” Allen explained as he walked back into the kitchen.

"May | help to clean the kitchen?" Xain asked quietly.

"If you'll take the extra chairs back to the dining room, that's all the help I'll need." Allen saideas he b
gan to gather the dishes from the kitchen table.

Jake automatically helped Xain as Kenny, Kevin and Reuben left to go upstairs.

"If we help you put way your models, will you shower with us?" Kevin asked carefully as they ent
red the bedroom.

Kenny looked at Kevin curiously, then at Reuben.

"If Reuben doesn't mind. You know how you felt funny about it when we showered together yeste
day." Kenny said rstantly.

Kevin nodded, then turned to face Reuben.

"Last night we showered together and it was really cool. It made me feel really special and like they |
ve me and | want you to feel that way too." Kevin said in thought.

"But... I'd be scared. You'd bedking at me naked." Reuben said in a trembling voice.
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"Yeah, that part was scary until we started washing. Then it wasn't scary at all. If you'll try it you can
stop whenever you want. It's really nice, | promise.” Kevin said in the tone of a solemn vow.

"Okay. But if | say | don't want to you won't try and make me?" Reuben asked cautiously.

"I swear. All we're going to do is wash each other. It's a way to show that we like you being our... if
Poppa is Reuben's Uncle, what does that make us?" Kevin askaasty.

"He'd be our cousin." Kenny said in thought.

"Then we'll be showing you that we like you being our cousin. | was scared until | tried it. Now | don't
want to take showers alone no more." Kevin said seriously.

Reuben hesitantly nodded.

"Then letsget these models put away. And Reuben, if you change your mind just tell us. We'll still like
you and we won't be mad at all." Kenny said quietly.

Reuben gave a slight smile and nodded at Kenny.

All three boys started gathering the models and putting tagafully into their boxes.

"Do you wish to shower now?" Xain asked as he and Jake walked into their room.
"No, go ahead." Jake said quietly as he stared off into the distance.

Xain looked at Jake curiously, then gathered the things he would need &rtd sleower.

Brady walked into Kenny and Kevin's bedroom to find it tidy and devoid of children.

He sat Reuben's clothes down on Kevin's bed and was about to leave when he heard a giggle from the
bathroom.

Brady walked to the bathroom door and gentlydkeal before asking, "Are you guys alright in there?"
Kenny opened the door and said, "Sure Uncle Brady, we're just about to take our shower."

"All three of you?" Brady asked carefully as he looked at the three naked boys.

"Yeah. That's okay isn't it?" Kaviasked hesitantly.

Brady thought carefully before he said, "Yeah, that's fine. | just figured you'd be showering alone."
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"This way we can show Reuben that we like him cause we'll let him be naked with us."” Kevar said s
riously.

Brady smiled at the answand said, "You guys have fun showering then. Reuben, I left your clothes
on Kevin's bed."

As Brady turned to leave the bathroom Reuben asked, "Do you want to shower with us Uncle Brady?"
Brady stopped in his tracks and thought seriously before answering.

"It's probably not a good idea. If we go to a gym sometime or go camping then | will, but it's better if |
don't now." Brady said carefully.

"Why not?" Reuben asked curiously.

Brady walked to Reuben and knelt before him so he could look him in the eyes.

"Because there are bad people in the world who hurt kids. If | took a shower with you, then the good
people who want to protect kids might think | was one of those bad people. Does that make sense to

you?" Brady asked carefully.

Reuben thought seriously abatithen asked, "So if you shower with us there's people who'll think
you want to fuck us?"

Brady thought for an instant about telling Reuben about swearing, but thought that it was more impo
tant to be sure that Reuben understood what he was sayings figitat. And if any adult tries to talk

you into getting naked, you need to come to your mother or Allen or me and we'll figure out if it's right
or wrong. Can you do that?"

Reuben nodded shyly with tears starting to form in his eyes.

Brady pulled Reubemto a hug and said, "You're not in any trouble and you didn't do anything wrong.
Thank you for inviting me to shower with you guys. It was really great of you to do that."

Reuben nodded into Brady's shoulder.
"Now it's probably best that you three gethie shower.” Brady said in a gentle voice.
As Brady pulled out of his hug with Reuben, he was promptly hugged by Kevin, then Kenny.

"If being an adult means we can't shower together no more, then | don't want to grow up." Kevin said
seriously.

"Growing updoesn't mean that at all. Growing up means that you get to shower with whoever you
want... as long as it's other grownups." Brady finished with a smile.

Brady let loose of Kenny and said, "Now you guys had better get to showering before it's bedtime."
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All three boys hurried into the shower as Brady walked out of the bathroom.

After completing his shower, Xain walked into the bedroom to find Jake with tears streaming down his
face.

"You are distressed.” Xain said quietly.

Jake nodded his head.

"May | be d assistance?" Xain asked carefully.

Jake considered the question for a minute before saying, "l don't know what's wrong with me. | don't
know what I'm feeling. It's like something is screaming inside me, wanting to claw it's way out. I... |
don't know whato do."

Xain looked at Jake curiously, then sat on the bed beside Jake.

"Perhaps. If | may touch. It is possible for me to help.” Xain said with difficulty.

Jake turned to look at Xain and nodded slightly.

Xain lifted his right hand to Jake's face ancetally placed his fingers.

In nearly a whisper Xain began to say, "My mind to your mind..."

"Is this okay Reuben? Do you want us to stop?" Kenny asked as he slowly washed Reuben's back.
Reuben looked over his shoulder at Kenny and said, "It feels bosdally bathe with my brother. |
always thought | was just helping him get clean. Next time | bathe with him, I'll know it's a way of
showing him that I like him."

"That's right. So now you know that we really like having you here and we aren't jus gdyiKevin
said peacefully as he gently washed under Reuben's arms.

"Yeah. That tickles." Reuben finished with a giggle.

Allen walked upstairs and decided to check on Xain and Jake to see how they were doing.
After a few knocks on their door anelceiving no answer he cautiously opened it.

Allen walked into the bedroom to find both boys sitting silently.
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Xain had both his hands on Jake's face in a familiar position.
Allen resisted the urge to pull them apart and took a seat on Xain's bed.

He knewthat interrupting a mind meld could cause damage to both boys so all he could do is wait for
them to finish.

"How come you can speak English so well?" Kenny asked Reuben as he toweled him dry.

"Mama sent me to a preschool that taught us English, thentlte first grade and learned some more.
It's not so hard." Reuben said as he enjoyed being dried.

"Does Ricardo speak any English?" Kenny asked as he stood.

"Not much. I've taught him a few words, but he knows mostly Spanish." Reuben said as he followed
Kenny and Kevin into the bedroom.

"Do you think Mamacita would mind if we tried to teach him some English?" Kenny asked as he went
through his dresser and pulled out a pair of boxers to wear.

"She'd like that. She worries that Ricardo won't fit in becaesgoesn't speak English." Reuben said
seriously as he pulled on his briefs.

"What Pop said about him feeling bad about being left out made me think. If we try and teach Ricardo
English, then he'll know we want to have him around." Kenny said and toak arsthe side of his

bed.

"Are you guys ready for bed?" Brady asked from the doorway.

"Sure Uncle Brady. We're all showered and the room is cleaned up." Kenny said with a smile.

"That's good. Kevin, did you finish your picture yet?" Brady asked as hedvalkther into the room.

"Not yet. It's a really big piece of paper.” Kevin said as he walked to his easel and pulled the cover of
the pad back to reveal the picture underneath.

"What is it?" Brady asked curiously at the blurry images rendered in charcoal
"I don't know. | never know till I'm finished." Kevin said as he also looked at the picture.

"Well, let me know when you're finished. Whatever it is, it's coming along well." Brady said as he took
a final look at the ghost images beginning to form orptgeer.

"Can we play some computer games before we go to sleep?" Kenny asked hopefully.
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"That sounds like a good idea. It's about an hour before you need to go to bed. You guys enjoy your
game and I'll come up and tell you when it's bedtime." Brady sddaxsmile.

"Thanks Uncle Brady." Kenny said as he turned on his television and video game console.
Reuben hopped off Kevin's bed where he had been sitting and ran to give Brady a hug.

"I really like it here with my cousins." Reuben said as he hugged Bigidiy.

"We're all glad you're here." Brady said as he hugged Reuben in return.

"Who wants to play first?" Kenny asked as the game came to life.

"You can show Reuben how to play and I'll watch." Kevin said as he moved to sit on the edge of Ke
ny's bed.

"Come on Reuben. | want to show you how to play." Kenny said happily.
Reuben gave Brady one final squeeze, then ran to sit at Kenny's side.

Brady gave one final look at the boys before leaving the room.

Xain let his hands drop from Jake's face and tutoesge Allen staring at him.
A moment later Jake opened his eyes and looked at Allen curiously.

"Come down to the living room, we need to talk." Allen said in a low, firm voice then stood and left the
room.

"He's pissed." Jake whispered as he stood.
Xain raised an eyebrow in inquiry.

"I don't know why, but he is.” Jake said, answering the unasked question.

Jake walked into the living room followed closely by Xain.

"Sit down." Allen said as he looked out at the lake.

Jake and Xain sat side by side on faso

"It didn't occur to me that you would even think of trying something so dangerous or | wouldlhave ta

ked to you about this when you arrived.” Allen said as he turned and directed his comment toward
Xain.
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"l attempted to..." Xain began to say beforeeflcut him off.

"Listen to me for right now. When I'm done ['ll listen to what you have to say." Allen said in a tone of
voice that was firm and final.

"To start with, you are not to attempt telepathic contact of any kind without my permission. Do you
undestand?" Allen asked as he looked directly at Xain.

"Yes Sir." Xain said in nearly a whisper.

Allen paused to collect his thoughts for a moment before he continued, "This goes beyond arsimple e
ror in judgment, this is an issue of trust. If | can't trust Yo behave in a responsible manner, then |

may have to rethink you're staying with us."

Jake's eyes went wide as panic welled up in him.

"What was irresponsible was your choice to perform a mind meld without permission or supervision. It
was every bit adangerous as playing with matches and gasoline. Xain, if you're going to stay here
you're going to have to think about the consequences of your actions.” Allen said firmly.

Jake stood and took a step forward to look Allen directly in the eyes.

"Do you war us to leave?" Jake asked in a growl.

Allen took an involuntary step back in surprise.

"You're pissed, | get that. But if you're going to threaten to throw us out when we screw up, then we
might as well leave now. You said that if we had problems yolfduse You didn't say nothin bout
throwing us out if we screw up." Jake said as his face began to redden.

"Jake, | didn't mean..." Allen tried to say before Jake cut him off.

"Bullshit! If you can threaten to kick Xain out, that means you'll do the same teext time | fuck up.

Is this the way it is for all of us or just me and Xain? Cause if you're going to throw Kevin and Kenny
out too, they should be down here to see this!" Jake asked in a snarl.

Allen froze in thought.

"And just in case you even cateyas thinking about doing drugs when Xain helped me. Everything |
was feeling was making me crazy until Xain helped me see what was happening.” Jake said-in frustr
tion.

Allen's gaze drifted into a distant place only he could see.

"Can we stay tonight @hould we leave now?" Jake asked as he forced Allen to look him in the eyes.

Allen looked deeply into Jake's eyes and asked, "What if | screw up?"
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"Huh?" Jake asked in confusion, his anger temporarily derailed.

"l screwed up. | don't want either of youléave. I'm sorry | said it. | didn't mean it." Allen said inea s
rious voice.

Jake looked into Allen's eyes to see the true emotion within.

"Guys. This parent thing isn't as easy as it looks. | don't have all the answers and I'm doing the best |
can. If you cantake it easy on me when | screw it up, I'll try and do the same when you guys screw up.
Will you give me another chance?" Allen asked with hope in his voice.

Jake blinked and looked away without saying a word.

"Xain, I'm sorry. | don't want you tieave and | promise that | won't say that again. It's just that I've

heard about what happens when a mind meld goes wrong and it scared me. | don't want to see either of

you hurt." Allen said quietly.

"Saying you're sorry doesn't make everything betted $2ad he was sorry. Mom's still dead." Jake
said in thought.

"You're right Jake. It doesn't make everything better. | can't unsay the words and | don't know what |
can do to fix this." Allen said as he took a seat.

Jake sat beside Xain and said, "Yedtmdw that feeling. Let's just forget it ever happened.”

"There's a few problems with that. If we don't deal with this right now, we'll always have this standing
between us. And besides that, you don't learn anything by forgetting.” Allen said seriously.

Jake and Xain watched as Allen picked up the small box on the coffee table.
"How about this?" Allen asked as he opened the box and pulled out the shaving Kit.

"l already told you what this means to me. If you'll agree to accept it now it can be a symigol of m
promise that I'll never throw you out, no matter what happens." Allentszpefully.

"Then you should give it to Xain." Jake said seriously.
Allen reached into his pocket and pulled out the pocket watch.

"Both of you. This is my promise that I'll nevask you to leave." Allen said as he stood and held out
the shaving kit and the watch.

"Okay." Jake said and accepted the shaving kit from Allen.
"Thank you Father." Xain said quietly as he looked at the watch.

Allen carefully gathered both boys into a hargd whispered, "I really am sorry guys. This is as new to
me as it is to you. I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do sometimes."
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"That's what Xain made me understand.” Jake said as he enjoyed the hug.
"What did you find out?" Allen asked quietly as he coméid hugging the boys.
"I'm used to taking drugs when | start to feel something. When | would start to feel bad, I'd take drugs
to make me feel better, when I'd feel happy I'd take drugs to celebrate. Every time | felt something, I'd
take some more drugfoday, when | had a few minutes to stop and think... | didn't know how to deal
with it, how to just feel what I'm feeling. | wanted to take drugs to make the feelings go away because |
don't know what else to do." Jake said in thought.
"Xain, what did yowo to help Jake?" Allen asked curiously.

"Jake had difficulty identifying the source of discomfort. We merged and identified the root obthe pr
blem. Once identified, there was no longer a desire to quell the emotions." Xain said in thought.

"Thank you forhelping Jake. Please just talk to me before you try anymore telepathy. Okay?" Allen
asked quietly.

"Yes Father." Xain said into Allen's chest.

"Then it's done. Our first family dispute has been settled.” Allen said in acbeiful voice.
Jake pulled bek and looked at Allen in surprise.

"What's wrong?" Allen asked curiously.

"You did what you said you'd do." Jake said in realization.

"What did | say?" Allen asked in confusion.

"You remember when | asked you what you'd do if you got mad?" Jake askezkeiidment.
"Oh, yeah. | guess | did." Allen said in thought.

"You left the room, then worked it out. And you didn't hit us.” Jake said with a smile.

Allen's look fell as he said, "I did something as bad as hit you. Guys, | sweatr, I'll never throw.you out
Jake, I'm proud of you for standing up for Xain like you did. You're a good brother."

"This is one of those feelings | don't know how to handle.” Jake said in a shaky voice.
"Father, may | ease his distress?" Xain asked carefully.

"What are you going tdo?" Allen asked cautiously.

"I will lend of my control until the emotion can be accepted.” Xain said carefully.

"Okay, but don't let it go too far." Allen said reluctantly.
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Xain reached toward Jake then stopped suddenly.
"What was that?" Jake asked withncern.

"Unknown. The link should not exist without touch." Xain said as he held his hand ten inchea-from J
ke's face.

"Am | interrupting?" Brady asked cautiously from the living room door.

"No, maybe you can help us figure this out." Allen said withrwarelling in his features.

"What's wrong?" Brady asked as he walked to Allen's side.

Xain got a distant look in his eyes, then said in a whisper, "We are bonded."

"What!?" Jake asked in a voice between a gasp and a yelp.

Xain looked at Jake curiously.

Allen and Brady looked at Jake and Xain trying to comprehend the ramifications of the statement.
"Did we... Are we?" Jake sputtered.

Xain raised an eyebrow to prompt Jake to continue, not understanding Jake's apprehension.

"I don't know about Vulcan stuffut... Did we just get married?" Jake asked in a fearful voice.

Xain tilted his head slightly and said, "No. Not married. | do not know of human terms to describe what
we have achieved. We are... bonded."

"Oh. Okay. I'm sorry. It's not that I'd have a desb getting married, it's just... It's a little too soon for
something like that." Jake tried to explain.

"I am not offended. The bond means that we share ourselves... our lives. How we choose to share them
IS up to us." Xain said in peace.

Jake thought ajut the statement, then broke into a smile.

"So it just means we'll be friends forever? We'll always be a part of each other's lives?" Jake asked,
cautiously.

"Yes, from what I've read on the subject, that's what it means." Allen said in deep thought.

"We have both fully accepted the bond. There is no harm." Xain said seriously.
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Allen nodded in confirmation, then said, "I don't have a problem with the fact that you've bonded. I'm
happy for you. I'm just concerned. You shouldn't have formed a bond. Yolyenomn each other
one day."

"I understand. But | did not choose to form the bond, it formed... instinctively." Xain said, searching for
the right word.

"I see." Allen said quietly.

"What did he do?" Jake asked nervously.

"Nothing bad, | promise. He touetl your mind. Now you carry a part of him with you and he has a
part of you. Done correctly, it's a beautiful thing. I'm just worried that Xain is not an experiermced tel
path. | wouldn't want to see you two hurt if the bonding was done incorrectly." Fsidmuietly.

"Oh. I guess that's okay." Jake said in thought.

"Do you regret our bonding?" Xain asked betraying a note of apprehension in his voice.

Jake's expression became tender as he said, "No, | was just surprised."

Allen looked at the two curiouslyhen asked, "Xain, would you feel comfortable talking to your father
about this? I'd feel better if an experienced telepath could see that it was done right."

Xain looked at Jake for a moment, then said, "He who is my father has the necessary skillrie exa
our bond. | believe he will approve.”

Allen smiled with relief and said, "Then we'll ask him about it when he comes tomorrow."
Xain and Jake both nodded simultaneously.
Allen pulled both boys back into a hug.

"I really am happy for you both. | just¥®to worry, it's my job as a father." Allen said as he held them
tightly.

"l thank you for your concern Father." Xain said seriously.
"Yeah, thanks Dad." Jake said into Allen's chest.

Unable to resist the pull of the scene of caring, Brady approachedasnoulled in to make it a four
way hug.

"Why don't you guys go up and visit with your brothers for a few minutes? | need to make aleall." A
len said when the hug finally broke up.
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"Wait a minute." Jake said quickly and ran out of the room.
"Xain. Areyou really okay?" Allen asked with concern.

"Be assured K'war'ma’'khon, | understand the reason for your concern. He who is my father would have
had similar concerns... though he would have expressed them differently.” Xain said carefully.

"I'm sure you'rgight. | think you're English has improved since you've been here. You're expressing
yourself much better." Allen said seriously.

Xain looked at Allen hesitantly and quietly said, "I have received language skills through the bond."

Allen looked at Xain irthought for a moment before Jake ran into the room carrying the shirt he had
been wearing the day before.

"What do you have there son?" Allen asked as a tingle of dread crawled up his spine.
"Take this. If Xain hadn't been there... | might have..." Jakkasahe handed the bundle to his father.

Allen opened the bundle carefully and found a small travel case. Inside were a tablespoon, some cotton
balls, two syringes and a lighter.

"The stuff is in the zippered pouch." Jake said in a whisper.
"Allen, | cantake care of that if you want." Brady said carefully.
Allen nodded and handed the case to Brady.

"l wasn't... | mean, | forgot that | had it in my pocket. I'm sorry Dad. | should have given it t@you y
sterday." Jake said in a defeated whisper.

"No son. Ya gave it to me when you were ready to. Some of what happened yesterday wasn't by your
choice. This was. I'm so proud of you right now that | don't have words." Allen said in an increasing
voice.

"Then show him." Xain said in a fully Vulcan tone of reason.

Allen smiled and pulled Jake into a tight hug.

"I really need to make that call now. I'll be upstairs in a few minutes when I'm done." Allen said as he
released Jake.

"Yeah, | still need to take my shower." Jake said as he dried his cheeks.

"Go on. I'llbe up in a few." Allen said as he pulled out his cell phone.
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After pressing a speed dial number on his phone Allen hesitantly said, "Mona?"

"Allen, oh, thank God. I've been worried sick about you. How are you baby?" Mona asked with relief.
"I'm fine. A lot of things have happened the last few days." Allen said as he took a seat.

Brady started walking toward the family room but Allen waved and motioned for him to stay.

"I've been trying to call you for two days but kept getting your answering machine aframssone-
thing had happened to you." Mona said with worry evident in her voice.

"Well, | was in the hospital for a little bit, but I'm fine now." Allen said cautiously.

"Hospital? What happened? Please tell me you didn't do something stupid overgbatind Mona
started to say before Allen cut her off.

"Please Mona, he's dead, let it go." Allen said in a weary voice.

"I'm sorry. It's just that | could see how you were wasting yourself on someone who didn't love you. It
hurt so much, | couldn't keeqiet." Mona said in a repentant voice.

"I know. Just like Grandpa couldn't keep quiet about Cecil." Allen said seriously.

There was a long silence before Mona whispered, "Yeah. Just like that.”

"Mona, when | left the hospital | met someone..." Allen begasay as he looked at Brady.

"Oh no, it's too soon baby. You need to stop and think." Mona said in a desperate, begging voice.

Allen's face expressed wide eyed surprise before he quickly said, "No, Brady's not my boyfriend, he's
my brother."

"What?" Monaasked in confusion.

"My brother. We had a DNA test and everything. His name is Brady Thompson and he's in Starfleet.”
Allen said, then waited for her reaction.

"Your brother? Really? Oh Allen, I'm so happy for you. | know you always wanted a brothea" Mon
said in relief.

Allen looked at Brady warmly and said, "Yes Mona, I've always wanted a brother.”
Brady's face broke into a wide smile.
"When can you come and visit? I'd like to meet him." Mona asked quickly.

"Well, I'm not sure. I'll have to get backyou on that. Um, do you remember that | told you about
Carl's son, Kenny?" Allen asked cautiously.
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"Didn't you say he was going to live with his mother?" Mona asked, straining to remember.
"When he arrived she abandoned him and his brother..." Allendti@iglistening for a reaction.
There was a long silence on the phone.

"...Brady's commanding officer and some others were able to help me adopt them..." Allen trailed off
again, not knowing if the silence was a good or a bad sign.

"...And two others." Aen finished and waited.

Silence was Mona's only response.

"Mona? Are you still there?" Allen finally asked.

"Yes. Just... You've adopted four children?" Mona asked with disbelief.

"Yeah. | know it's a lot to take in, but | really need to know how youdeeuit me adopting Carl's
kids. If you're going to hold it against them..." Allen started but Mona cut him off.

"Allen Terrance Thompson! You can just stop right there." Mona said in a stern, authoritative voice.

"I may have thought Carl was a no good-sda-bitch, but his kids aren't any part of that. When you
say adopt, what exactly do you mean by that?" Mona asked cautiously.

"I mean adopt. Kenny, Kevin and Jake are legally my sons. And | am Xain's guardian. The four of them
have had their names chadge Thompson. | am their father and they are my sons." Allensaid s

riously.

"Well | don't know how you managed it, but I'm happy for you. | know how it felt when Cecil brought
you home to me. Having kids... God, you gave my life a reason when | dida'ahgthing else. It

would have killed me when Cecil left if you hadn't been there.” Mona finished in a distant voice.

"I know. My boys. Mona, | can't wait till you can meet them. You're going to love them." Allen said
with a smile in his voice.

"I'm a grandmother!" Mona said in realization.
"Do you want them to call you Grandma?" Allen asked with a giggle.

"Of course. And I'm going to exercise my right to spoil them rotten when | get to see them. Tell me
about them." Mona said with excitement.

"Well, Kennyand Kevin are eleven..."



One Door Closes 189
CHAPTER 15
As Jake and Xain arrived at the top of the stairs they heard a whimpering cry.

Both hurried to Kevin and Kenny's room to find Kevin on his bed crying softly as Reuben and Kenny
sat on either side of him trying to coonff him.

"Kev buddy, you want to tell me what's wrong?" Jake asked as he sat on the edge of the bed and began
to rub Kevin's back.

"I'm... I'm stupid!" Kevin wailed with his face buried into the bed.
"Why do you think you're stupid Kevin? Please tell ndaKe said in a soothing voice.
"l can't even play a game cause I'm so stupid.” Kevin cried in agony.

"l never noticed it before but the game | was showing Reuben and Kevin how to play had aalot of re
ding in it. | said I'd read it to him, but he just startrying and won't stop.” Kenny said in a whisper.

"l can't do nothin. I'm so stupid, | don't know why you would even want me around." Kevin said and
started crying even harder.

"You know a bunch of stuff that | don't. If you're stupid, then I'm reallgidt” Reuben said quietly to
Kevin.

"You're not stupid... you're only six... You're not supposed to know stuff." Kevin said through hitching
breaths.

"Kevin, you are smart. | couldn't have lived in Chicago like you did. I felt so stupid with all the train
and buses and being around people that | didn't understand. It was just everyday stuff to you but | was
lost there and you were the smart one." Kenny said seriously.

"It's just because | always lived there. If you'd lived there you would be like mevit Kailed off as
his tears began to fall again.

"Kev, do you know why I've always been nice to you?" Jake asked as he stopped rubbing Kevin's back
and pulled him into a hug.

Kevin looked at Jake and shook his head 'no'.

"Because when | look at you, lessomeone who is everything | wanted to be. Your life was just as
hard as mine but you didn't crack. You didn't give into Spade and his guys and you didn't do drugs. In
my book that makes you smarter than me." Jake said seriously.

"Kevin." Xain called in girm voice to gain his attention.

Kevin looked away from Jake to see Xain's serious, composed expression.
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"l am also unable to read English. By your logic, | am also stupid. Do you believe this to be true?" Xain
asked with intensity.

Kevin thought a mometrbefore saying, "No. You're probably smarter than all of us put together. You
don't know how to read English because you never learned how. That don't make you stupid.”

Xain didn't respond, but kept his gaze fixed on Kevin.

There was nothing but tenseesite until Kevin finally said, "Okay. Maybe I'm not stupid, | just can't
read."

"Kev, if it really bothers you that much, all of us can help you learn. You and Xain can learn together."
Jake said quietly.

"Yeah, and | can only read a little bit. | clearn with you too." Reuben said happily.

"Thanks guys." Kevin said as he wiped his eyes.

"Kev, we're all going to have to depend on each other a lot for a while until we get used to this. What
Kenny was saying about how he felt in Chicago is how | fer.Hen going to have to try and listen to
Dad and Uncle Brady and Kenny until | know how I'm supposed to act here. That's going to be really

hard for me because I'm used to being on my own." Jake said in thought.

"l have never lived among Humans beforam unfamiliar with Human interaction and customs. | too
will have to follow the advice and example of Father, Uncle and Kenny." Xain said seriously.

"Guys, | may be used to living here but | was just a kid. Dad and Pop did everything for me, | never
had b think about serious stuff or make any decisions. It feels like that was a hundred years ago..."
Kenny trailed off as he thought.

"So we're all kind of lost here. That's why we need to stick together. Think about it guys, each of us is
strong in some wayand weak in others. If we can just agree to ask for help when we need it and give
help when it's asked for, we can get through this." Jake said firmly.

"And if it's something bigger than we can deal with, we can get help from Pop or the Clan.”" Kenny said
in thought.

"Yeah, good thinking." Jake said with a nod.
"When can we start teaching Kevin how to read?" Reuben asked curiously.

"Right now if you want. You can teach Kevin and Xain what you know, then Kenny and | can take
over and teach all three of youd&ke said seriously.

"I will observe. | have translated some things from she who was my mother, so | have some-basic u
derstanding.” Xain said informatively.

Kenny ran to his bookcase and pulled out a few small books.
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"Here, these are good ones that @@ hard.” Kenny said as he handed the books to Reuben.
"I'm going to go shower now. You guys have fun." Jake said as he turned.

"We will." Kevin said with a smile, then turned his attention to Reuben.

"Are you sure | won't be in the way?" Mona askadtmously.

"Completely sure. Brady is leaving tomorrow night. We have a spare bed in the family room that you'll
be able to use. | know the boys are going to love you. Just call me when your bus gets in." Allen said

happily.

"I will. I love you, my sweet by." Mona said tenderly.
"l love you too Mona." Allen said quietly.

Allen looked at Brady as he ended the call.

"Thanks, I didn't know if she was going to get nasty about me adopting Carl's kids and thought | might
need some support.” Allen said shyly.

"Why didn't she like Carl?" Brady asked as he shifted in his chair to get more comfortable.

"She thought that he was using me. She thought | was giving him everything without recepving an
thing in return.” Allen said darkly.

"Was she right?" Brady asked cariéyf.
Allen looked up in surprise at the question, then took a moment to think about the answer.

"Maybe a little. But what Mona didn't take into account was what | needed from the relation$hip." A
len said in thought.

"Which was?" Brady asked, promptinglé to continue.

"I needed someone to care for. | felt a need to give of myself. | didn't expect, or even want, someone
who would be 'fair' or 'even’. My need was to give to someone who needed it. All | expected in return
was the occasional acknowledgemidatt | was appreciated.” Allen said carefully.

"Did he?" Brady asked, truly interested in the answer.

"Yes. He had rare moments when he expressed his gratitude, even his concern that he didn't offer me

the same encouragement and support that | gave kotd. him that he was exactly what | wanted him
to be and | didn't have any complaints.” Allen said quietly.
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"So even though the relationship appeared to besmlesl to someone like Mona who was outside it,
you were where you wanted to be doing what yanted to do?" Brady asked in confirmation.

"Exactly. We were just what each other needed." Allen said peacefully.

"Then I'm glad you found each other. | can't say | fully understand it, but as long as you twopwere ha
py, that's all that's important.” Bradgid with a smile.

"Yeah, my feelings exactly. Let's go check on the boys." Allen said and hefted himself off the couch.

Brady stood and followed Allen from the room.

"Tr... Tr... Tree?" Kevin asked uncertainly.
"Yes. You got it. That was a hard one&uben said with excitement.
"Tree. Wow, | did it!" Kevin said happily.

"I was in school for half a year before | learned my first four letter word. You're doing great." Reuben
said seriously.

"The combination of the multiple consonants and a double voakésithe word challenging. Your
success is a notable achievement.” Xain said in his Vulcan demeanor.

Kevin hugged Xain quickly and said, "Thanks Xain, when are you going to start learning with me?"

"l believe | have adequate knowledge of pronunciationll lbegin to participate when we reacmse
tences and paragraphs. My difficulty is with sentence structure and comprehension.” Xain said calmly.

"How are you guys doing?" Allen asked from the door.
"Great!" Kevin said with excitement and raced to Allenyag the book.

"Reuben is teaching me to read... see that word there? It's tree! | read it for real without anyone telling
me!" Kevin said with excitement.

Allen squatted down to pull Kevin into a hug and said, "That's so wonderful little one. I'm proud of
you."

Reuben and Kenny watched the scene with tender smiles as Xain watched impassively.

Brady walked to the three boys and said, "Thanks for helping him guys. | can't even imagine how he
must feel but | know you just made this one of the best days bifihis

"Okay guys. It's time for bed." Allen said as he released Kevin and stood.
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"But | wanted to learn to read some more." Kevin said with a pleading whine.

"If you really want to learn, you need to get plenty of sleep. Tomorrow after your haircuthgoe’
all day to do what you want." Allen said seriously.

"Okay." Kevin said with disappointment.

"Now get into bed so | can tuck you in." Allen said and gently swatted Kevin on the buitt.

Kevin scurried to his bed and crawled under the covers.

"Whereshould | sleep?" Reuben asked, looking back and forth between Kenny and Kevin's beds.
"You can share a bed with me or Kevin." Kenny said as he pulled off his shirt.

Reuben looked at Allen to see if he was going to say anything.

"It's your choice Reuben."lken said with a smile.

Kenny slipped off his boxers and climbed into bed.

Reuben noticed that Kenny was naked and hurried into Kevin's bed.

Allen straightened the blankets for a moment, then bent down and kissed Kevin and Reubeo-on the f
reheads.

"Sleep vell boys. | love you. I'm glad you're here." Allen said quietly.

"l love you too Poppa.” Kevin said with a smile.

"l love you Uncle Allen." Reuben said with a giggle as he snuggled in.

Allen walked to Kenny's bed as Brady walked to Kevin's.

"I love you Kevn, you too Reuben." Brady said as he kissed each boy gently.
"We love you too Uncle Brady." Reuben said as Kevin nodded his agreement.

"l love you Cute Stuff, sleep well." Allen said as he fussed with the blankets and gave Kenny a quick
kiss.

"l love youtoo Pop." Kenny said with a smile.
"Good night Kenny, | love you." Brady said as he also gave Kenny a kiss.

Allen and Brady walked to the door and turned out the light.
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After a moment of standing in the doorway and watching the boys settling intoAlleepand Brady
walked into Xain and Jake's room next.

"Are you guys ready for bed?" Allen asked quietly.

"Not really." Jake said honestly.

"Well, since you're older, | think you should be allowed to stay up a little later. How's this? You two
can stay upor another hour if you like. Just keep it quiet so you don't disturb your brothers. If you'll
promise to be in bed by eleven, | won't come back and check on you." Allen asked carefully.

"Thanks Dad." Jake said with a smile.

"I know you're probably too oltb be tucked in and kissed goodnight, but would you mind a goodnight
hug?" Allen asked cautiously.

Jake smiled as he walked to Allen and pulled him into a hug.

"I really love you Dad. Thank you for everything." Jake said, then made a show of givingAlign
smacking kiss on the mouth.

Allen and Brady laughed.

"l love you too son. Have a good night." Allen said with a chuckle, then moved to Xain.
Allen wasn't sure if Xain would accept a goodnight hug, but decided to give it a try.
"Goodnight Xain. I'nglad you're here with us." Allen said as he hugged Xain firmly.
Xain looked at Allen curiously, then gave him a quick peck of a kiss on the lips.

Allen smiled and said, "You two have a good night. I'll see you in the morning."

Brady hugged each of the bapsturn and followed Allen out of the room.

"Father! Come quickly! Jake is in distress.” Xain called as he shook Allen by the shoulder.
"What?" Allen said sleepily.

"Come now! Jake needs help!" Xain said as he pulled Allen from his bed.

Allen stumbled khind Xain being led by the arm.

As Allen walked into Jake and Xain's bedroom he heard a horrible gasping sound.

Allen ran to Jake's side to find him staring in wide eyed panic as he fought to breathe.
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In Vulcan Allen said, "Bring me a paper bag from abthesrefrigeration unit in the kitchen. Do it
now."

Xain ran as fast as he could to the kitchen.

"Jake, it's Dad. You're hyperventilating. | need you to sit on the edge of the bed and lean forward. It
will help." Allen said in English as calmly as he cauld

Xain ran into the bedroom carrying a paper sack.

Allen fumbled to open the sack. Time almost stood still as he frantically tried to get the brown paper to
separate.

Finally the bag was open and Allen placed the open bag in front of Jake's face.

"Breatheinto this bag and you'll start to breathe normally. Don't worry son, you're going to be fine."
Allen soothed.

Jake held the bag over his nose and mouth as he fought for breath.
The brown paper bag expanded and contracted with each of his exaggerated breath

"You're doing fine. Can you feel it? You're breaths are coming more normally now." Allen said in an
assuring voice.

Jake nodded shakily.
Allen got up from the floor and moved to sit on the bed beside Jake.

Xain had been standing and watching. He tostea closer to Jake but stopped when Jake huduled i
to Allen with a look of terror in his eyes.

"Xain, would you mind going to the kitchen and fixing a glass of warm milk? Heat it on the stove, I'm
not sure why but it doesn't seem the same when it's hieategl microwave." Allen asked in a steady
voice.

"Yes Father." Xain said hesitantly and walked out of the room.

"Can you tell me what caused this?" Allen asked as he rubbed Jake's back gently.
"l had a nightmare." Jake mumbled.

"l thought so. Will youalk about it? Whatever scared you so badly to cause this must have been pretty
bad." Allen said quietly.

"Yeah... I... Um... It's kind of... It's about sex." Jake said uncomfortably.
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"That's okay Jake. Whatever it is, I'll still love you. If you tell rhewt it maybe | can help you to deal
with it." Allen said with a serious note in his voice.

"Okay Dad. It's just... you know how | used to make money, right? | mean besides the drugs..." Jake
trailed off.

"Yes Jake. Don't worry about it. | know and | lox@u. Go ahead." Allen said with assurance.

"Well, my dream started out like, | was with a guy, but | couldn't see his face." Jake said as he turned
slightly and pulled Allen into a hug.

Allen returned the hug and kissed Jake on the top of the head lsfmmg, §Go on."

"l was on my back... with my legs up... Well the guy was really plowing into me, hurting me, trying to
hurt me and | was getting scared that he was going to really hurt me bad." Jake said as tears started
flowing down his face and onto Alts bare chest.

"It was only a dream, go on, you can tell me." Allen said soothingly.

"Well, then I could start to see his face... and it was me." Jake said in a shaky voice.

Allen kissed Jake on the top of the head again and started rocking him.

"Then itwas all switched around and | wasn't on the bottom. | was the guy doing the fucking." Jake
said as his voice started to tremble.

"It's okay. | love you son." Allen said in a whisper.

"l was fucking Xain... | was hurting him..." Jake said through sobs ®défeaking down into full
crying.

"Shhh. It's okay. It was a dream. It'll be okay, | promise." Allen soothed as he continued the rocking
motion.

After a moment to think, Allen asked, "Do you want to know what | think your nightmare means?"
Jake's crying hthlessened and he nodded into Allen's chest.

"l think that somewhere in your mind some things got confused and you're trying to work them out."”
Allen said carefully.

"Because of the things you used to have to do, things like love and sex and pain afidthértstuff
all got to be associated together." Allen said in thought.

"You've never had to think about it before, you just did what you had to do. Now you're in a whole new
situation and all that stuff is tangled together." Allen said seriously.
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"Canyou help me? | don't want to hurt Xain. That's what really scared me." Jake said with a tremble in
his voice.

"I'll call Dan today and get an appointment for you as soon as possible. If you'll talk to him honestly,
I'm sure he'll be able to help you gdtthls straightened out." Allen said as he hugged Jake extra
tightly.

"But what if he doesn't want to help me because I'm gay?" Jake asked suddenly.

"Well, if that happened I think his boyfriend John would be very disappointed in him." Allen said,
trying to keep a chuckle out of his voice.

"Father." Xain said quietly, holding a steaming mug.

"Thank you Xain. Set it on the nightstand. As soon as Jake's ready to try and sleep again, it will help
him sleep.” Allen said quietly.

Jake looked at Xain with tedilled eyes, then buried his face in Allen's chest again.
Xain looked at Jake with confusion.

"Jake had a nightmare and dreamed that he hurt you. He knows he didn't but he still feels like he did."
Allen tried to explain.

Xain considered the statement trsand, "If you will permit it, | can assure him through our bond that |
am well."

Allen looked at Xain consideringly, then hesitantly said, "That sounds like a good idea."”
Xain made no outward show of establishing their bond, but Jake's reaction was iteamedia
Jake looked at Xain curiously, as his tension seemed to flow away.

"Thank you. | don't think that there's anything you could have said that would make me feel better, but
now | know, | mean | really know in my heart, that you're okay." Jake said eligh. r

"Perhaps tomorrow, with Father's permission, | may show you how to initiate contact through our
bond." Xain said as he looked at Jake, then Allen.

"How about we wait until after your father's visit? Depending on how that goes, we'll see." Allen said
cautiously.

Xain gave a single nod of acceptance.

"Okay Sport, are you ready to try and sleep again?" Allen asked as he combed his fingers @ahrough J
ke's hair.

"Yeah. I'll try." Jake said quietly.
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"I'm going to go tuck Xain into bed while you drink youarsn milk." Allen said and gave Jake ome f
nal squeeze before standing.

"Okay." Jake said and picked up the milk.

"Are you okay with everything that just happened?" Allen asked with concern as he fussed with Xain's
bedspread.

Xain was quiet as he tried timd the words to describe his feelings.

Allen noticed the look of concentration and waited.

Finally Xain responded in Vulcan, finding it easier to describe what he was feeling.

"Jake's distress evoked an emotional response within me that | do notam#tlérsain said carefully.

Allen considered the statement before asking, "Try thinking of other people that you know in the same
distress that Jake was in. Do you believe that you would have had the same emotional response?"

Xain considered the questiondadid his best to consider his emotional response to several different
people if they had awakened hyperventilating.

"l believe | would have had a similar response if any of my family or clan brothers were in distress, but
not with equal intensity. | do manderstand.” Xain said and looked at Allen with an almost pleading
expression.

"Kenny, Kevin, Brady and | are all your family just like Jake. But you and Jake have become more
than family. By your own statement you have become friends. | believe thatkey. Am I right in
assuming that you haven't had any friends before?" Allen finished quietly.

"Correct." Xain said in thought.

"Well, you've just experienced one of the attributes of friendship. Friends are concerned about each
other's welbeing. Wheryou saw Jake in trouble it caused you to respond more emotionally than if
someone else had been in the same situation. It is appropriate and normal.” Allen said seriously.

"It would not be so were | a full blooded Vulcan." Xain said quietly.

"| disagreel work with several Vulcans and so far as | know all of them are full blooded. Although

their emotional responses are more guarded than yours, they do express emotions. There is one on my
team, Sopek who | consider a friend. If he were to see me in pdisti@ss of some kind | know he

would come to my aid and perhaps even display an emotional response." Allen said in a considering
voice.

Xain thought for a moment before saying in English, "I will consider what you have said. | thank you
for yourguidanceFather."



One Door Closes 199

"I'm here whenever you need me Xain." Allen said and leaned in to kiss Xain on the forehead.

"Are you feeling any better?" Allen asked as he sat on the edge of Jake's bed.
"Yeah. | think I'll be able to sleep soon. Were you two tallkbgut me?" Jake asked suspiciously.

"Not really. We were talking about Xain's feelings when he woke up and heard you gasping for
breath."” Allen said gently.

"Oh. I heard you talking in Vulcan and figured it was because you didn't want me to understieend." J
said quietly.

"l don't think that had anything to do with it. Xain is just more comfortable talking in Vulcan and he
was trying to understand his feelings." Allen said with a small smile.

"What kind of feelings did he have?" Jake asked with a noterafern.

"You'll have to ask him. He didn't ask me not to tell you, but | wouldn't feel comfortable talking to you
about it without his permission.” Allen said with an apologetic voice.

"Does that go for the stuff | tell you too?" Jake asked curiously.

"Yes. The only person | might tell would be Dan, so he'll be able to help you. Other than him, if it's
something | don't think you'd want people to know, | won't tell." Allen said seriously.

"Thanks Dad. | guess | never had someone | could talk to and realiyoefore." Jake said as he gnu
gled into his bed, getting more comfortable.

"Well you do now. Go ahead and try to get some sleep. If you have any bad dreams, just come and get
me, | don't mind at all.” Allen said as he leaned over to kiss Jake orréhedaol.

"Goodnight Dad." Jake said happily.

"Goodnight Son." Allen said as he left the room.

Allen woke and looked out over the lake.

He sat on the window seat and enjoyed the peaceful scene for a few minutes before giving ieto the in
vitable.

He pulledon some sweat pants and walked down the hall to wake Xain and Jake.

He noticed that the bedroom door was closed and gently knocked on it.
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There was no answer so he opened it a little and poked his head in as he said, "It's time to get up, I'll be
making beakfast in a few minutes."

Xain opened his eyes immediately.

"Breakfast will be ready in about twenty minutes. Will you wake up Jake?" Allen asked with a gentle
smile.

"Yes Father." Xain said quietly.

Allen smiled more broadly and left the room.

"Come onCute Stuff, it's time to wake up.” Allen said as he sat on the edge of Kenny's bed.
Kenny yawned and stretched, then looked up at Allen and smiled.

"Good morning Pop." Kenny said happily.

"You look like you got a good nights sleep. How are you doingnioisiing?" Allen asked gently.

"| feel good. | think | was asleep before you left the room last night.” Kenny said with a considering
look.

"Well, we have a few things to do this morning, so I'm going to need your help. Will you wake Reuben
and Kevin and gehem to get dressed. I'm going to try and have breakfast on the table in about twenty
minutes.” Allen asked hopefully.

"Sure Pop. I'll take care of it." Kenny said as he looked at the clock beside his bed.

"Thanks Cute Stuff." Allen said as he leanedma gave Kenny a kiss on the forehead before standing
to leave.

Xain sat on the edge of his bed and looked at Jake.

After a moment of indecision, Xain opened the link of their bond and gently guided Jake from sleep to
wakefulness.

Jake opened his eyesdasmiled. He didn't' need to turn his head to know where Xain was in the room,
he could feel his presence clearly.

"Good morning." Jake said with a smile.

Xain considered the statement, but said nothing.
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"Oh, I'm sorry. Dad warned us about that. Thanksvi@king me up that way, that was great." Jake said
as he stretched.

"l find it to be the preferable way." Xain said as he stood.
"Um, why did you wake me up?" Jake asked curiously as he sat up.

"Father said breakfast would be ready in approximately twainytes." Xain said as he pulled some
clothes from his dresser.

"Oh, thanks... And thanks for helping me last night. That was really scary." Jake said shyly.
"It is what friends do." Xain said without emotion.

Jake smiled at the statement and said, "Yeghess it is.”

"We need to get up so we can go get our hair cut." Kenny said as he shook Kevin's shoulder.
"Go? Isn't Poppa going to cut our hair?" Kevin asked groggily.

"No. He's going to take us to get it cut. Pop's making breakfast now so you tvim gt up.” Kenny
said firmly.

"When we get back from getting our hair cut we can probably do some reading." Reuben said from
Kevin's shoulder where he had been sleeping.

Kevin's eyes opened fully.

"Good call, Reuben." Kenny said with a smile as Kevidgad Reuben off of him so he could get
dressed.

"Did Kenny tell you who was going to be cutting your hair?" Allen asked as he drove his Dodge Car
van toward downtown.

"No. He just said you were going to take us to get it cut. | never had anyone kairrayt my mon-
ma before." Kevin said as he looked out the window.

Everyone in the car looked at Kevin's shaggy mop of hair and shared a look with each other but didn't
say a word.

"Well the guys you're going to meet are some good friends of mine. | waribyneet them, and bes
des, Reuben, Kevin and Jake *do* need haircuts." Allen said seriously.

"Are you going to pick how | get my hair cut?" Jake asked cautiously.
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"Not exactly. You choose whatever you want, but if | don't like what you choose, youawayohpick
something else."” Allen said as he turned off the main street into a side street.

After a second, Allen looked in the mirror to find Jake looking back at him angrily.

"Relax Jake, I'm fairly easy going. Chances are whatever you pick, I'll &ppfd\Allen said, then
spotted a parking place along the street.

"Jake, pay attention. You'll be driving soon and have to parallel park this beast." Allen said as he eased
into the space.

"It doesn't look that hard.” Jake said as he watched the gracafeluver.

"It never does until you're the one doing it." Allen said, then checked his mirror for oncoming traffic
before getting out of the car.

"Okay, before we go in. Remember that these are my friends. You don't have to like them, but I'm
asking you tde respectful to them." Allen said and looked at each boy to see them agree before cont
nuing.

"Xain, | need for you to cover your ears until | signal you to uncover them." Allen said as he reached
for the door handle.

Allen noticed a surprised expressi@ai across Xain's face, followed by an almost imperceptikle e
pression of hurt before the Vulcan facade fell into place.

"Just do it and | think you'll thank me later." Allen said quietly and opened the door.

"IEEEEEeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” Rang out inllafalsetto voice as the slightly chubby hairdresser ba
reled toward Allen.

Xain clamped his hands tighter over his ears at the sound.

"Oh Cupcake, how are you? We've been worried sick about you. We've been trying to call since we got
back from Tampa." file man said as he hugged Allen tightly.

"I'm fine Bobby. Need air." Allen finished with a gasp.
"What's set you off this time?" A voice came from the back room.
"Eric, come out here this minute. Allen's here!" Bobby said in a scolding tone.

All the boys fdlowed the voice and saw a tall thin man walk out of the back room.
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"I'm glad to see you're alright Allen." Eric said softly.

"I'm fine. Kenny? Would you like to introduce everyone?" Allen asked as he made a 'stop' motion to
Xain, indicating for him to kgghis hands over his ears.

"Uncle Eric, Aunt Bobby, this is my brother Kevin." Kenny said proudly.
"IEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee..." Bobby squealed with delight.

Xain winced again as he clamped his hands tightly against his ears.

"Kevin? You'rehere? Both of you?" Eric asked in amazement as he looked at the two brothers.
"I've adopted them." Allen said and waited for the next squeal.

Bobby opened his mouth to squeal but nothing came out.

Xain clamped his hands even tighter and Allen noticed.

"l think Bobby went ultrasonic.” Allen said with a note of sympathy in his voice.

After a moment for Bobby to collect himself Allen continued, "Kenny and Kevin are legally my sons
now."

"Oh Pumpkin, how did you manage that?" Bobby asked with delight.

"It's a really long story Bobby and I've got a bunch of boys here needing haircuts.” Allen said-and m
tioned for Xain that it was safe to put his hands down.

"Who all do you have here?" Bobby asked as he looked at the group of boys.
"Kenny?" Allen asked with a snail

"Okay. This is my brother Kevin, my brother Jake, my brother Xain and our cousin Reuben." Kenny
said carefully.

Bobby stood with his mouth hanging open as Eric said, "It's wonderful to meet all of you. Who wants
to be first to get their hair cut?"

"Canyou cut Kevin's hair to look like mine?" Kenny asked hopefully.
"Sure thing Cute Stuff. Is that okay with you Kevin?" Eric asked with a gentle smile.
Kevin nodded uncertainly.

"Come with me. I'm going to wash your hair before we cut it." Eric said assherege to a chair before
a sink.
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"I washed my hair last night." Kevin said quietly.

"Well it's easier for me to cut your hair if it's wet and besides that it feels good, doesn't it Kenny?" Eric
asked gently.

"It feels really nice. Can | wash Kevin's hair fyfou Uncle Eric?" Kenny asked hopefully.
"If that's what Kevin wants." Eric said with a smile.

"Who do you want to wash your hair?" Kenny asked hopefully.

Kevin pointed at Kenny shyly.

Kenny beamed a sunny smile and took his brother by the hand tcaihe ch

"Okay. Who wants to be next?" Bobby asked, finally over his shock.

"Can 1?" Reuben asked hopefully.

"Of course you can. Oh you're just adorable. How old are you sweetie?" Bobby crooned.
"I'm six." Reuben said proudly.

"Well Reuben, come with me atil wash your hair." Bobby said as he held out his hand for Reuben
to take.

Reuben immediately ran to Bobby and took his hand as he said, "You're pretty."

"Well thank you. You're one of the sweetest most wonderful children I've ever met." Bobby said as he
lifted Reuben into his seat.

"As well as one of the most perceptive.” Bobby said as he started the water.

"Have you decided on the hair style you'd like?" Allen asked Jake as he led Jake and Xain to take a
seat.

"Well, I was thinking... | really like Xia's hair. | think I'd kind of like mine cut something like his."
Jake said hesitantly.

Allen looked at Jake and Xain speculatively, then said, "I think so... but maybe with a part indhe mid
le. Xain, can | comb your hair a different way to show Jake wimaan?"

Xain nodded hesitantly.
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Allen walked over to the nearest hairdresser's station and picked up a comb.

"What I'm thinking is to get your hair cut just like Xain's... maybe with slightly longer bangs and part it
in the middle like this." Allen saids he carefully combed a part into Xain's hair.

"l think that would compliment your face. What do you think?" Allen asked as he looked at Xain then
Jake.

"l don't know. Xain, will you look in the mirror and tell me what you think?" Jake asked hopefully.
Xain nodded and walked to look in the mirror.

"What do you think?" Allen asked carefully.

"May | use the comb?" Xain asked and held out his hand.

Allen gave Xain the comb and watched as Xain combed a part high on the right side of his head.
"l believe this $ more aesthetically pleasing." Xain said when he was finished.

"l want that. It looks great." Jake said as he looked at the new style.

"I agree. Good choice son." Allen said happily.

"Do you know what kind of hair style you'd like Reuben?" Bobby askdweaarefully shampooed the
boy's hair.

"l like Kenny's hair, can my hair look like his?" Reuben asked hopefully.

"Of course it can. Anything you want. Let me rinse your hair and we can get started.” Bobby said with
a bubbly voice.

"That feels really re." Kevin said as he relaxed in the chair.

"I'm doing it the way Uncle Eric always does mine. | can show you how at home if you want.” Kenny
said as he slowly rinsed the shampoo out of Kevin's hair.

"Yeah. I'd like that." Kevin said in an almost dreavayce.
"Uncle Eric, did | do it right?" Kenny askeldopefully as he turned off the water.

"You did it just perfect Cute Stuff. Let me wrap him up and we can get started.” Eric said happily.
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"Okay Allen. Now that the hair washing is done, | want to tieamhole story of how you got these
five wonderful boys." Eric said as he got Kevin settled into the chair.

"Wait for your beloved to get over here and I'll tell you both. Until then, tell me what's been going on
with you." Allen said with a smile.

"Oh, well. Saturday we received a summons from the High and Mighty Agnes, himself." Eric said as
he started to comb Kevin's hair into submission.

"They were invited to dinner with Bobby's mother." Allen whispered to Xain and Jake.

"She even had her rat groomguesially for the occasion.” Eric said as he took a few short snips of
Kevin's hair.

"Agnes has a poodle named Rasputin." Allen said to the boys.

"Well, the most appetizing thing on the table was the skin on the rice pudding. | think she agtually m
crowavedTV dinners and scooped them into serving dishes." Eric said as he began to cut the hair ab
ve Kevin's collar.

"Agnes doesn't like Eric." Allen whispered.

"Then the old harpy had the gall to tell Bobby that he was still young enough to find a 'niagdgirl’ a
settle down." Eric said as he worked toward Kevin's ear.

"Eric, | think you'd better ease up there before you scare Kevin into a heart attack.” Allen said loudly.
Eric looked quizzically at Allen, then noticed the terrified look in Kevin's eyes.

"Pleaseforgive me my little prince. | promise that | would never do anything to hurt you..." Eric said
and noticed that Kevin was nearly shaking with tension.

"Come over here Cute Stuff. | need you to hold your brother's hand and tell him that | won't hurt him."
Eric said softly.

Kenny went to Kevin's side and held his hand tightly.
"We're back!" Bobby said with a grand flourish as he led Reuben to the second chair.

Allen looked around and said, "Now that the gang's all here | can tell you how the boys camétio be
me..."

CHAPTER 16

"So how did it go?" Allen asked hopefully as Brady walked in the door.

"Juana now has a Florida Driver's license." Brady said in an exhausted voice.
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"You look tired, what happened?" Allen asked with concern as he led Brady ititortgeoom.

"Ricardo."” Brady said as he slumped into a chair.

"Was he misbehaving?"

"No. Not really. He was just full of energy and wanting to play. Next time we do something like that,
someone will need to stay home with the kids. Ricardo and Edexdreamiserable, | was miserable

and if it weren't for Juana being so happy about getting her Florida License, I'm sure she would have
been miserable too." Brady finished in an exhausted whisper.

"Dad?" Jake called from the doorway of the living room.

"It's okay, you can come in and show your Uncle Brady." Allen said with a smile.

Jake and Xain walked into the living room and stood anxiously.

Brady looked at the two boys, then shook his head to be sure his eyes weren't playing tricks on him.

Xain had his jeblack hair styled a little differently from normal. Nothing drastic, but different. Jake
had his dishwater blond hair cut in the exact same style as Xain's.

"Well, what do you think Uncle Brady?" Jake asked hopefully.

"l think it looks great guys. | guegsu look like twin brothers from different planets.” Brady said as he
broke into a genuine smile.

Allen looked toward the door and said, "Come on in guys."
Kenny, Kevin and Reuben walked into the living room with identical hair styles.

Brady broke into amvoluntary laugh before he caught it and said, "You three look great. When | saw
Kenny's hairstyle the first time | thought it was one of a kind, but you've proven me wrong."

"Stair-step triplets.” Allen said with a smile.

"You guys really do look greaéll of you. How was your trip to the barber shop?" Brady asked as he
relaxed back into the chair.

"Father asked that | cover my ears." Xain said before anyone else could say anything.

"l believed that he was trying to conceal the fact that | am Vulcawekler, he was protecting me."
Xain said and gave a look of appreciation toward Allen.

"l figured that Bobby would let out one or two squeals of delight and thought that it might be painful to
Xain's more sensitive hearing." Allen said in explanation.

"l take it you were right?" Brady asked with a smile.
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"l was sure the mirrors were going to shatter before he was finished." Allen said with a chuckle.
"Uncle Brady, can we work on the shelf for my models now?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Sure, we'd better get stad if we're going to finish before | leave tonight." Brady said as he got up
from his chair.

"I need to call Dan, then I'd better get my things together for my meeting with Chip and Josh. What are
you guys going to do?" Allen asked as he also stood.

"Reulen is going to teach me some more reading.” Kevin said quickly.

"That sounds great. Maybe you could show your Uncle Chip what you've learned when he gets here?"
Allen suggested.

"That would be cool. Let's go so | can learn some more." Kevin said witleewasit and ran out of the
room followed by Reuben.

"l believe we should investigate the available supplies for meal preparation.” Xain said seriously.
"That's a good idea. Let me know what you need me to buy." Allen said with a smile.

Xain turned to Jake @nasked, "Would you assist me?"

"Yeah." Jake said with a smile and followed Xain out of the room.

Brady looked down to see Kenny's pleading and impatient expression.

"Okay, I'm ready." Brady said with a smile and followed Kenny out of the room.

Allen walked into the study and closed the door.

After less than a minute of looking he found the business card that he wanted and dialed the number.
"Dan?" Allen asked hopefully into the phone.

"Allen?" Dan asked, a little worried about the tone in Allen'seoic

"I may have a problem and | need your advice." Allen said apprehensively.

"Well you caught me at a good time. What's on your mind?" Dan asked in a casual manner.

"Jake had an anxiety attack last night, | think he scared about ten years off my Ida.S&tl with
weak humor.

"Was he able to talk about it?" Dan asked with concern.
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"Yeah. It was a nightmare about when he was prostituting himself. He was scared half to death.” Allen
said seriously.

"l didn't expect this so soon, but believe it or nohihk it's a good sign.” Dan said with assurance in
his tone.

"A couple more good signs like that and I'm going to need intensive therapy." Allen said, hoping it
sounded like a joke.

"I think it means he's trying to heal on some level. Of course I'll reetsdkt with him to be sure, but |
believe it's a step in the right direction.” Dan said seriously.

"Good. | think all the boys are going to need help dealing with things, but Jake seems to need it the
most." Allen said with full worry in his voice.

"When would be a good time for me to come over and talk with the boys? I'd like to talk to them in an
informal setting for the first few times to put them at ease, then later we could have the more structured
meetings at my office." Dan said in thought.

"Well, Xain's father is coming over this afternoon. After that | don't have any firm plans, so whenever
you'd like." Allen said, thinking about all the things he needed to get accomplished.

"Would you mind if | came over this evening? | could spend a few minukasgdo Jake about last

night and then just hang around and talk with you and the boys for a while. | could get somemeneral i
formation so I'd have an idea of what to pursue in the ‘official' meetings." Dan said professionally.
"That would be great. | at know when Solak will be leaving, but if he's still here when you show up

| don't see a problem. Seeking assistance in dealing with emotional difficulties is logical.” Allen fin
shed in a Vulcan tone of voice.

Dan chuckled and said, "I hope so. It's wWhiaase my livelihood on."

"So you can come by anytime this evening. As far as | know we're just going to have dinner and talk
with Solak.” Allen said speculatively.

"I'll see you tonight then. Don't worry Allen. Kids are tough, we'll get them through tan said
with assurance.

"Thanks Dan. | feel a lot better.” Allen said, feeling much relieved.

"Hey, that's what | do. Until tonight.” Dan said and rang off.

Jake and Xain walked into the kitchen and Xain immediately began looking through cabinets.

"What can | do to help?" Jake asked curiously.
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"It would be most efficient if you could read for me. Although | am able to translate ingredient listings
and preparation instructions for myself, the process is time consuming." Xain said and handed a box to
Jake.

"Whoa, you're not going to fix your dad 'Hamburger Helper' are you?" Jake asked in disbelief.

"From your reaction, | believe I will not." Xain said and put his hand out for the box.

"Then why did you want me to read it for you?" Jake asked as helgalex back to Xain.

"I am unfamiliar with the product and the picture was appealing. If you would read the preparation i
structions and ingredients to me, | would be able to determine it's suitability for our meal." Xain said as

he continued to look tbugh the cabinet.

"Give it back to me and I'll read it to you. Maybe you can make something out of it." Jake said in
thought.

Xain pulled the box out of the cabinet again and handed it to Jake.

"l have a feeling that this is going to be a meal to remethbake said with a smile before getting
down to the business of reading.

"How are you guys doing today?" Allen asked as he answered the door.
"Great. Are you ready to talk some business?" Chip asked casually as he preceded JC into the room.

"l sure am. kthink I've got everything I'll need set up in the family room." Allen said as he escorted his
guests toward the hallway.

"Uncle Chip!" Kevin screamed in delight as he barreled down the stairs.

Chip braced himself as Kevin launched into his arms.

JC took astep aside to avoid being hit by a stray limb.

Allen watched with a warm smile as Kevin nestled into Chip, hugging him with dikesgrip.
"I missed you so much Uncle Chip." Kevin said as he snuggled for all he was worth.

"I missed you too Little One Chip said gently then kissed Kevin on the top of the head.
JC smiled at the tender scene.

Kevin tilted his head up and stretched to kiss Chip on the mouth.

Chip looked at Allen in surprise as JC got a look of realization.
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With a shrug Allen said, "I thinke likes you."

"At least." Chip said hesitantly.

"Are you ready to talk business?" Allen asked as he continued toward the family room.
"Can | come too?" Kevin asked as he resisted Chip letting him go.

"It's up to your Uncle Chip." Allen said with a misefious smile.

Chip gave Allen an aggravated 'thanks a lot' look before saying, "As long as you can stay quiet while
we discuss our business it's fine with me."

"Il be good." Kevin swore and hugged Chip even tighter.

JC followed silently, deep in thought.

"Hello Jake, how are you this morning?" Juana asked with happy surprise.

"Hi Mamacita. | was, | mean Xain and | were wondering if you have a few minutes to come dow
stairs." Jake asked nervously.

"Of course, what can | do to help?" Mamacita asked aststteked on Edovina who was happilyrdri
king her bottle.

"We just need you to look over what we're going to fix for dinner. Xain knows how to cook, but hasn't
cooked for this many people before and thought you could make sure he's not forgetting something."
Jake said seriously.

"Si, yes. If you will hold Edovina. | will get Ricardo and we can go." Mamacita said quickly as she
handed Edovina to Jake.

"Thanks Mamacita." Jake said quietly as he looked at the little girl in his arms.

After a minute Mamacita retned with Ricardo in tow.

"She likes you. Edovina does not like many." Juana said fondly.

"l guess she's used to seeing me." Jake said softly as he looked at her eyes darting around alertly.

"Come, we will go." Mamacita said as she headed for the door.

"Father, please pardon the interruption.” Xain said from the door of the family room.
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"It's okay Xain, come in." Allen said as he looked up from his paperwork.

"We have completed the list of supplies we will need to prepare this evenings sustenanceaitiXain s
seriously as he handed Allen the list.

After a long moment of reading Allen said, "l can't begin to guess what you're fixing from this list of
ingredients, but | should be able to get everything you need."

Xain nodded once and turned to leave the room.

"Did you take into account that we're going to have Juana and her family here for the meal?" Allen
asked with concern.

"Yes Father, | sought Mrs. Vasquez' advice before compiling the list of ingredients. She agrees that th
re will be sufficient food for lhattending.” Xain said efficiently.

"It is logical to seek the advice of those with greater experience in a situation such as this. Good work
Xain." Allen said in his Vulcan demeanor.

Xain nodded again and walked out of the room.

"That wasn't nearly adifficult as | thought it would be." Allen said as he looked over the papers he'd
just finished signing.

"It helps when you don't have to do a lot of negotiation or watch out for hidden traps. Even though |
can play head games and do legal maneuveriristiaé best of them, I still prefer to do straightfo
ward business when possible." Chip said as he gathered his paperwork.

"Uncle Chip. Can | show you something?" Kevin asked quietly from Chip's lap.

"We're finished Kevin. Go ahead." Chip said with a smile

Kevin pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and held it out so Chip could read it with him.
"The... boy... satin the... red... c... car." Kevin read slowly with full concentration.

Chip hugged Kevin tightly and whispered, "That's incredi®ein. You read that perfectly."

Kevin closed his eyes and soaked in the wonderful feeling of love and pride.

JC looked on passively as his thoughts solidified.

A ringing cell phone interrupted the moment.

"Yes, this is Allen Thompson." Allen said seriousl
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"Oh, well I just moved yesterday and haven't put in a change of address yet. If | give you tkle new a
dress, can you bring it over here?" Allen asked slowly.

After getting a positive response, Allen gave the address and rang off.
"It was a courier servie He says he has something for me from Carl's lawyer." Allen said in thought.
"Is that a problem?" Chip asked with concern at Allen's expression.

"I don't know. It just seems strange. We had everything prepared before his death and | thought it was
all taken care of. | don't know what this could be about." Allen said with concern.

"Well it won't do any good to worry about it until whatever it is gets delivered.” Chip said as he held
Kevin tenderly.

"l guess not. Would you like to go up and see what KemayBxady are up to?" Allen asked as he
stood.

Chip urged Kevin off his lap and stood, automatically wrapping an arm around JC.

"That sounds like a good idea. | haven't seen the upstairs since you've moved in." Chip said-as he pr
pared to leave.

Kevin tookhold of Chip's hand before he could take two steps.

"We can prepare the midday meal." Xain said seriously.

"Si, | am sure you can. But if | prepare..." Juana paused to think of the correct English word, "...Lunch.
Then you are free to work on dinner."

Xain considered the statement and finally said, "The division of labor you propose is logical. While

you prepare the midday meal, Jake can do the necessary preparation for the fruit salad andd-can prep
re the marinade for the meat."

Since everyone was in @gment, they went to work.

"Mama?" Reuben called from the kitchen doorway.

Juana sat the pan she was holding on the stove and walked to her son.

"Mijo, su pelo... hair is..." Juana sputtered before pulling Reuben into a hug.

"Do you like it Mama?" Reubeasked in a small voice.

"Si, yes. Very handsome." Juana said, then kissed Reuben on the cheek.
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Ricardo ran from the kitchen table where he'd been coloring and held up his arms, wantinggto be hu
ged and kissed too.

Of course Mamacita hugged him and fusseer diim so he didn't feel left out.
"Ricardo." Reuben said to get his brother's attention.

Ricardo looked at Reuben curiously.

Reuben held his arms out, much as Ricardo had done.

Ricardo moved into Reuben's arms cautiously but was soon happily wrappeghirhalg.

After a long minute of hugging, Reuben led Ricardo back to the kitchen table and began to tell him all
about the night before.

"How's it going guys?" Allen asked as he led Chip, JC and Kevin into the boy's room.

"Kenny's going to get out hizest model, and once we're sure it will fit in the space we've made for it,
we'll go to the store to get the supplies.” Brady said with a grand smile.

"It took me four months to make this." Kenny said with pride.

He carefully opened the box and pulled baatovering of tissue paper to reveal his pride and joy.
Chip stared in disbelief as Kenny gently lifted his prize for all to see.

"It's the Reliant." Brady said with an expression close to shock.

"What in God's name? ... mean, it's nice Kenny, but wmyt gou have a model of thenterprisé&”
Chip sputtered as JC discretely rubbed the small of his back to calm him.

"I used my birthday money and my Christmas money last year to buy this. The realintagarise
model cost nearly twice as much as thie so | couldn't get it. Look at this." Kenny said and flipped a
switch on the underside to light the fiber optic lights throughout the ship.

"Lieutenant Thompson, are you ready to go get those supplies?" Chip asked in a serious voice.

"Yes Sir." Brady saidcoming to attention.

"Then I'll drive you where you need to go. | have some paperwork that needs to be filed." Chip said and
turned to leave.

"Can | go with you too?" Kevin asked hopefully.

Chip looked at Kevin and his expression softened noticeably.
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"Ask your Poppa if it's okay." Chip said with a small smile.

Kevin looked at Allen with his most pitiful begging expression and asked, "Can |, pleeeeeeeeeeeeeee
se?"

Allen couldn't restrain himself and hugged Kevin before he said, "Of course you can, bétl&Q
and have fun with your Uncle Chip."

"Thanks Poppa." Kevin said with a grand smile and ran to take Chip's hand again.

"Come on Kenny. | can't do this without you." Brady said as he noticed that Kenny was stawding, lo
king unsure of what to do.

JC wathed as the others left the room, then said to no one, "I think I'll stay here, but thanks for
asking."

"I'm done with all the fruit. What do you want me to do now?" Jake asked as he watched Xain covering
a pan of meat with plastic wrap.

"Open the bottl®f wine by the sink and pour two cups of wine over the fruit." Xain said as he moved
the pan of meat to the refrigerator.

"Isn't that going to make people drunk?" Jake asked as he picked up the wine bottle.

"There will be insufficient alcohol content pggrving to intoxicate. The wine will serve as a cleansing
agent for the pallet."” Xain said as he moved to the sink and began to wash vegetables.

"Come to the table. The lunch is soon to be ready." Juana said as she carried a tray of sandwiches to the
kitchen table.

Jake carefully pulled the cork from the wine bottle using a corkscrew and began to pour the wine into a
measuring cup.

"This stage of preparation will be completed momentarily.” Xain said as he continued to waah veget
bles.

"Okay, what now?" Jakasked after pouring the wine into the bow! with the fruit.
"Stir the fruit to coat it with wine." Xain said as he turned off the water and dried his hands.

Jake took a slotted spoon from the utensil drawer and stirred the fruit, careful to see thiatvals of
coated.

Xain picked up a canister of sugar and moved to Jake's side.
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"Now | will add sugar to accentuate the natural flavor of the fruit and wine." Xain said and began to sift
a handful of sugar over the top of the fruit.

"That looks good." Jake shwith a smile.
"Hey everyone, is there anything | can do to help?" JC asked hopefully.

"If you would like, you could taste the fruit to be sure the flavors are complimentary.” Xain said as he
put the sugar canister back in it's place, then moved to ws$lands.

JC took a fork and speared a chunk of mango.

Xain watched as JC slowly chewed the mango and considered it's flavor.

"It tastes great. But | think you need to taste it to see if it's what you're expecting.” JC said with a smile.
Xain accepted aofk from Jake and speared a thick slice of kiwi fruit and tasted it critically.

"Yes. The combination of flavors is satisfactory. Jake, if you will cover the bowl and refrigerate, this
stage of preparation is complete.” Xain said in thought.

Jake nodded ahwent to work.

"You will join us?" Juana asked JC as more of a command than a question.
"l suppose so. No telling how long Chip will be gone." JC said absently as he sat at the kitchen table.

"Thank you for everything you did yesterday Uncle Joshshould I call you JC?" Jake askedihes
tantly.

"Whatever you're comfortable with Jake. I'll answer to either. How are you adjusting to your new fam
ly?" JC asked as he picked up a sandwich from the platter in the middle of the table.

"Fine. | still have tacheck every so often to see if it's for real.” Jake said with a smile.
"I know that feeling. I'm glad it's working out. How about you Xain?" JC asked casually.

Xain considered the question carefully before answering, "Father has given valuable guidantas Ja
given insight into the family dynamic and my contribution to the family unit. Kenny has been prov
ding support and serving as an example to us of what is considered to be 'normal’ in this soecial situ
tion. Kevin seems to be the embodiment of tegaaiid Reuben seems gifted with uncommon wisdom
for one so young."

JC blinked, stared, then blinked again before saying, "It seems you've overcome your language barrier
since yesterday too."
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Jake smiled and said, "He's a quick learner."

Xain quirked areyebrow at Jake, then turned his attention back to JC.

"So, what have you been up to Reuben?" JC asked before taking a spoon of tomato soup.

"l was telling Ricardo about Kenny's models and the shelf he's making.” Reuben said seriously.
"Yeah. It's gonna beool. | never learned to do stuff like that." Jake said seriously.

"Well I'm sure if you asked, Brady would be happy to show you." JC interjected.

"No way. With all us new guys showing up, Ken's been kind of left out." Jake said seriously.

"How so?" JC dsd curiously.

"We're getting all kinds of new stuff bought for us and everyone's trying to make sure we're okay. And
Ken's been standing back, watching it all happen. It's cool that Uncle Brady is doing something just

with him. I'm not going to horn in atie only thing that's making him feel special." Jake said seriously.

Xain tilted his head in thought as JC said, "That's really good of you Jake. Your brothers arecreally lu
ky to have you."

Ricardo whispered into Reuben's ear, then Reuben whispered back.

Jake looked curiously at Reuben, prompting him to share.

"Ricardo wanted to know if Xain is your boyfriend." Reuben said with a timid blush.
"What did you tell him?" Jake asked hesitantly, not sure what answer he wanted to hear.
"Not yet." Reuben said wita smile and a full blush on his face.

Jake glanced at Xain and JC as he felt his own face blushing.

Allen walked into the kitchen and said, "All the paperwork is safely put away now. How is everyone
doing?"

"We're fine Dad." Jake said timidly as he tak blush rise again.

Allen looked at JC curiously, but didn't ask.

JC decided to change the conversation and said, "I like the new haircuts."

Jake continued to blush, Xain looked on impassively and Reuben beamed at the praise.

After a long silence Allenially looked to Xain and asked, "What are we going to be having for dinner
tonight?"
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Xain considered carefully before answering, "It will be a combination of cuisines and cooking styles.
There will be sufficient variety to satisfy the eclectic tasteslthaticipate.”

Allen blinked, then tilted his head before saying, "You aren't going to tell me are you?"

Jake smiled at Allen's reaction and said, "It's going to be good. Let Xain surprise you. Besides, | think
he's making most of the recipes up as he gbeng so nothing has real names anyway."

The sound of a doorbell interrupted the meal.

"I'll get it. It's probably the package from the lawyer." Allen said as he got up from the table.
He returned a minute later with a package that was slightly largeratshoebox.

"What is it Dad?" Jake asked curiously.

"I have no idea." Allen said as he sat the box on the kitchen counter and started to open it.

"Well, at least it comes with instructions." Allen said with a chuckle as he showed everyoneethe env
lopewhich said 'Read First'.

Dear Allen,

If you're reading this, then I'm dead. | told the lawyer to hold this for a few weeks until you've had a
little time to deal with things.

There's a lot | want to say, but you know me. Oh well, I'm going to try any\ease you. There, | said
it. Hopefully I'll be able to tell you in person before | die, but at the writing of this letter, | can only
hold the words in my heart.

Anyway, on to the real point of this letter. The whole time we were together, you didraverfpr me

and never asked for anything in return. Whenever | tried to talk to you about it, you just said that you
loved me the way | am and changed the subject. Thank you for that. You knew me better than | knew
myself. Your unconditional love is whhheeded to heal me from the rest of my life. My time with you
and Kenny has made the rest of my life worth it.

The lawyer tells me that Kenny will be living with his mother and there's no way to prevent it... | tried,
| swear. He was your son in everytgibut blood and it isn't fair that you can't continue to be his father.
Hmmm... Newsflash, Life's not fair.

So what comfort can | give you from beyond the grave? Not much, but this is the best that | can do
under the circumstances. Look in the box tlzahe with this letter. It's all | could think of to get you. |
hope it brings you some comfort.

With all my love,

Carl
With tears streaking down his cheeks and shaking hands, Allen carefully opened the box.
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CHAPTER 17
After a long, disbelieving minut®bking into the box, Allen shook his head and began to chuckle.
"What's wrong?" JC asked, worried by Allen's strange combination of tears and laughter.
"It's from Carl; Kenny and Kevin's dad." Allen said as he walked to the table carrying the box.
"What isit?" Jake asked, trying to get a peek.

"Xain will probably be able to explain it better than | can.” Allen said as he carefully pulled the delicate
object from the box.

"It is a replica of an ancient asenoi ." Xain said speculatively.
"What's that?" Jakasked as he studied the thing that looked like a clay oil lamp.

"It's used to center one's thoughts during meditation, but I'm willing to bet that it isn't a replica.” Allen
said quietly.

"To remove such an artifact from Vulcan is illegal.” Xain said asbeed his gaze from the asenoi to
Allen.

"I know." Allen said quietly, then looked Xain in the eyes as he said with an ironic chuckle, "You'd just
have to know Carl to understand."

Xain raised an eyebrow as a prompt for more information.

"If | had told Cal that | admired the beauty of the American Bald Eagle, he might go out and kill one
and have it stuffed for me, believing it would please me. It wouldn't matter to him that it's endangered
or illegal. Things like grace, freedom and symbolism were lostironHe saw the surface of things

and took everything at face value." Allen said carefully.

"Such an amoral mindset is difficult for me to understand.” Xain said carefully.

"It's just as difficult for me Xain. But by understanding that his motive was/éonge a gift that he

thought I'd cherish, | can't be mad at him. Carl was blunt, honest and sometimes misguidedubut beca
se of that, there's no denying that this was a true expression of his love." Allen said as tears began to
form in his eyes.

"l believe | understand. What are you going to do with the asenoi?" Xain asked quietly.

"I'll notify the Vulcan authorities and return it to where it belongs. This is a piece of Vulcan history and
doesn't belong here." Allen said seriously.

"That is logical." Xainsaid calmly.
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"Come into the family room and let's call them now. Your father may be able to take it back to Vulcan
with him when he leaves." Allen said as he stood and picked up the asenoi.

Xain and Jake followed Allen out of the kitchen.

Allen composedhis features carefully before establishing a link with Vulcan High Command.
"How may | be of assistance?" A young Vulcan woman asked in passable English without expression.

"l have come into possession of an object which | believe to be an ancient ¥ultat. | wish to e-
port it's location and inquire of proper procedure for it's return." Allen said carefully in formal Vulcan.

The woman gave a single nod, then the screen changed to show an elderly Vulcan gentleman in civilian
clothing.

"Greetings. | ave come into possession of what | believe is an ancient asenoi. It is my wish to return it
to it's rightful place." Allen said in calmness.

"May | see the object?" The man asked in an unusual dialect of the Vulcan language.

Allen held up the asenoi andtated it slowly so it could clearly be seen.

The man looked at the object carefully, then started pushing buttons on his terminal.

Finally the Vulcan man looked at Allen and said seriously, "There is no match in our archive bf this o
ject. But given it's ppbable age, it may predate visual archive records. Your terminal ID reports that
you are of Clan Short, located on Earth. How did you come into possession of this artifact?"

"I am not of Clan Short, my children are. The artifact was delivered to medayiarcas part of the

estate of my deceased partner, therefore | cannot speculate how it came to be on Earth." Aen said ¢
refully.

"May | speak with a member of Clan Short?" The Vulcan man asked without inflection.

Allen was a little surprised by the cgim®n, but motioned for Xain to take his place before the terminal.

"Greetings. | am Xain Thompson, Son of Solak of the House of Suvak, and a member of Clan Short."
Xain said formally.

The elderly gentleman's eyebrow went up in an expression of surptises voice didn't reflect it as
he asked, "Can you verify the claims that the Human made regarding the asenoi?"

"The Human's name is Allen Thompson, he is my legal guardian and acknowledged as k'war'ma'khon. |
was witness to him receiving the asenoi wedfy all claims he has made to you." Xain said with a
firm voice.
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The elderly gentleman sat motionless for a moment, then said, "The artifact must be returred to Vu
can. Instruct the Human to have the artifact delivered to this office and to exeraisedksary jgr
cautions for the artifact's safety."

Xain pressed the keys on the terminal to record the location of the transmission before responding,
"k'war'ma’khon Allen has heard your instructions and will act diligently."

"Your Clan will be recognizetbr restoring this piece of our physical historic record.” the elderly-gen
leman said seriously.

"You are in error. k'war'ma’'khon Allen has stated that the asenoi was given to him. The only service
Clan Short has provided in this circumstance is the udeedérminal we are using to hold this conve
sation. Any recognition is due him alone." Xain said firmly.

"Acknowledged. | will await receipt of the artifact.” The elderly gentleman said and terminated the
transmission.

Silence filled the room until it weabroken by Jake asking, "I couldn't understand what was being said,
but was that a Vulcan thing or was that guy an asshole?"

Xain looked at Jake questioningly.
"It's a Human figure of speech...” Allen began to say.
"l believe | understand the metaphor diK said, preempting Allen's explanation.

"The expulsion of feces from the anus is analogous to the purposeful inaccuracies expelled by the off
cial who did not exhibit the courtesy of identifying himself." Xain said in thought.

Allen smiled and said, "Ydre exactly right Xain, although | have to say that this particular figure of
speech is considered crude and offensive and is not to be used in polite company."

Xain nodded once in acceptance.

"Sorry Dad." Jake said shyly.

"It's okay Jake. I'd rather yowhuse language like that when we have company, but | think we're old
enough to be able to speak freely amongst ourselves. Just take it easy around the younger guys, they
may not be able to tell when it's inappropriate to swear." Allen said gently.

"Yeah.l'll watch it. Thanks." Jake said with gratitude.

Xain thought seriously for a moment before asking, "May | ask a question for the purpose oé<¢larific
tion?"

"Proceed.” Allen said, slipping flawlessly into his Vulcan demeanor.
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"I am closer in age to Keviand Kenny, yet you treat me as you do Jake. Will you explain yow-reas
ning?" Xain asked slowly.

"l choose to think of you as individuals rather than by your ages. You and Jake appear to me to be at a
similar level of maturity in most things. Kevin is céo® Kenny in some ways and close to Reuben in
others. Do you believe that | am mistaken?" Allen asked with concern.

"No. Now that | understand your reasoning, | find your logic to be sound. Thank you for youraslarific
tion." Xain said peacefully.

"Does ttat mean I'm immature or that Xain is grown up for his age?" Jake asked cautiously.

"l don't have those answers. Honestly, | believe that there are some adults that haven't reaaked your |
vel of maturity and age has nothing to do with it. But if you're i@drabout it, ask Dan when he-c

mes over, he's the expert." Allen said frankly.

"Yeah, | can live with that." Jake said with a considering nod.

"l should return to meal preparation. Father, the time is nearing when | will need certain of the listed
ingredents.” Xain said seriously.

"I'l go now. Would either of you like to go with me?" Allen asked casually.
"I must prepare the vegetables." Xain stated tonelessly.
"Do you need my help with anything?" Jake asked Xain without pretense.

"No. The preparation dhe vegetables will complete those tasks that must be accomplished before
cooking." Xain said seriously.

"Okay, we won't be gone long. If Chip and Brady get back before we do, let them know that I'll be right
back." Allen said as he checked to see thdtdtkhis car keys.

Xain nodded once and left the room.

"Then let's go shopping." Allen said and led the way out of the room.

"Jake, I'm glad we've got a few minutes to talk privately." Allen said as they pulled out of the dr
veway.

Unknowingly, Jake gava Vulcanesque raise of one eyebrow, prompting Allen to expound omhis st
tement.

Allen smiled at the gesture and said, "A lot of things have happened all of a sudden and | don't want
you to get the feeling that I'm too busy to listen to you."



One Door Closes 223

Jake thoughabout the statement before saying, "I don't feel that way. It's just... | don't know... It's like
I'm in a whole new world. Maybe that's why Xain and | are getting along so well."

"Maybe it is. I'm glad you're becoming friends. You two will be discovetimgnew world together,

but if you find out that you need some help, | want you to know that I'm here for you, no matter what it
is." Allen said seriously.

Jake turned his head and stared at the passing scenery as he thought.

"Does that mean you have sething you'd like to talk about?" Allen asked quietly.

Jake hesitantly nodded.

"Whenever you're ready to talk about it, I'm here for you son." Allen said seriously.

Jake nodded again.

Silence fell over the car as Allen turned his attention back to ttie traf

"Why are you doing this?" Jake asked quietly.

"Which this are you talking about?" Allen asked seriously.

"Taking us in. Being a father to all of us.”

Allen considered the question as he pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store.

Jake opened hidoor and started to get out of the car when he noticed that Allen wasn't moving.
"Because you needed me." Allen said in deep thought.

Jake pulled his legs back into the car and turned his attention back to Allen.

"l grew up without a father. Even thoughollk was as good a mother as anyone could ask for, | always
felt like 1 missed out on something by not having a father. | guess | wanted to give you guys something

| never had." Allen continued.

"So it doesn't have anything to do with trying to hold onaud pf your lover by taking in his kids?a-J]
ke asked seriously.

Allen looked at Jake with surprise, then looked off in the distance as he considered the question.

"No, | don't think so. If that were the case | think I'd feel closer to Kevin and Kennyhihaest of
you." Allen said in a distant voice.

"Yeah, | noticed that you don't play favorites. Thanks for that." Jake mumbled.

Allen broke out of his deep thought and smiled as he focused on Jake.
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"No problem Sport. | feel so incredibly blessed thatdemg given this opportunity. Even though I've
only been a father for a few days... It's like everything before was leading to this." Allen saidlpeacefu

ly.

Jake looked at Allen with question.

"Everything | went through before, the money | earned, thehssibve learned, everything was just
preparation for being your father. It's like when | adopted you guys, my life officially started.” Allen
said with a grand smile.

Jake looked into Allen's eyes for a long moment, then looked away.

"Something's reallyaing you up. If you can't tell me, I'll understand. But | promise that whatever it is
won't change things between us." Allen said seriously.

Jake closed his eyes as he took a deep inhale.
Allen cautiously put an arm around Jake's shoulder, sensing thaetled some assurance.
Jake turned and pulled himself into Allen, burying his face into Allen's chest.

"Whatever it is, I'll help you however | can. If you can't tell me, maybe you can tell Dan. Hell be c
ming over tonight." Allen whispered.

"No. I think | can tell you. It's just hard... I've never said the words." Jake said into Allen's chest.
"Go ahead. Whatever it is, | can handle it." Allen said as he rubbed Jake's back.

"I think... I mean, I'm not sure but... there's a chance..." Jake stammered.

"Jud say it. It's okay." Allen soothed.

"Edovina might be my daughter.” Jake said in a barely audible voice.

Allen froze and sat stunned at the statement.

"Dad?" Jake asked with a note of fear.

Allen snapped out of his shock and started rubbing Jake'salgaak

"What am | going to do?" Jake asked with a whimper.

"l don't know son. But whatever it is, I'll be right there with you to help you however | can.” Allen said
as his mind whirled.

"Look what | got!" Kenny said with excitement as he raced intiticeen carrying a huge box.
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"What is it?" Reuben asked, ignited by Kenny's excitement.

"Uncle Chip bought me a model of tRaterprisé” Kenny said with unrestrained glee.

Chip walked into the kitchen more slowly with his arm around Kevin.

Brady walked imext and asked, "Where's Allen?"

"Father and Jake have gone to purchase supplies for this evenings meal. Father requested that | tell you
that he does not intend to be away for an extended period of time." Xain said, not moving his gaze from

his vegetablslicing.

"Oh. Well, | guess we can get to work on the shelf. Are you ready to work Kenny?" Brady asked, not
sure if Kenny even remembered that he existed after receiving the model.

"Um... Yeah. Let me put this in my room, then I'll be ready." Kenny saukly.

"I'll meet you at the car." Brady said as he headed toward the front door.

"It is a good thing you do. You make the child happy." Juana said as she mixed a bow! of dough.
"It's worth the price of a model to see him so happy." Chip said with forcszt.

Xain stopped his slicing and gave Chip a knowing look.

Chip turned in time to see the exact same look on JC's face.

"Yeah, well... It was the one he really wanted." Chip said weakly.

Xain raised an eyebrow, then turned and continued his vegetiabig.sl

JC nodded, then went back to loading the lunch dishes into the dishwasher.

Allen and Jake had been shopping in silence for nearly five minutes when Allen asked, "What do you
want to do?"

Jake considered playing dumb and avoiding the true meahien's question, but one look intd-A
len's eyes made him think otherwise.

"It depends." Jake said and looked away.
"On what?" Allen asked and stopped in the aisle to await a response.
"On whether she's mine or not." Jake said in thought.

Allen nodded ad started pushing the cart again.
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After a minute of silence, Allen asked, "What if she isn't?"

Jake turned to answer Allen and was caught off guard by the look of intensity in his eyes.
After a moment to think about it, Jake finally said, "It doeswitter, does it?"

"That's up to you son. | can't tell you how you should think or feel." Allen said seriously.
Jake nodded and began thinking in a way he hadn't considered before that day.

Finally Jake asked, "What should | do Dad?"

"l can't answer that.fis is a decision that you have to make for yourself. Whatever you decide, I'll be
right there with you." Allen said seriously.

"l guess | should talk to Mamacita about it... she may not even want me to have anything to do with
Edovina." Jake said apprefsarely.

"This isn't about Juana. You need to decide what you want to do first. Once you've decided, then you
can discuss things with Juana.” Allen said firmly.

"I'm fifteen, | can't support a child." Jake said helplessly.

"That isn't part of this decisioiEdovina will be taken care of no matter what you decide. If you decide
that you want to be her father, then you can talk with Juana about how's the best way to do that. If not,
then be her cousin and let Juana raise her alone. I'm not going to puste yeayoor the other and no
matter what you decide, I'll support you completely. The question you have to answer is, do you want
to be a father to this little girl who may or may not be your child?" Allen asked seriously.

Jake looked off into the distancethought.

"Come on, we've got everything on the list. Let's check out. You don't have to decide this mikhute." A
len said, forcing cheer into his voice.

Jake nodded and followed silently.

"Are you ready to go?" Chip asked quietly, causing JC to jumprprisa.
After a second to catch his breath, JC looked around and asked, "Where's Kevin?"

"Upstairs teaching himself to read. It took some doing, but | finally distracted him enough to get away."
Chip said seriously.

JC smiled, then the smiled dropped ardshook his head.

"What's wrong Angel?" Chip asked with concern.
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"Sneaking out isn't a solution. That boy has a crush on you and you need to deal with it." JC said
firmly.

"But he's been through so much. If we just leave him be, maybe it will die dotgromn time." Chip
said with hope.

"Or maybe it won't. Causing him a little heartbreak now may prevent a much bigger heartbreak later."
JC said with compassion in his voice.

"l understand what you're saying. Can we give it a week to see what happeag@dfihgs don't die
down naturally, we can sit down and have a serious talk with him." Chip said hopefully.

JC looked into Chip's eyes and said, "l think that's a good idea. Let's say odnygsaghd go home...
if we hurry, we'll have some time befofreetboys get home from school.”

"Mmmm, | like the way you think." Chip said in a low voice filled with desire.

"l think we've got everything you asked for." Allen announced as he walked into the kitchen carrying
shopping bags.

Xain nodded in acknowledgmeas he arranged sliced vegetables on a platter.
"Is there anything we can do to help?" Jake asked as he walked into the kitchen, carrying more bags.

"Perhaps Mrs. Vasquez can use your assistance with the desserts she is preparing. All preparation for
themeal is complete.” Xain said as he moved the platter to the refrigerator.

"Is there anything | can do to help you Mamacita?" Jake asked shyly.
"No. All is good for now. Muchas gracias." Juana said with a smile.
"De nada." Jake said, then walked to Alleside.

"Did Josh and Chip leave already?" Allen asked as he looked around.

"Yes. | believe they left in anticipation of engaging in intercourse before their children return to their
home." Xain said as he rinsed off his cutting board.

Allen stood stunned dlhe statement as Jake chuckled to himself.

"Um... Xain, that's kind of a private thing that they probably wouldn't want you to share.” Allen said
carefully.

Xain tilted his head in thought for an instant before saying, "Yes, | recall the taboo of digaessial
intimacy. My apologies Father, | did not intend to cause offense."”
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"That's fine Xain. The more you're around Humans the easier it will be to know what is inappropriate

to discuss. Do you know what time your father is going to arrive?" Allerhédigjuickly, hoping to
change the subject.

"No. However, | can access his itinerary if you would like." Xain said as he dried his hands.

"Yes. If you can find out when he's going to arrive, we can go pick him up." Allen said with a smile.
Xain nodded and atked out of the kitchen.

"I'm going to go check on Kev." Jake said as he followed Xain and Allen out of the room.

"Thanks Jake." Allen said as they parted company outside the kitchen.

"How are you doing?" Jake asked as he walked into the bedroom.
"I'm stuck... | can't get this word." Kevin said in frustration.
"What do you think it is?" Jake asked as he took a seat beside Kevin on his bed.

"When | tried to put the sounds together it was 'sayer' but | don't think that's right." Kevin said in fr
stration.

"Well, the 'ch’ sounds different when it's put together." Jake said, then made the appropriate sound.
"Oh... ch... ah... no, ay... r... chair." Kevin finished suddenly.
"That's it Kev. You got it. That was a hard one." Jake said happily.

"Yeah. This is relty tough. 'C' sounds like 'S’ sometimes and sounds like 'K' sometimes and now it
sounds different when it's with an 'H'. It's a lot to remember." Kevin said seriously.

"I know. But it gets easier with practice. Pretty soon you'll be reading without lewkimg about it."
Jake said with assurance.

"That's what Uncle Chip said too."

"Have you already been through this one?" Jake asked as he picked up a book from beside Kevin on
the bed.

"Yeah. That one wasn't as hard as this one." Kevin said as he gnhedook Jake was holding.

"Why don't you read this one to me so you can get some practice on what you've already learned?" Jake
asked quietly.

Kevin smiled and said, "Okay."
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Jake moved farther onto the bed and rested his back against the wall.
Kevin sruggled in beside Jake and began to read.

"The... boy sat in the red... car..."

"Good, it looks like we have plenty of time before your father arrives at the spaceport.” Allen said as he
read the screen over Xain's shoulder.

Xain nodded in acknowledgement
"How are you doing? Do you need to talk about anything?" Allen asked slowly.

Xain considered the question, then said, "Logically, | know that he who is my father is coming to del
ver the remainder of my possessions. However | have a feeling that | dodeostand.”

"Can you describe it?" Allen asked as he rested a hand on Xain's shoulder.

"Not precisely. It seems to originate in my abdominal cavity and gives the sensation of vibration." Xain
said in thought.

"l think that's the sensation Humans descabébutterflies in the stomach'." Allen said slowly.

Xain thought about the statement, then said, "An apt description, can you identify the sourcemsf the se
sation?"

"l can't be sure, but | think it's anticipation of your father's arrival. Regardleps@és, | believe all
children want to feel the acceptance and approval of their parents. In a situation such as tlais, your f
ther's reaction is uncertain and may be causing a little anxiety." Allen said in thought.

Xain got a distant look before sayingj€ who is my Father would not approve.”

"From what | understand of the process of Vulcan control, when an emotion is recognized-it is co
sciously isolated and restrained, then the subconscious processes the emotion with little or no outward
manifestationUpon reaching a certain level of control, the process becomes so automatic that the co
scious mind no longer plays an active role." Allen said carefully.

"A succinct and accurate description.” Xain said as he devoted his full attention toward Allen.

"l think that since you're part Human, the subconscious process may not work the same. I'sjust gue
sing, but | think you may need to identify and process the emotion consciously when you encounter it,
as Human's do. If that's the case, you may need to abeeptiotion and 'deal with it' before you have
control over it." Allen said in thought.

"Upon what do you base your supposition?" Xain asked curiously.
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"Observation. When | see you evoke an emotional response, you seem to struggle with it until you u
derstad what it is. Once you achieve understanding, you quickly regain control.” Allen said seriously.

Xain considered the statement, then said, "It is an intriguing idea. | will consider what you have said.

"l hope it helps. Back to the subject of your fathéwu said that your father would not approve. Maybe
if you outline your accomplishments since you arrived, you could find some things that your father
would find acceptable." Allen said carefully.

Xain nodded and thought.
"You've learned to speak Englisillen said seriously.

"That was accomplished through a mimeld and therefore is not a notable achievement." Xain said
seriously.

"I think you're underestimating your achievement. If it were so easy to do, why doesn't everyone learn
languages via minrdheld?' Allen asked in challenge.

"The process requires understanding of the mnemo complex structures of the mind and thecskill to is
late the proper complex in both individuals. It is not common to develop the skill since it is only used
by elders whapecialize in memory transference and restoration."” Xain said carefully.

"Then how do you have this skill?" Allen asked quietly.

"My mental structure is not typical of Vulcans. It was necessary for me to understand the mmemo co
plexes of Humans and Vulcatssbegin to understand the organization of my own mind." Xain said as
if it were nothing.

"So you've developed a specialized skill that is uncommon to Vulcans and probably unheard-of in H
mans. Am | correct?" Allen asked carefully.

A glimpse of a surprigkexpression fell across Xain's face as he said, "Correct."

"Earlier you understood the colorful metaphor that Jake used to describe the gentleman from the Vu
can Historical Archive. In case you weren't aware of it, that was a leap of reasoning thatlvass V
could not have made."

"When you asked me to cover my ears this morning, | felt something. It was an emotion that | do not
have a name for. When the official treated you as a lesser being because you are Human, | felt the same
sensation on your betialWhen Jake made his statement, the thoughts seemed to fall into a logical pr
gression until | found a probable meaning to his metaphor.” Xain explained slowly.

"I'm not sure, but I think the emotion you were feeling was ‘indignity". I'm sorry if | maualéegl that
way." Allen said quietly.

"I understand your true motive and thank you for your foresight.” Xain said seriously.
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"You're very welcome. Now tell me what you think about being part of our family. I think your father
might have reason to be proatithe way you've been able to fit in here." Allen said carefully.

Xain considered the question and finally said, "With the exception of the preparation of food, | can
think of no significant contribution that I've made."

"Then tell me how you think Jakeould be doing right now if you weren't here?" Allen asked firmly.
"Perhaps he would spend more time interacting with Kevin and Kenny." Xain said speculatively.

"Or he might be listening to his stereo, drowning in his own thoughts." Allen said in return.

Xain remembered the distress that he had withessed and nodded slowly.

"You give him someone on his own level to share with. This place is as alien to him as it is to-you. W
thout you to share this experience, he'd have to face it alone. | don't knowé goticed, but the

other boys look at you and Jake equally as their big brothers. They respect and admire you. You may
still have occasional difficulties in social etiquette, but in all the ways that count, you've been accepted.
| believe that's an achiement beyond what anyone could expect, your father included." Allenesaid s
riously.

"How is it you were able to attain such knowledge and insight?" Xain asked curiously.

Allen smiled and said, "Because I've had ten years of working among a group ofsvarchHumans

to see the similarities and differences. Almost any difficulty you could have, I've probably been

through myself or witnessed over the years. It's something that comes with age, it's called experience."”
"l thank you once again for your guidanEather.” Xain said with appreciation.

Allen gave into his illogical urge and pulled Xain into a hug.

After a moment of hugging, Xain said, "I have one further question.”

"What is it son?" Allen said automatically.

"I am unsure if | am behaving appropatwhen | engage in physical displays of affection such as
hugging. In a circumstance such as this, it seems to be the proper way, but | am Vulcan and should not
behave so." Xain said with concern.

"Xain, you are an individual. Not just because of youxediheritage, but because of who you ar- H

re, among your family, you aren't expected to behave as a Human or a Vulcan, but just be yourself. We

will accept you for who you are and support whatever choices you make." Allen said sincerely.

Xain pulled oupf the hug and nodded before saying, "He who is my father expected me to behave as a
Vulcan. It was his wish for me to be other than who | am."

"l disagree." Allen said as he looked into Xain's eyes.
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Xain tilted his head and waited for Allen's explanation.

"If that were truly your father's motivation, you would not be on Earth." Allen said as he tried to put his
thoughts into logical order.

"His decision to present Captain Spock as a role model was to give you an example of another person
of mixed heritagevho has achieved great things. And if he were determined for you to behave as a
Vulcan he would not have allowed you to legally take my family name. I believe that the culmination
of his decisions gives evidence to the fact that he has the same expectatidrave of you." Allen

said in thought.

"Which is?" Xain prompted.

"To grow into a stable and self assured adult.” Allen said with certainty.

Xain nodded slowly and said, "I find your logic to be sound. But if that is the case, why did he try to
forceme to master the Vulcan disciplines?"

"What tools can a Vulcan man give his son to assure his success?" Allen asked quietly.

"Logic, control and knowledge." Xain said without hesitation.

"He provided the things he thought you would need to the best abiity. Tradition and his own
upbringing were his only clues on how to properly raise a son into a successful man. | believe he did

what he thought was best." Allen said softly.

"Your insights have provided me much to consider. If you will excuse nadiehle meditation would
be beneficial at this time." Xain said in thought.

"You're probably right. I'll be ready to leave for the spaceport at 2:25."
"l will join you then." Xain said and left the room.

Allen gave a sad smile before walking to the frordrdo check on Kenny and Brady.

"Hey guys, how's it going?" Allen asked as he saw Brady standing aside while Kenny drilled a small
hole through a long piece of finished wood.

"I'm making the holes that we're going to use to screw the shelf togetheny Kaia in deep conoe
tration.

"I'm supervising." Brady said with a smile.

"Are you going to have enough time to build it before you have to leave?" Allen asked as he looked
around at the wood and tools scattered around the lawn.
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"It won't be a problem. Asoon as Kenny's done with the pilot holes, it will only take a few minutes for
us to assemble all the pieces. And since we bought finished wood, all we'll have to do is hang it when
it's done.” Brady said happily.

"Well, it looks like you have it under otrol. | can't wait to see the finished product.” Allen said with a
smile.

"It's going to be great. This is so cool.” Kenny said as he looked across the wood for the pencil mark to
start the next pilot hole.

"l think you're right. Let me know when it's dah Allen said as he turned to leave.

"Dad, Kevin's got something to show you." Jake said quickly as he and Kevin ran down the stairs.

"Hmmm. Could this something have anything to do with the book he's holding?" Allen asked with a
smile.

"Come on." Kevirsaid as he took hold of Allen's hand and led him into the living room.
Allen sat in a wing back chair and promptly had Kevin perched in his lap.
Jake was all smiles as he took a seat on the nearby couch.

"The boy sat in the red car." Kevin said with cdefice as he ran his finger along the page to each
word as he said it.

CHAPTER 18

"The time is now 2:23." Xain announced as he walked into the living room.

"Thanks Xain. | lost track of the time. Who wants to go with us to pick up Xain's father?"asked
Jake and Kevin.

"I will." Jake said immediately.
"I want to try and read my other book again." Kevin said with excitement.

"Okay Little One. If you get stuck on any of the words, Brady and Kenny will be here to help you." A
len said as he gave Kewartight hug.

Kevin gave Allen a peck of a kiss on the cheek before hopping off his lap and running out of the living
room.

"He's really learned a lot in one day." Jake said with admiration in his voice.
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"l think he just needed someone to care if he wasileg or not. Come on guys, let's get going.” Allen
said as he got up.

"Um... what if your dad doesn't like me." Jake said into the nervous silence of the ride to the spaceport.

"You are my brother and friend. The opinion of he who is my father wilahet that fact.” Xain said
calmly.

Allen smiled at the statement and said, "Don't worry Jake. | can't imagine a better person to be Xain's
brother or friend. If Solak doesn't see it, then it's his problem, not yours."

Xain looked into the back seat at dand gave a single nod to show his agreement with Alleres stat
ment.

"l don't even know why I'm nervous about meeting him." Jake said in a helpless voice.

"Perhaps it is because the situation is unfamiliar and you have insufficient experience to foraulate
sonable expectations." Xain said speculatively.

Jake thought about the statement for a minute before saying, "Yeah. That's probably it. But... does that
mean you're feeling nervous too?"

"I am experiencing a sense of apprehension. Due to Father'stearger, | am able to recognize the
source of the feeling and experience the emotion within manageable boundaries. The sense of control
that this new way of containing emotions provides is satisfying.” Xain said in a considering voice.

"I'm glad it's waking for you. Dan's going to be coming by the house tonight. You should consider
asking him about different techniques for dealing with emotions. His training and experience in dealing
with emotions may be able to provide you some alternatives you heossitiered before." Allen said

as he took the offamp to the spaceport.

"Thank you Father, | will speak with him." Xain said seriously.

"Jake, maybe you could think about anything you'd like to discuss with him." Allen said as he looked at
Jake in his rar-view mirror.

"l kind of figured I'd just talk to him about my nightmare and the stuff you said, "Jake said uncomfo
tably.

"If that's what you want, that's fine. Dan's just going to be there to talk to you and offer advice. He's not
there to judge you ahhe's bound ethically and legally never to tell anyone what you tell him. He's

been to college and has years of experience so he'll be more likely to be able to help than just about
anyone | can think of." Allen said seriously.

"l think I'd rather have yo help me." Jake said as the SUV came to a stop.
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"Jake, | know enough of the basics to do minor maintenance on this car but it would be foolish of me to
refuse to take it to a mechanic periodically and dangerous not to take it in when it's having a. problem
Sometimes you need a professional. Right now Dan just wants to talk to all you guys to see how you're
doing. It's like maintenance. If he feels that one of you needs some extra help, he'll tell us about it and
what type of help he recommends.”

Jake nodde but remained silent.

"It's your body and your mind. If you say 'no' that's the end of the discussion. I'll respect whatever dec
sion you make. Now let's go get Xain's father." Allen said as he opened his door.

"Greetings." Xain said in full Vulcacalmness as he approached his father.

Solak inclined his head in a gesture that was half a nod of agreement and half a bow.

"May | introduce Allen Thompson who | accept as k'war'ma’khon and Jake Thompson who @& my br
ther in Clan Short as well as the faynif Thompson. k'war'ma’khon, Jake, this is he who is my Father,
Solak of the house of Suvak of Vulcan." Xain said with flawless diplomacy.

Solak raised an eyebrow at his son's proper introduction and said, "A pleasure to meet you."

"For us as well. We havsecured a cart to transport Xain's belongings.” Allen said in Vulcan.

"While among Humans, we may speak your language. | am fully versed."” Solak said with dignity.

"As you like." Allen said with a gentle smile.

"The belongings of he who is my son areeheBolak said and pointed to a small pile of suitcases and
boxes at the back of the shuttlecraft.

Xain and Jake soon had the cart loaded and were on the way to the SUV.

The ride from the spaceport was uncomfortably silent until Allen finally saiddi'tdhink to ask
before. What is your vocation?"

"l am a cellular biologist specializing in Genetic Disorders. My current position at the Vulcan &onsul
te is as a medical liaison between the medical communities of Earth and Vulcan." Solak said simply.

"From what I've heard, Vulcan geneticists are pioneers. The rest of the Federation are benefiting from
the breakthroughs that you've made." Allen said seriously.

"The process of discovery presents rewards on many levels. May | inquire of your vocation." Solak
asked courteously.
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"I'm working on Project Libra. We're trying to integrate Human and Vulcan programming styles into
one uniform language." Allen said in a tone of voice that said he was used to saying the phrase.

"A worthwhile endeavor.” Solak said seargly.

"We like to think so. My experience on the project certainly has been a help with Xain." Allen said as
he glanced into the rearew mirror to see Xain and Jake hanging on their every word.

"In what way?" Solak asked curiously.

"Well, besides the fa¢hat | learned the Vulcan language, my experiences interacting with a group of
Humans and Vulcans has given me insights into the similarities and differences we share." Allen said
seriously.

"l can see the advantage of having such knowledge." Solakvghid slight nod of his head.

"And it seems that the areas that I'm least able to help Xain are the areas that Jake excels at." Allen said
with a grin into the mirror.

Solak raised an eyebrow in question.

"Jake and Xain are alike in some fundamental veaybyet are polar opposites in others. They're both

in unfamiliar surroundings and having to make adjustments. Together they can develop their problem
solving skills, social skills and establish their own personalities drawing on each others strenbths. Wit
Jake and Xain being peers, | just have to offer supervision and guidance when they need it." Allen said
as he took the offamp to take them home.

Solak gave Allen a considering look, but remained silent.

After a few minutes of silence, Allen pull@ato his driveway.

"Solak, I'd like to introduce you to my brother Lieutenant Brady Thompson of the Stardbiprise
and my son Kenny Thompson of Clan Short." Allen said and walked to stand by the shelf.

"You are constructing furnishings?" Solak askedausly.
"We're making a shelf for my models." Kenny said happily.
Solak raised an eyebrow in question at Xain.

"Miniature replicas of vehicles." Xain said simply.

Solak got an expression of understanding and nodded.

"Would you boys get the stuff out tfe back of the car and take it up to Xain's room?" Allen asked c
sually.
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"Sure Dad." Jake said hesitantly and went to the car.
"Come in and I'll show you around.” Allen said as he walked to the front door.

Solak nodded once to acknowledge his acceptainte anvitation.

"Juana, | would like for you to meet Xain's father, Solak. Juana will supervise the boys when I'm at
work." Allen said with a smile.

"At the table are her son's Reuben and Ricardo and in the stroller is her granddaughter, Edovina.” Alle
said as he gestured toward the kitchen table.

"A pleasure to meet you." Juana said carefully.

"For me as well." Solak said respectfully.

"Your son, he will prepare a meal for you, for all of us." Juana said proudly.
Solak raised an eyebrow at Allen inestion.

"Xain volunteered to cook the meal in honor of your visit. Most days Juana will do the cooking while
we're at work and school.” Allen said with a smile.

Solak nodded, then said, "He who is my son has shown interest in culinary arts."

"l hope to enourage him in his interest in cooking, as well as any other interests he develops." Allen
said, then thought to ask, "Would you like a drink?"

"Water would be acceptable.” Solak said simply.
Allen walked to the refrigerator and poured them each a glasatef before returning to Solak.

"If you'll follow me, I'll show you the family room." Allen said and led the way out of the kitchen.

As they walked into the family room, Solak's gaze was drawn immediately to the asenoi sitting by the
terminal.

"Is thisauthentic?" Solak asked in surprise.
"We believe it to be so. | received it this morning. The proper authorities have been notified and are
awaiting it's return to Vulcan. | was hoping that you could take it with you when you return." iAllen f

nished shyly.

"Yes. | would be honored." Solak said as he carefully examined the artifact.
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"Xain can tell you where it needs to be delivered. He spoke with the Vulcan Historical Archive this
morning." Allen said as he watched Solak's examination.

"He who is my son wagiven this duty?" Solak asked with surprise.

"They asked to speak to a representative of Clan Short, so Xain was the logical choice to speak to them.
He represented his Clan and his family well." Allen finished with a proud smile.

Solak stood away from tresenoi and looked at Allen expectantly.

"Through here we have the living room." Allen said and led the way.

After arriving in the living room Allen said, "I know it's not like a Vulcan home, but Xain hasn't shown
any difficulty adapting to it."

"On thecontrary, she who was my wife fashioned our home to the style of Humans. These-surrou
dings are more familiar to me now than those of Vulcan." Solak said seriously.

"I'm glad. I've done my best to make this a comfortable place for all of us." Allen seity.qu
Xain and Jake arrived at the living room door and peered in, unsure of their welcome.
"Would you boys like to show Solak your room?" Allen asked with a smile.

"Yes k'war'ma‘’khon." Xain said formally.

"Go ahead and I'll meet you in Kevin and Kenmg@m when you're done." Allen said with a smile at
'his’ boys.

Solak walked in to find an aura of tranquility in the room.

"Your dwelling seems well suited to meditation.” Solak said as he looked at the unusual collection of
posters covering the walls.

"I find it to be so. Jake has an audio selection that has particularly soothing properties.” Xain said and
glanced at Jake who was already holding the remote.

The sound of rustling leaves and trickling water began to pour through the room.
"She who was youmother would have approved.” Solak said in a considering voice.
"Do you approve?" Xain asked firmly.

Solak turned his gaze to his son and looked curiously.
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"It has been brought to my attention that | have been misinterpreting your motives regardihgvee. |
based my conclusions about our interactions on these misconceptions and believed that yop-did not a
prove of me or anything that | have achieved. It would take considerable time for me to review our past
interactions and reach new conclusions. Youatoegate that need by simply answering my question

and telling me directly if you approve of the choices | make. Do you approve?" Xain asked again.

Jake got the sense that Solak didn't approve, so he hurried to say, "Xain and | worked together to make
this room a combination of the things that make us comfortable."

"To fashion your dwelling in such a manner is logical." Solak said without betraying his own feelings
about the room.

"It is sufficient.” Xain said in thought.
Solak gave a halfiod of acceptarmcof the statement.
Xain looked from Solak to Jake and said, "K'war'ma'khon Allen awaits us in the next room."

Solak gave another hatiod/halfbow and indicated for Xain and Jake to lead the way.

"Solak, I'd like for you to meet my son Kevin ThompsorCain Short." Allen said proudly.

Kevin looked up from the book he was reading and an expression of anger came over his face.
"You hurt Xain." Kevin said in a low voice that was almost a growl.

"Kevin!" Allen said in a voice of warning.

"You made him feestupid and like he wasn't good enough to be your son.” Kevin continued, ignoring
Allen completely.

Solak looked at Kevin with an expression of true surprise.
"He who is my father did not cause me to feel as you describe."” Xain said seriously.

"Why are youying? | felt it! You were hurting. You were feeling little and alone and like you couldn't
do anything right!" Kevin said with tears in his eyes, turning his anger on Xain.

"You are correct in your description of my emotional distress. However, you aneiras to the sou

ce. He who is my father made every effort to provide the knowledge and training | would need in my
later life. The source of my distress was my misconception of his motives coupled with traditibnal Vu
can techniques being less thareefive in my hybrid physiology. Neither issue was caused by he who
is my father, and with the counsel of k'war'ma'’khon both issues have been resolved.” Xain said in full
Vulcan control.
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Kevin sat silently, thinking for a moment, before he said, "I'm sdmySolak. | thought you hurt Xain
and it made me mad. | promise | won't yell at you no more."

Solak noted Kevin's repentant expression and said, "You have provided understanding of he who is my
son. There is no harm."”

An uncomfortable silence fell overalroom until Allen finally said, "Xain, | think there's something
that you and Jake need to discuss with Solak. Would you like to talk with him in your roomier the |
ving room?"

"Our room will be acceptable.” Xain said seriously.

"Come on Kevin. Let's ggtou a milkshake, | think you're overdue." Allen said with a gentle smile.

Kevin looked up at Allen with tear streaked eyes and nodded slowly.

"Come here Little One." Allen said as he walked to Kevin and picked him up.

As soon as the bedroom door closédin said, "Yesterday | noted that Jake was in emotional distress
and sought to give aid."

Xain paused to see if his father had any reaction to the statement.
He didn't.

"I performed a minemeld to identify the source of the distress for the purpose iofgaldke in emo-
tional control." Xain continued slowly, carefully picking out his words.

"| followed the steps without variation as | have been taught for the past five years, howevernin this i
stance a bond was formed. The only word that could adequisstyibe the sensation of the bond's

formation was 'instinctive'." Xain said as his look became more thoughtful.

"k'war'ma’khon suggested that you might examine our bond to see that it is appropriately formed." Xain
finished and looked into his father'sesy

"A wise precaution. Establish your link and allow me to observe." Solak said without expression.

Xain noticed a look of fear in Jake's eyes and said, "He who is my father will verify that the bond is
complete. There is no cause for apprehension.”

Jaketook a deep breath and nodded.
Xain reached out through the bond and made connection with Jake's mind.

"We are prepared.” Xain announced in a tranquil voice.



One Door Closes 241

Solak raised a hand and closed his eyes in concentration.

Jake felt panic starting to well insitdém, but just as suddenly, he felt a calming force begin to sooth
his soul.

"l had not considered this possibility.” Solak announced, drawing Xain and Jake's attention to him.

"The bond you have is fully formed, yet distinct from any other | have seave.ogse." Solak said in
thought.

Xain and Jake raised matching eyebrows in question.
"...the bond | shared with she who was your mother." Solak said as his mind drifted back into his past.

"Um, you aren't going to, like, get rid of the bond or be mad at & bonding with me are you?a3
ke asked nervously.

"No. The choice to maintain or reject the bond is yours. If you wish, I will instruct you in the attributes
of your bond that you might understand the choice you face." Solak said seriously.

"It is time to prepare the evening meal, would it be preferable to postpone your instruction until the
evening meal has been consumed?" Xain asked gently.

"It would be acceptable.” Solak said with an expression of deep thought.

As Jake, Xain and Solak left the lbedm, they saw Brady and Kenny carrying the completed shelf up
the stairs.

"That looks great." Jake said with a smile.

"It's exactly like we planned it. We're going to hang it on the wall now, then I'll put my models on it."
Kenny said happily.

"Do you neé any help?" Jake asked as he looked over the finished product of their work.

"Yes. Once we have the wall anchors in place, we could use some help hanging it." Braely said s
riously.

"Will you be okay without me for a few minutes Xain?" Jake asked carefully

"Yes. | do not have need of assistance at this stage of preparation. However, should | need assistance, |
believe Mrs. Vasquez will be available."” Xain said in a voice of calmness.

"Okay, I'll be down to help you as soon as we're done hanging the Sakk.'said, then followed
Kenny and Brady into the bedroom.
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"Is everything alright?" Allen asked with concern from the kitchen table.

"Yes. He who is my father has verified that our bond is well formed and has offered to sharevhis kno
ledge of the attribtes of the bond." Xain said as he walked to the refrigerator.

"Solak, would you like to go into the living room while Xain cooks dinner?" Allen asked, then glanced
at Kevin who was drinking his milkshake.

"No. It would be preferable to observe he who ysson preparing the evening meal.” Solak said as if
it were the most logical thing in the universe.

"Mamacita? Where's Reuben and Ricardo?" Kevin asked as he finished his milkshake.

"In our apartment. It is time for Ricardo to nap." Mamacita said as dleel pupan of pastries out of
the oven.

"Can | go up and visit with Reuben?" Kevin asked Juana hopefully.

"If your father agrees. It is good. Please to be quiet so Ricardo may sleep." Juana said as she shifted the
pastries from the pan to a cooling rack.

"Poppa, can I?" Kevin asked as he turned to face Allen.
"That's fine Kevin. Just be quiet so Ricardo can take his nap." Allen said with a gentle smile.

"I'll be good. I'm just gonna get Reuben's help with my book." Kevin said as he hopped out of his chair
and ran to hug Allen.

"Have fun Little One, just remember to be quiet.” Allen said as he enjoyed the hug.

Allen and Solak watched as Kevin ran out of the room.

"His quest for knowledge is an admirable quality.” Solak said speculatively.

"Yes. He's been tdlall his life that he's learning disabled and discouraged from trying to learn. For the
first time in his life, he's being given encouragement. By paying attention to how he's progressing and
acknowledging his accomplishments, we're inspiring him to aehténgs he never thought he was

capable of." Allen said with a distant look.

Solak continued to look at the door Kevin had passed through for a moment, then said, "l was unaware
that Human children required such attentions."”

"Kevin needs that kind of ation. Kenny, his twin, is sefssured and doesn't need the same type of
attention. Each child is an individual and it's my job to determine what those needs are and provide for
them to the best of my ability." Allen said as he turned his gaze to Solak.
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"What needs have you determined for he who is my son?" Solak asked, looking especially serious,
even for a Vulcan.

"There's no clear cut method for determining a child's needs, but in Xain's case | believe that his gre
test needs are guidance and acceptaBoth needs stem from the fact that he is of mixed heritage.” A
len said in thought.

"Several tutors were employed to facilitate his need for guidance and he resides on Earth to fill his need
for acceptance.” Solak said seriously.

"I know. And that's wdted for the most part. The problem is that his tutors were Vulcan and tried to fit
him into the mold of other Vulcan children. | suspect that he would have had just as much difficulty if
he had had Human tutors. Xain is unique and therefore needs istriadiored to him rather then

trying to change him to conform to prearranged lessons."” Allen said with concentration.

"What you say is logical. What do you recommend to provide for his educational needs?" Solak asked
as he glanced at Xain working in thiecken.

"Well, he's used to learning from Vulcan tutors. | think that he should continue to be taughtlby a Vu
can tutor if you have no objection." Allen said as he looked Solak in the eyes.

"Would we not continue to have difficulty with conformity issueS@fak asked with interest.

"Yes. But the key to working around those issues is to have regular discussions with the tutor regarding
Xain's progress. If the tutor will make some concessions for Xain's need for flexibility in the methods
being used, | canuide Xain to find alternative ways to achieve the desired results. If the approach
works, not only will Xain have the skills and knowledge that he will need, but he will also have the
problem solving skills and a better understanding of himself to fakl baavhen he faces challenges as

an adult.” Allen said in thought.

Solak considered the words, then said, "It seems a logical course of action. Would you like to interview
the tutors to determine if any have the flexibility he who is my son requires?"

"I think it would be best to ask Xain's opinion before we talk to the tutors. He may have a favorite or he
may not want special accommodations.” Allen said in a considering voice.

"We are to speak following the meal. | will inquire of him at that time." Sséad as he turned to look
at Xain.

Juana walked to the table and placed a tray of cookies between Allen and Solak.

"A snack to have before dinner. Would you like milk or coffee?" She asked in her most politeand co
trolled voice.

"Coffee." Solak said withat emotion.

"Coffee for me too. Will you join us Juana?" Allen asked with a smile.
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"No. There is much to do. But thank you." Juana said quickly as she went to get the coffee.
"l find the attitude of cooperation and respect in your home to be acceptaidék'sSid slowly.

"Thank you. | agree with your assessment of my home. | hope you'll consider visiting when your duties
allow it." Allen said, then smiled as Juana sat a tray with coffee, cream and sugar on the table.

"My return to Vulcan will allow me teesume my genetic research. | do not foresee a significamt qua
tity of unstructured time. However, should the opportunity arise, | will accept your hospitality." Solak
said in an unusually considerate tone.

"The last of my own unstructured time will endstiveek. But when my job requires me to travel to
Vulcan, I'll bring Xain with me so that he can visit with you." Allen said quietly.

"That is acceptable, and it would be logical for you to accept accommodations with us during your
stay." Solak said with emore formal tone in his voice.

"l will accept your hospitality.” Allen said respectfully.

Solak made a haliod gesture to Allen, then took a bite of one of the cookies from the plate between
them.

"He who is my son prepared this." Solak said atatement of fact.

"Yes. He and Jake made cookies for all of us last night. How did you know?" Allen asked curiously.

"In Vulcan households, nourishment is served at regular intervals to provide for the dietary needs of the
occupants. In the dwelling | hawshared with he who is my son, meals were served. He who is my son
strives to make the flavor, texture and appearance of each menu item into an artistic work. He surpasses

his mother in food preparation abilities." Solak said carefully.

"Then why havenyou encouraged him to pursue a career where he can put his talent to use?" Allen
asked in a tone of curiosity, free of accusation.

"l wish to provide the knowledge and skills at this point in his development so that in adulthood, he
may have a variety ofocations to choose from." Solak said consideringly.

"l see the logic in your approach. Although | intend to encourage his interest in cooking, it won't be to
the exclusion of any other interest he might have." Allen said seriously.

Solak gave a haffiod ofacknowledgement.

"Is there anything | can do to help?" Jake asked as he hurried into the kitchen.

"Fill a pot with water and bring it to a boil." Xain said as he was stirring various powders in a large
bowl.
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Jake went to the hanging rack of pots andspard pulled one down.

"Is this one big enough?" Jake asked quickly.

"It is adequate." Xain said after a glance.

Jake took the pot to the sink and began to fill it.

"If there is no objection, it is possible to give you the recipe through our bond." Xcicesefully.
"Um... okay. Just let me get this on the stove." Jake said as he turned off the faucet.

After a moment to move the pot and start the burner of the stove, Jake stood by Xain expectantly.
"It is done." Xain said without altering his stirring.

"I thought I'd hear you in my head or something. What did you do?" Jake asked curiously.

"What are you going to do with the water once it boils?" Xain asked as he stopped his stirring.

"I'll put the pasta into the boiling water. Then I'll wait six point twimutes..." Jake trailed off withi-d
sbelief as he realized that he knew exactly how to prepare the pasta dish Xain wanted him to make.

"This is the extent of my abilities with the bond. He who is my father will instruct us further atrthe co
clusion of thameal." Xain said as he sat the bow! of dry ingredients aside and went to the refrigerator.

"l guess I'd better get the basil washed and chopped before the water boils.” Jake said absently and
walked to the sink.

"Jake." Xain said seriously, gaining higlfattention.
"I will not make use of this ability without your prior consent.” Xain said as a vow.

"l trust you Xain. You wouldn't do anything that would hurt me." Jake said shyly as he carried a bundle
of fresh basil to the sink.

Xain nodded as h&tarted to clean several cloves of garlic.

"Do you like living here?" Kevin asked Reuben quietly not looking at the open book in his lap.
"I'm kinda scared. It's so different from home." Reuben said in thought.
"Yeah. Me t00." Kevin said as he lookedamnd the apartment.

"It's quiet." Reuben said in a distant voice.
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"Yeah. It's hard to get to sleep with everything being so quiet.” Kevin agreed.
"l slept good last night." Reuben said with a cherubic smile.
"Me too. I'm glad you're my cousin now. How come weren't friends before?" Kevin asked seriously.

"Because you're older than me. | always thought you wouldn't like me so | didn't talk to you too much."
Reuben said quietly.

"l was so lonely there. Nobody talked to me, well, nobody but Jake. And h&e/asyl big brother,
not like my friend." Kevin said in thought.

"Now he is your big brother." Reuben said with a smile.

"Yeah. It's really great. It's like | was able to bring all the best things and best people from Chicago
with me and leave all the batuif behind." Kevin said with a smile.

"I'm glad | was one of the best people because | do like it here. After Manny was killed, | was kinda
scared all the time. | don't feel scared here." Reuben said distantly.

"I know what you mean. I'm used to spendmyg time trying to make money or find food or just being
guiet so Momma wouldn't yell at me. Now | don't have to worry about none of that and I'm not sure
what I'm supposed to do." Kevin said as he looked into the past.

"I didn't think about that before. Bthat's what's really weird here. | mean, | still have to watchrRica
do when Mama's working like before, but it's different. | can go outside the apartment if | ward-to. | h
ve you and Kenny and Xain and Jake to talk to whenever | want. | can go oUtRdeben said in
realization.

Kevin looked at Reuben with surprise.

"We can go out and play in the yard... our yard. We don't have to wait for Mama to have time to take us
to the park and we don't have to worry about druggies or perverts. We have dagezrdwe can play
whenever we want to." Reuben said with delight.

"Can we go now?" Kevin asked hopefully.

Reuben looked at the clock and said, "It's almost time to wake Ricardo up. We can take him outside
with us." Reuben said with excitement.

"Yeah. Kennyhas a Frisbee, I'll ask him if we can borrow it." Kevin said in a rush.
"I'll wake up Ricardo while you get it." Reuben said as he jumped up off the couch.

Kevin's only response was to make a mad dash for the door of the apartment.
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Juana was wiping dowthe area where she had been working and loading dishes into the dishwasher.

"Is there anything | can do to help?" Juana asked Xain as she watched him adding ingredients to the hot
skillet.

"If you will heat the grill portion of the stove to the desiredpenature, you may begin cooking the
steaks." Xain said as he lifted the lid off a skillet of green beans and checked their texture.

Juana nodded and set the control for the grill.

"Will you check the pasta to see if it's right?" Jake asked as he puiegdia piece of the tubular pasta
from the boiling water with a slotted spoon.

Xain took a single bite of the pasta and considered.

"Thirty seconds more, then drain the pasta and add it to the skillet." Xain said seriously.

"You got it." Jake said and ptite colander into the sink so it would be ready when he needed it.
"That smells great!" Kenny said as he walked into the kitchen, followed closely by Brady.

Xain's only response was to give a nod of acknowledgement.

"Is there anything we can do to help?aBy asked as he enjoyed the various aromas filling the room.
"Yes. The dining room table needs to be set." Xain said succinctly.

"We can do that, what do you say Champ?" Brady asked Kenny with a smile.

"Yeah, let's go." Kenny said and hurried to the djmoom.

Less than a minute later Kevin rushed into the kitchen and looked around.

"Where's Kenny?" He asked breathlessly.

"In the dining room, setting the table."” Jake said as he carefully stirred the pasta into the hot skillet.

Kevin turned on his heel diran to the dining room.

"Can me and Reuben borrow your Frisbee so we can play in the yard?" Kevin asked hopefully.
"Sure. But | think Xain's about done with dinner. If you'll wait till after dinner | can play with you guys
too." Kenny said as he walkedound the table with a handful of dinner forks, placing one at each pl
ce setting.

"Um, okay. I'll go tell Reuben."” Kevin said quickly and ran out of the room.
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"l think he's happy here." Brady said as he finished putting the plates on the table.

"l think he is too. It's like being in another world for him. He's happy, but he's scared to0o." Kenny said
as he continued to lay out silverware.

"What's scaring him?" Brady asked as he started to place glasses around the table.

"A lot of things. He's scared thlé'll do something to mess up and get sent back to Chicago. &le's sc
red that he'll wake up and find out that this was all a dream. He's scared that me and Pop are going to
realize that he's stupid or something and stop loving him." Kenny said abserdglg@stinued his

work.

Brady froze in his tracks and thought about what Kenny was saying.

Kenny looked at Brady curiously, wondering why he stopped.

After a moment of thought, Brady asked, "Did Kevin tell you that?"

Kenny thought about what he just said ahdok his head.

"Then how did you know?" Brady asked quietly, not doubting the truth of Kenny's words.

Kenny shrugged his shoulders and said, "I just know."

Brady decided not to press the issue and went back to setting the table.

Kevin, Reuben anRicardo walked into the kitchen and went to the kitchen table where Solak-and A
len were sitting.

"It looks like someone just woke up." Allen said with a smile at Ricardo's rumpled sleepy expression.

"It was his nap time. Mama says he needs to have arhp afternoon because he's little." Reuben
explained.

"Your Mama'’s right..." Allen began to say, but was interrupted by Edovina's cry.

"I guess someone else's naptime is over." Allen said in a gentle voice.

Reuben walked to Edovina, and stopped a foatyaw

"Mama, Edovina needs to be changed.” Reuben said as he backed away.

Juana looked at the steaks in front of her, then around at all the people, trying to decide what to do.

"I'm done with this, | can change her if you want.” Jake said hesitantly.
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"SI, yes, thank you Jake." Juana said quickly as she turned a steak on the grill.
Xain glanced at Jake and said, "I will transfer the pasta to a serving dish while you attend to Edovina."

"Thanks Xain." Jake said quickly and hurried to Edovina.

Allen watched dke pushing Edovina's stroller out of the room and became lost in thought.

"Your eldest son provides much assistance to those of your household. To have such an individual with
an altruistic mindset is beneficial to the family unit.” Solak said speculative

Allen was broken out of his thoughts by the statement and said, "Jake takes being a big brotber very s
riously. I just have to be careful to see that he isn't giving so much of his attention to others that he's
denying his own needs."

"He who is my somvill see that Jake's needs are provided." Solak said as a statement of fact.

Allen looked at Solak in question.

"As his bondmate, he who is my son will recognize any need that Jake has as his own and will strive
to provide for it." Solak said simply.

"Then you think they should keep their bond?" Allen asked carefully.

"My opinion is irrelevant in this instance. They are bonded. If both parties find it to be beneficial, it is
logical to continue the bond." Solak said, falling into practiced formality.

Allen thought about the statement, then said, "From what I've heard, not everyone on Vulcan has the
same attitude toward bonding with a Human."

Solak gave a halfiod of acknowledgement, but said nothing.

"Help?" Jake called in a weak voice from the kitchenrdag.

"What is it son?" Allen asked as he stood.

"Um, | thought | knew how to change a diaper, but... can you just help?" Jake asked frantically.
"I am experienced in the process. | will demonstrate.” Solak said firmly as he stood.

"You're our guest. | catake care of it." Allen said quickly.

"Are you experienced?" Solak asked in a tone that sounded almost like a challenge.

"Well, no..." Allen began to say.
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"l am." Solak said and walked to help Jake.
Allen looked around and decided to check on Xain.
"Xain, how are you doing?" Allen asked compassionately.

"The food preparations are nearly complete. Dinner will be served in six point seven minutes." Xain
said professionally.

"That's not what | mean Xain. How are you?" Allen asked slowly.

Xain looked up fromhe gravylike substance he was stirring and said, "Before joining your family, the
opinion of he who is my father was of foremost concern to me. With your guidance | have seen that |
have worth, | have abilities and that it is my opinion of myself that guise my actions. It would be
desirable to receive the acceptance of he who is my father, but it is not necessary."

"l think that there are quite a few adults who haven't come to that realization. I'm very proud of you
Xain. | was worried that this mewafith your father was going to be traumatic for you. With your new
realization, | think it's going to be the first day of your independence.” Allen said with a smile.

Xain considered the statement carefully before saying, "l will not be independent asvgliconti-

nue to need guidance and education. However, now | will strive to achieve the goals | have et for m
self and live up to my own expectations."

Allen gave Xain a quick one armed hug around the shoulders and said, "l can't think of a bedter, mor
honest motivation for one's future. Just let me know if there's anything | can do to help you accomplish
your goals."

"Be assured k'war'ma’khon, | have found your insights to be most helpful and will seek your guidance
in future." Xain said seriously.

Allen smiled and said, "I'll do my best to live up to your expectations of me."

Xain nodded and turned his attention back to his sauce.

"l just thought I'd take off the old diaper and put on the new one. | didn't even... it's everywhere." Jake
said helplesly.

"It is not uncommon." Solak said as he laid out a towel on the vanity beside the sink.
"What should | do?" Jake asked as he watched Solak's preparation.

"Remove the soiled diaper from the child and place her on the towel." Solak said as he petibd a fr
diaper from the diaper bag.

"Oh, jeeze. That's just nasty." Jake said as he pulled off the old diaper.
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"Do your complaints lessen the odor?" Solak asked as if he truly wanted to know.
Jake thought for a second, then smiled as he said, "l guessjnsit skemed like the thing to do."”

"I understand, she who was my wife made similar comments when changing the diaper of my son. It is
a typical Human response to adverse situations.” Solak said as he efficiently cleaned Edovina.

Jake looked curiously at #dx, trying to determine if he'd just been insulted or complimented.

Solak noticed Jake's pensive expression and said, "l am Vulcan, | behave as a Vulcan, to attempt to do
otherwise would be illogical. You are Human, you will behave as a Human. | hatkenerped-

tion."

Jake thought about the statement, then asked, "What do you expect from Xain?"

Solak finished the diapering process and began to put things away as he thought about the question.

He handed Edovina to Jake, then said, "My expectationskemrepatterned after the expectation he
who is my father had of me."

Jake was about to confront Solak about the statement when he realized that Solak already knew.
"He fits in here." Jake said seriously as he cradled Edovina on his shoulder.

"l had not caisidered that he who is my son would be able to integrate into a Human family so fully. It
was my belief that his Vulcan manner would distance him from Humans." Solak said in thought.

"You were probably right. Allen made us part of this family. If anydee bad been our dad, Xain and
| would just be people who live here but we wouldn't be part of it." Jake said seriously.

Solak gave a halfiod of acceptance and gestured toward the bathroom door.

As Jake walked into the kitchen, still carrying Edovinala® followed with the stroller.

"How's it going?" Jake asked as he looked at Xain.

"The last of the food items will be completed momentarily. It would be desirable for the adults to take
their places in the dining room and for our brothers and coushegcarry in the food." Xain said as

he combined two skillets ingredients into one serving dish.

"I'll get everyone where they need to be." Jake said as he settled Edovina into her stroller again.

"l guess you'll be with the adults this time, Little Anfdlake said into the stroller before pushingt i
to the dining room.



252 MultiMapper

"The children say | am to come and sit." Juana said with confusion.

"They want to serve the meal to us. Try to relax and let them do this for us." Allen said as he sat back
in his char.

Juana took her seat, but didn't look comfortable.

"Whatever they're cooking smells great so I'm willing to sit here and be waited on." Brady said with a
smile.

All the adults waited expectantly to see what Xain and Jake had created for them.

CHAPTER 19

Kenny walked into the dining room carrying a pitcher of juice that was dark red in color.
"What is this?" Allen asked as Kenny walked from place to place filling glasses.

"You'll have to ask Xain, but | don't think he'll tell you... he wouldn't tell rH{eriny said as he cant
nued his rounds.

The dining room door opened to Jake carrying a platter of steaks, Kevin followed closely behind with a
pitcher of water. Reuben came in next with a large bowl of green beans and Ricardo brought up the rear
carrying abasket of breads and rolls.

"Look at them go." Brady said with a grand smile as the boys placed their items on the table and Kevin
started filling water glasses.

Jake walked out with his empty pitcher as Xain walked in carrying a large bowl of pasta.
A moment later all the boys were back in the kitchen as the adults looked at the selection before them.
"Everything looks good, | can hardly wait." Allen said with anticipation.

Xain led the boys back into the room carrying a bowl of sauce. Jake and Kelvihasha full pitcher
which they placed on the table.

Reuben carried in a large platter of sliced and chunked vegetables, Kenny carried the bowkef fruit s
lad and Ricardo was carefully carrying a small tray with bowls of dips and dressings on it.

The aduis held their breath as they watched the young boy carry the tray.
Xain took the tray from Ricardo and placed it on the table without incident.

All the boys took their places at the table and waited expectantly.
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Allen stood and said, "Before we start, like to welcome Solak to our home and thank Xain and Jake
for preparing this meal."

Jake looked slightly embarrassed as Xain and Solak looked on impassively.

"If no one has anything else..." Allen began to say, but was interrupted.

"l believe this is the @propriate time to make a statement.” Solak said as he stood.

Everyone turned their attention to Solak and the level of tension in the room increased dramatically.

"He who is my son has been accepted into Clan Short and into the family of Thompsonstagekas

that he has accepted Allen Thompson as k'war'ma’khon and uses the English word ‘father’ to explain
their relationship. After a discussion with Mr. Thompson and learning of his philosophies | would like
to recognize Allen as k'war'ma’khon to my famahd a'nirih to he who is my son.” Solak saad s

riously, then sat down.

Allen saw the looks of confusion around the table and said, "A'nirih is a Vulcan word for father which
implies caring or nurturing. The more common word for father-imskh which mans biological ra-

le parent.”

"Correct, although both words are translated as father in English, the meanings are distinct." Solak said
seriously.

"Thank you Solak. | realize that your acceptance of me as a'nirih to Xain makes me a legal parent to
him by Vdcan law. | will be honored to accept the responsibility and do my best to provide Xain wh
tever support | can.” Allen said in a tone of great reverence.

A moment of silence fell over the gathering until Kenny finally asked, "Can we eat now?"

Allen smiledat Kenny and said, "Yes son. Let's enjoy this wonderful meal."”

The family began to pass platters and bowls around the table as if they had been rehearsing the process
for years.

Kenny was looking at the food before him and asked, "Xain, what is this &y

"That sauce may serve as a topping for the meat. It is optional." Xain said seriously.

Kenny looked at the sauce, gave a shrug and spooned a little onto his plate.

"This syrup in the fruit salad is incredible. What did you put in it?" Brady askied B®ked to Xain.
Xain looked at Jake and raised an eyebrow as a prompt for him to answer the question.

"Some white wine and sugar." Jake said quietly, feeling uncomfortable with all the attention directed at
him.
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"Well, it's great."” Brady said with a siai

"Since we're asking recipes, what's in this pasta dish?" Allen asked curiously.
This time Jake didn't need any prompting to respond.
"Pasta, basil, olive oil and butter." Jake said, much more comfortably than before.

"That's it? The flavor isvonderful. You guys can team up in the kitchen anytime you want.” Allen said
appreciatively.

Jake smiled at Xain as he began to blush from the praise.

Feeling that there needed to be a change in subject, Xain turned to Kevin and said, "Brother, earlier you
stated that you could feel my emotional distress. Though your description was accurate, the feelings
you described occurred before my arrival. Would you explain?"

Kevin looked up like a deer caught in headlights.

Kenny noticed Kevin's fearful expressiomdatried to explain, "When Kevin draws a picture it's usually
about someone. He can feel what that person's feeling when he's looking at it."

Xain looked at Kenny curiously, then at Kevin.

"An intriguing ability. May | inquire, when you created a pictufée who is my son?" Solak asked
with interest.

"Um, | guess it's been about a year ago." Kevin said uncomfortably.

Everyone at the table was surprised by the statement.

Xain thought carefully, then asked, "Is this how Clan Short became aware of my@@Ssten
Kevin nodded shyly.

"Sort of. Kevin can only feel emotions. He knew your name but that was it. I'm the one who told the
Clan where you were and what was happening.” Kenny said seriously.

"So you have the same ability as your brother?" Solak asked}/slow

"No. Kevin can draw the pictures and... talk to the people in the pictures and make them feel better. If |
can touch the pictures, | can tell where they are and what they're doing. It's just like when | touch other
stuff, I can sometimes know thing&enny finished with difficulty.

"l believe the ability you are describing is called psychometry.” Solak said in thought.

Kenny shrugged.
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"The manner in which you use your abilities in concert with the abilities of he who is your brother is
uncommon, perhapunique.” Solak said as he looked at Allen who was listening with interest.

Xain was lost in thought. Allen noticed and waited to see his reaction.

"The night of Saturday. | was in distress. He who is my father had announced that we were to return to
Vulcan. | recall a sensation of... assurance. | knew within me that | should not despair. Events were to
happen that would provide a better future than | envisioned.” Xain said in distant memory, then looked
into Kevin's eyes and said, "Less than one hour,la&who is my father received a call from Araba

sador Sarek inviting me to join Clan Short for the purpose of designing and maintaining a database for
the Clan."

Kenny and Kevin nodded as Jake mumbled, "Um, yeah."

"K'war'ma'’khon, were you aware of thisRdin asked, not betraying any emotion.

"Jake said there was someone who needed our help and that he only spoke Vulcan. And since Kevin
speaks Vulcan, he needed to stay with us. | didn't even know your name until the day you arrved." A

len said seriously.

"You accepted a child into your home on the word of your son without explanation?" Solakwasked c
riously.

"Yes. Jake has never given me a reason to distrust his motives or judgment. He told me that someone
needed our help, and | could see that he beligv&tat's all | needed to know. After | agreed and Jake
rejoined the Clan meeting, the other Clan members' parents told me that the Clan would make sure that
everything was legal and ethical.” Allen said in memory.

"You're not mad at us are you?" JakeeasKain with concern.

Xain opened their bond and let a stream of his inner emotions flow to Jake, letting him know that his
guestions stemmed from a desire to understand the events that brought him to his new home.

"Well, regardless of how it happened, reell glad Xain and Solak are part of our family." Allen said,
hoping to break the tension.

"Kenny, do you think you could show us that thing you do with touching stuff?" Jake asked, feeling
that a change in subject was overdue.

"Yeah, | can try. But it desn't always work." Kenny said and looked around the room.

"If you would allow it, perhaps he who is your son could use his ability on the asenoi.” Solak suggested
carefully.

"I'll get it. | don't think it will hurt to try." Allen said and got up from ttable.

"What's an asenoi?" Kenny asked curiously.
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"It is an ancient..." Xain began to say when he was stopped by Solak raising a hand.

"It will be a more accurate demonstration of his ability if he has no prior knowledge." Solak said reas
nably.

Allen walked back into the dining room carefully carrying the asenoi.
"Here you go Cute Stuff.” Allen said as he sat the asenoi gently by Kenny's plate.
"Alright." Kenny said nervously and put the fingertips of both hands on the asenoi.

"It's all jumbled... Hundxds of people... S'’Aketh, M'Ambalu, T'Aurin, Ch'M'Kem'Be, S'Ek'Lah..."
Kenny said in a trance.

"I'm not familiar with any of those names." Allen said in thought.

"l believe that lends to the veracity of the ability. For a random artifact to be assodtatedowoni-

nent historic figure would be statistically unlikely and be reason to suspect subterfuge.” Solak said in
thought.

Kenny looked up with a distant gaze as he said, "There it is. | found the first. The asenoi was made by
G'uhf'lk for his own use.”

Kevin giggled as Xain, Solak and Allen looked on with matching incredulous stares.

"What is it?" Brady asked at the reaction.

"Well, it may be a coincidence, but the word guhfik is literally translated as 'boring'. Either the maker
of the asenoi was naméeéfore the word 'guhfik' came into common use, or..." Xain trailed off, with a

glint of humor barely hiding behind his eyes.

"...or he was so boring that his name was used to describe being boring to the point that it eventually
became the word." Allen shwith a smile, finishing Xain's thought.

Brady laughed, and said, "No disrespect intended to anyone here, but just how boring would a person
have to be on Vulcan for that to happen?"

Solak raised an eyebrow in surprise as Xain said, "I do not believériglish has sufficient words to
describe what you are asking."

A contagious laugh went around the table.
"Is there anything else you can tell us about it Ken?" Allen asked with a smile.

"Daddy held this." Kenny said as tears welled up in his eyes.
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"Oh, I'm sorry Cute Stuff, | didn't even think about that.” Allen said as he hurried to Kenny's side.

"It's okay. When he was holding this, he was thinking about us... | feel his love." Kenny said as tears
began to fall.

"I'll put this away now. If you want, yocan look at it again after dinner." Allen said quietly.
"Thanks Pop." Kenny said and handed the asenoi to Allen.

Once again Xain saw a need for a change in conversation and said, "He who is my father explained that
he experienced a bond like mine."

Everyore at the table was just as happy to let the change in subject happen without comment.
Solak sat silently for a moment before a resolved expression fell across his face.

"A human, Dr. Phillip Werner, brought his family with him to study Vulcan medezdiniques. As a
courtesy to Dr. Werner, it was decided that his daughter who had an interest in medicine was-to acco
pany me as | attended to patients. That occurred before my field of study was specialized." Solak said
with a look of concentration.

"Mariah Werner, she who was to be your mother, asked many questions regarding mental health and
the treatment of specific conditions having to do with the mind. In an effort to demonstrate one of the
techniques, | performed a mimdeld with her and our bond foled. We had been acquainted for three
point two hours." Solak said distantly.

"It was as you previously described, the formation was 'instinctive'.” Solak said to Xain, as an aside.

"Dr. Werner was displeased, and he who is my father insisted that thbdertered. However, a4

riah stated that she and | were of sufficient age to make the decision for ourselves. Within our bond, her
free spirit gained discipline without losing freedom and my logical mind was able to envision possibil
ties that | had nevdyefore conceived. In the light of the... completeness... that we felt. It was logical

that we maintain our bond and eventually marry." Solak said as he gazed into the distance.

"One point one years following our marriage the birth of he who is my sonredctiwo point three

years later, Mariah was diagnosed with a degenerative genetic disorder that is unique to humans. In an
effort to save her, | specialized my medical study in the field of cellular microbiology focusirgg on g

netic disorders. Though shagsed away seven years ago, | continue the work." Solak finished with a
lost tone in his voice.

Jake looked at Xain with question.

"What became of Dr. Werner?" Xain asked and felt through the bond that Jake had expected a different
question.

"He returnedd Earth. He severed all contact with his daughter. To my knowledge Dr. Werner does not
know of your birth or Mariah's death.” Solak said quietly.
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"So | have family on Earth?" Xain asked in confirmation.

"No. Dr. Werner forbade any further contact when vegrmad. It is logical to assume that his prahib
tion of contact would include our progeny." Solak said, regaining his formality.

"That sucks!" Kevin said firmly.

Allen, Brady and Juana all broke into laughter at the declaration as Kevin blushed arahiuedhis
face in embarrassment.

Solak considered the statement carefully before saying, "Though I might voice my displeasure of Dr.
Werner's actions differently, I believe | share the sentiment.”

"Can | have some more of that?" Reuben asked, pointiting tivuit salad.

"Sure, have as much as you want." Allen said as he passed the bowl to Reuben.

"But save room. There is to be dessert." Juana said with tenderness.

Reuben nodded, then offered some fruit salad to his brother who was happy to accept.
Edovinabegan to cry.

Juana and Jake stood simultaneously to take care of her.

"I believe that Edovina is hungry. | must fix a bottle." Juana said as she checked to see that Edovina
was clean and dry.

"Will you show me how to do it?" Jake asked hesitantly.

"Si, yes. Come and | will show you." Juana said as she lifted Edovina from the stroller and handed her
to Jake.

Allen watched with concern as Juana and Jake left the room.

"Why is Jake taking care of Edovina so much?" Reuben asked curiously.
Allen snapped outf his thoughts and said, "You'll need to ask Jake."
Xain glanced at Allen, then turned to face the closed dining room door.

"So can Xain read Jake's mind?" Allen asked Solak casually, but noticed Xain's reaction of turning at
the question.

"Yes. But notas true telepaths communicate. He who is my son has the ability to access Jake's kno
ledge or skills and may send his own knowledge, but to communicate directly would require a specific
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telepathic technique that Xain is unfamiliar with. If the bond is@efitly formed, | will attempt to
teach them the technique after dinner." Solak said speculatively.

"So Xain can see everything Jake remembers?" Reuben asked with wide eyes.

"It is possible." Solak said with a slight nod.

"To do so would be an invasion &dike's mind." Xain said with a curious look at Allen.

"You're right. Humans hold their privacy as something precious. If asked by someone close, a Human
would probably agree to share his memories. But having that choice taken away could be taken as a

betrayal or a violation, maybe even an attack.” Allen said as he held Xain's gaze.

After a moment of thought, Xain nodded and said, "Thank you for your insights k'war'ma’'khon. | was
not aware of the scale of emotions associated with such an action."

Allen gavea gentle smile and said, "I think it's because telepathy is uncommon and relatively new
among Humans. Vulcan culture has had millennia to adjust to the issues of sharing their minds. H
mans are just beginning to deal with it. As long as both partiesilirepvand weltinformed, | don't

see it being a problem."”

Jake and Juana walked back into the dining room. Jake went to his chair holding Edovina on his lap
and making sure she didn't lose her bottle.

Juana took her seat and looked at Jake and Edovimalv

Silence fell over the dining room until Reuben asked, "Why do you take care of Edovina so much?"
Jake got a look of fear, then thought and finally resolution.

"Because | may be her father." Jake said quietly.

The silence that fell over the room wthgck enough to cut with a knife.

"Have you decided what you want to do?" Allen finally asked in a low voice.

"Yeah." Jake said in a mumble.

"Go ahead. It's best to face it and get it over with while everyone's here." Allen said seriously.

"Okay. Um, I'm srry Dad. But I've been thinking a lot about the stuff we talked about and.t-it ma
ters." Jake finished with a defeated whisper.

"What matters?" Kenny asked, barely understanding anything that was going on.
"It matters if Edovina is my daughter. If shelisvant to be a father to her but if she's not... | don't. |

know it's wrong of me to feel this way. Allen took us all in even though he's not blood related to any of
us, but... I can't help it. It's how | feel." Jake said with tears welling up in 8s eye
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"Jake." Allen said firmly, trying to get his attention.

Jake looked at Allen with pain and fear in his eyes.

"I'm not disappointed in you. I'd rather that you be honest about your feelings than do what you think |
want you to. I'm proud that you had tbeurage to tell me something that was so difficult.” Allen said,
letting the truth of his statement show clearly.

"How are we to know?" Juana asked quietly.

"I can make an appointment with Chip and Josh's doctor..." Allen began to say.

"That will not be rcessary." Solak said in a measured tone.

Everyone turned their attention to Solak.

"I am a healer... a doctor. It is standard practice for Vulcan healers to carry a rudimentary medical kit
when traveling... it is logical." Solak said seriously.

"But you @n't have the equipment for a genetic analysis with you." Brady said, remembering the test
Dr. McCoy had performed.

"True. But a blood test can be performed at this time which could exclude Jake from the possibility of
being Edovina's father. If Jakerist excluded, then the probability of paternity is greatly increased.”
Solak said in an instructive tone.

"The test. It will not hurt Edovina?" Juana asked cautiously.

"No. The scanning device will cause no pain." Solak said calmly.

"Can we do it now?" Jakasked with a tremble of fear in his voice.

"Yes. If he who is my son will retrieve my valise from the entry hall, | will perform the test.” Solak
said seriously.

Xain hurried out of the room and returned a few seconds later with Solak'®ndrag.
After a moment to find the correct instrument, Solak stood before Jake and Edovina.
Jake gave a nod and closed his eyes.

"Jake, which answer are you praying for?" Brady asked in a whisper.

Jake opened his eyes in time to see Solak pass the scanning dewlus oliest.

"Um... | don't know." Jake said in confusion.

"Son, | think it's important that you do know before you find the answer.” Allen said quietly.
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Jake nodded and looked down at a movement from Edovina.
Edovina locked eyes with Jake, and in a monoéwtarity Jake said, "I want her to be my daughter.”

After pressing some buttons on the device that looked similar to a Federation tricorder, Solak scanned
Edovina.

"Are you sure son?" Allen asked carefully.

Jake looked up at Allen with a gentle smilelaaid, "I love you Dad. Being your son is the best thing
that's ever happened to me. Everything that you are for me, | want to be for Edovina."

Solak pressed a few buttons on the scanning device and finally said, "Given the blood type of the child,
eighty-four percent of the population can be excluded as possible fathers. Jake is not excluded."”

Kevin got a look of confusion as he asked, "Does that mean Jake is Edovina's daddy?"

"Not exactly. It means that there's a much better chance now that he is1a&@é'tb do a much more
complicated test to find out for sure.” Allen said carefully.

"We're almost there Vina. One more test and I'll be your Dad for sure." Jake said to the little girl in his
arms.

"Jake, everyone, let's sit down. | think there are stiing$ we need to discuss.” Allen said to the
group that had gathered around Jake.

After a moment for everyone to settle, Allen asked, "Let's assume for a minute that Edovina is your
daughter. What would you like to do as far as taking care of her?"

"Well, I was thinking, that since Mamacita is Edovina's grandmother and has been taking care of her
that she might want to keep on taking care of her. | could help her out when she wanted me to and
maybe keep Edovina with me sometimes..." Jake trailed off irgtiiou

"What about Xain?" Brady asked curiously.

"What about him?" Jake asked seriously.

"You share a room with him. | think any decision about Edovina staying with you should be discussed
with him." Brady said in thought.

Jake looked at Xain and saw the ¥au facade firmly in place.
For the first time, Jake tried to initiate their bond.
After some mental fumbling and initial resistance, Jake was able to make contact.

"Please Xain, | need to know what you think about this." Jake pleaded audiblyea®kisns called
through their bond.
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Xain gave a single nod and let his emotional defenses fall away, revealing the essence of what he was
feeling.

::Sympathy::

::Longing::

::Sadness::

Jake took a moment to sort through the emotions and try to understarsbtirce.

"Xain..." Jake began to say, then froze.

A look of realization came over Jake's face as he said in a whisper, "Because she's not your child."
Xain tilted his head in question as Brady and Allen got matching expressions of concern.

Jake lookedtAllen, then turned quickly to Solak and asked, "If Edovina is my daughter, what would |
have to do to make Xain her other father, like what you did with Allen?"

"As a citizen of Earth, you would be bound by the laws of your world. | do not know whavgbejd
have to be taken for such a thing to be possible.” Solak said seriously.

Jake nodded and looked at Allen as he asked, "If we can prove that Edovina is my daughter, what will |
have to do to make her legally mine?"

"l guess we'd have to take the gaa analysis before a judge and ask that he legally recognize you as
her father." Allen said carefully.

"And he could still say no, right?" Jake asked seriously.

"He could choose to leave Edovina's legal status unchanged. If you were an adult it whifiéadoe,
but since you're a minor child, it's really his choice." Allen said weakly.

"So even if she's my daughter for real, | might have to wait till I'm eighteen to be a real father to her."
Jake said in thought.

"It's a possibility.” Allen said in agptance.

"We are members of Clan Short." Xain said suddenly.

Silence fell over the room as the implications of Xain's realization fell over the room.
"That changes everything." Brady said into the silence.

"Correct. Your status as a member of a Vulcan @ksentially gives you dual citizenship." Solak said
in thought.
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"Which means that if the genetic test proves that Edovina is your daughter, you could file tha-legal p
perwork with the Vulcan consulate. As long as your argument is logical and uncontesatean't

even need to see an arbitrator... judge.” Allen said with excitement.

"The argument to make Xain a parent to Edovina might be more difficult.” Brady said seriously.

"Jake is my bongnate. Acceptance of the responsibility of his child would be&dg Xain said with
certainty.

"There is precedent." Solak agreed.

"Legally there is but realistically, Xain is twelve and Jake is fifteen..." Brady began to say.

"Sean and Cory aren't much older than Xain and | think they said that they have thréelaonand

JJ have one... Harley. It may not be common by Human standards but it seems to be the norm in Clan

Short." Allen said seriously.

"Mamacita? How do you feel about this? | mean, | kinda just figured you'd be okay with it..." Jake tra
led off.

Juana gave a small smile, then said, "It is my hope that it is to be true. Edovina should have a parent. It
would be better for me to labuela.. grandmother to Edovina."”

"Then does anyone know a doctor who does genetic analysis?" Brady asked the group.
"Solak does, he just doesn't practice on Earth.” Allen said with regret.

"Were | to take a genetic sample of Jake and Edovina with me, | could perform the test when | arrive in
San Francisco." Solak said in thought.

"You don't have to go to that trouble Jdke began to say, but Solak interrupted.
"It would be logical to expedite this matter.” Solak said seriously.

Brady, Allen and Xain all tried to find the reasoning behind the statement, but had no will to dispute it
since they all wanted the matter sesdtl

Juana's variety of homemade desserts were enjoyed by everyone present.

The remainder of the conversation was light and consisted of general topics. Everyone seemed to need
time to deal with the more serious issues that had been discussed earlier.

At the conclusion of the meal, Solak stated, "It is nearing time for me to return to San Francisco. He
who is my son and Jake require instruction in the attributes of their bond."

"You can use the family room if you like." Allen said as he stood from the.tabl
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"When are you returning Solak?" Brady asked as he also stood.

"My shuttle is scheduled to leave at 20:15 hours in your local time." Solak said seriously.
"Mine too. I think we're on the same flight." Brady said in thought.

Solak gave a haffiod in acknaledgement.

"Go ahead into the family room and we'll take care of the dishes." Allen said as he began toayather pl
tes.

"No Pop. Let us kids take care of this. Xain and Jake cooked the meal so we can clean it up." Kenny
said seriously.

"Thanks Cute Stuffiwe'll be in the living room if you need help with anything.” Allen said with a
warm smile.

"Come on Juana, the kids are going to clean up.” Allen said as he sat the plates he had gathered on the
table.

Juana looked uncomfortable, but followed Allen todivéng room door.

CHAPTER 20

"There is a matter we have not discussed."” Solak said as he took a seat in the office chair at the desk.
Jake and Xain looked at Solak with matching expressions of question as they sat on the couch.

"It is possible to discomue the bond if either of you find it undesirable."” Solak said without emotion.
Xain and Jake looked at each other but didn't say a word.

"May | suggest that you use the bond to share your preferences on the matter. It is more efficient than
spokenlanguage.” Solak said calmly.

Jake nodded and opened himself to Xain's initiation of their bond.

After a long silent moment of sharing their emotions and looking into each other's eyes, Xain said, "We
both desire the continuation of our bond."

Solak gave &alf-nod of acknowledgement, then said, "You have demonstrated the ability to share
memories and skills. With practice, it is possible to develop true telepathic communication and even
'real time' sharing of sensory information.”

"What does that mean?"kiaasked slowly.

"It would be possible for you to see through my eyes or feel what | touch.” Xain said in thought.



One Door Closes 265

Jake nodded as he considered what it would be like to have that ability.
"Have you attempted direct telepathic communication?" Solak askgdiysi
"No. There has been no need." Xain said seriously.

"Please do so while | observe. The initial contact can be elusive, so | will guide you." Solakesaid car
fully.

Xain looked at Jake and attempted to send a telepathic message.
"Jake is not telepathia the manner you have previously encountered, therefore the process of conta
ting him is different. Instead of calling to him from outside in the traditional manner, you must enter his

consciousness and make contact with his primary essence.” Solak @i voice.

Xain carefully adjusted his telepathic technique and ventured inside Jake's mind to find the cluster of
mental activity that made up his consciousness.

‘My discipline and your freedom make us complete.' Jake heard clearly in his mind.
"It is good." Solak said as he watched them carefully.
"I heard him. Can | do that too?" Jake asked hopefully.

"Yes, but your role is different. Withdraw from your bond for a moment, then initiate contact.” Solak
said instructively.

Jake gently let the senseanntact fade and let their bond be silent for a moment. Finally he reached
out through the bond and touched the sphere of Xain's consciousness and carefully embraced it.

"Very good. He who is my son should be able to feel not only your presence, buttgotias you
touch his barrier.” Solak said carefully.

"Yes, | am aware of Jake's desire to contact me." Xain said in thought.

"Jake's consciousness is focused at your barrier. You do not need to reach out to him, you may focus
your thoughts to him diregtlthis way. Your awareness of him allows you to hear his thoughts." Solak
said calmly.

'‘My experience and your knowledge make us complete.' Jake said in his mind.

Xain got a look of surprise at the message.

"Well, I had to come up with something betterthidey, are you there?' didn't 1?" Jake asked with a
smile.

Xain gave Jake a brief look of fondness, then looked at his father.
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"Experiencing each other's senses may be attempted at a later time, when you have becoma more co

fortable with this level of yaubond. The experience can be disorienting at first, but is rewarding in
certain circumstances.” Solak said seriously.

"For example?" Jake asked, trying to think of a situation when the ability could be used.

"When experiencing intimacy." Solak said with@motion.

Jake's eyes went wide at the statement as Xain looked at his father in confusion.

Solak noticed the reactions and said, "It was a natural progression for Mariah and | to seek physical i
timacy as a continuation of the unity we shared mentaliy.logical to assume that your bond may

lead you to the same point."

"Is that okay? | mean, Xain is twelve." Jake asked hesitantly.

"As his bondmate, you will know when it is appropriate to progress to that level. In other cireumsta
ces, there might beause for concern, but since you are able to know each other's true emotions | am
assured that you will not take any action until both of you are of sufficient emotional maturity to accept
it." Solak said carefully.

"I will never do anything to hurt Xain,promise." Jake said seriously.

"Of that | have no doubt.” Solak said calmly.

"When the time comes to share our physical stimuli, what is the process?" Xain asked curiously.
"She who was your mother likened the sensation to ‘putting on a glove'." Siolaesgously.

Xain looked at his father for a more meaningful explanation.

"You will merge your consciousness with Jake's and be able to feel his sensations, however you will
not be in control of his actions. As | previously stated, the sensation caoherding.” Solak saides
riously.

Xain nodded in acknowledgement.

"l believe this concludes the aspects of your bond that should be discussed. There are otheridesser attr
butes that you will discover, but they are easily mastered and require no erpldr&tiak said in a

tone that indicated the end of the session.

"l thank you for your instruction.” Xain said formally.

"It was logical to do so." Solak said in a matching tone of formality.

"Yes, thank you Solak." Jake said shyly.
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"Jake, you are bonthake to he who is my son. As such, you are entitled to call me Father.” Solak said
seriously.

Jake smiled and said, "A few days ago | didn't have any parents. Now | have a biological father, a real
father and a fathdan-law. Thank you Solak, | will be honaté¢o call you my Father."

Solak gave a haffiod of acknowledgement before saying, "I will now make use of your terminal so |
might make official record of the change of status of Allen, Jake, Kenny and Kevin in my family."

"All of us?" Jake asked curiously

Xain looked at his father, then said, "Allen is to be recognized as a'nirih in relation to me and as
k'war'ma'khon in the family of Solak."

"You will be recognized as T'hy'la in relation to me, which has many meanings, friend-brcielr
would be mosaccurate... correct?" Xain asked his father curiously.

Solak considered the question and said, "Correct. It may also meanaeuand life companion.”

Xain nodded and continued, "Kenny and Kevin will be recognized as our brothers."

"Your status in Clarshort takes precedence in this matter, so my acknowledgement of Kenng-and K
vin does not change their status. This is merely a formality to acknowledge their inclusion inimy fam

ly." Solak said as he worked the controls of the terminal.

"I wish | knew allthese words. | feel kind of stupid with you having to explain everything to me." Jake
said in a low voice.

"If you wish, | could give you the knowledge of the Vulcan language." Xain said simply.
"Really?" Jake asked with surprise.

"It would be no differenthan my acquiring of English from you earlier.” Xain said frankly.
"Um, would it take long? | mean, can we do it now?" Jake asked hopefully.

"I can complete the transfer in less than two minutes. Although it may take some time before you are
comfortablewith Vulcan syntax and pronunciation.” Xain said seriously.

"Do | need to do anything?" Jake asked with a smile.

"Establish our bond and I will begin the transfer.” Xain said quietly.

Jake felt for Xain's presence and embraced it.

"The process is underwallease tell me if there is any discomfort.” Xain said seriously.

"Is that it? | mean, | don't feel anything." Jake said slowly.
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"The transfer is occurring on a sabnscious level. | do not anticipate any sensation.” Xain saidleasua
ly.

"She who was youmother and | transferred our language skills consciously over a long period of time.
You appear to have unique aspects to your bond." Solak said as he turned away from his terminal.

"It is a benefit of mapping my mnemo complexes and studying the menstfuois of Vulcans and
Humans. | have no unique ability, only an understanding of a specialized skill." Xain said reflectively.

"A fortunate happenstance.” Solak said as he focused on the activity in their bond.

"The transfer is complete. You now have aderstanding of the spoken Vulcan language. Mastery of
proper pronunciation and inflection will require practice." Xain said calmly.

"You said 'spoken’ what about the written language?" Jake asked curiously.

"l do not have the ability to transfer that ski$ of yet. When | have identified the mnemo structure that
houses written language skills, | will transfer that s&dt for both of us.” Xain said carefully.

"That's why you can't read English. You got the spoken language from me, but not the waiken."
said in realization.

"Correct." Xain said quietly.

"Should the inability to read become a hindrance, your bond should prove invaluable." Solak inte
jected.

Xain nodded in acknowledgement.

"The official record has been appended.” Solak said and tetexiitis transmission.
"Thank you for accepting me Father." Jake said quietly.

"It was logical to do so." Solak said simply.

"And thank you for your language T'hy'la. | really feel like a part of your family now." Jake said with
contentment.

"I should thak you for the same reason. Not only your language, but also your actions have made me
feel as a part of your family." Xain said seriously.

'‘We are part of the Clan Short family, the Thompson family and the family of Solak. But you are *my*
family.' Jake s@ seriously through their bond.

'‘As you are mine, T'hy'la.' Xain responded peacefully.
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"Can we go outside and play?" Kevin asked hopefully from the living room doorway with Kenny,
Reuben and Ricardo gathered behind him.

Allen glanced outside and considd, then looked at Brady with concern.

"Would you guys mind if | came with you?" Brady asked gently.

Kevin looked at Brady in question.

"We're new to this neighborhood and we live beside a lake. Until we get to know people andayou're f
miliar with thearea, | think it's best if you have an adult with you. At least for a while." Allen said s
riously.

"Okay. But | thought you trusted us." Kenny said dejectedly from behind Kevin.

"l do trust you guys. It's the rest of the world that has me worried." Adehfrankly.

"Let's go play Uncle Brady." Kevin said with a small smile, obviously accepting the answer.

Xain, Jake and Solak walked into the living room to join Allen and Juana.

"Did everything go alright?" Allen asked cautiously.

"Just fine Dad. Solakagd | can call him Father and Xain taught me Vulcan." Jake said happily as he
automatically walked to Juana to check on Edovina.

"You learn to speak the language?" Juana asked in astonishment.

"Yes. Xain just... did it. It was easy." Jake said with a smile

"Perhaps there is a way..." Xain said in thought.

"If you plan to do what | suspect, you would run the risk of forming another bond. It would beanecess
ry for a telepath to facilitate the transfer as intermediary. In this instance, | would be williogto"

Solak said seriously.

"Mamacita, if you would like, Xain and Solak can give you my English." Jake said carefully.

Juana looked at Jake with astonishment for a moment, and looked as if she were about to agree when
she suddenly shook her head.

"Ricardo needs the English the most of any of us. Please to give to Ricardo." Juana said seriously.
Jake looked at Juana with love and said, "I think we can do you both."
"Then you must give to Ricardo first. He has most need." Juana said in nearly a begging ton

"Il get him." Jake said with a smile.
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After a long silent minute with Solak's hand held gently to the side of his face, Ricardo asked, "When
do | learn to speak English?"

"You just did." Allen said in wonder.

"Oh Mijo. Es... it is wonderful." Juarsaid as tears filled her eyes.

"It's okay Mama. Everything is fine." Ricardo said in a soothing voice as he reached for her.
"Just a few more seconds.” Solak said quietly as he kept his contact with Ricardo.

"Is everything okay?" Allen asked with concern.

"Yes. All is well. | am taking the necessary precautions when melding with one so young. The transfer
is complete.” Solak said and removed his hand.

"Mijo. Do you feel well?" Juana asked with concern.

"I'm fine Mama. It's funny to know what everyone isiagy' Ricardo said happily.

"My time is short Juana. We have time to give you English as well." Solak said carefully.
Juana looked lovingly at Ricardo and said, "Yes. If it is no trouble to you."

"It is no trouble.” Solak said simply.

"Allen, can | talkto you outside for a minute?" Brady asked seriously from the living room doorway.
Every parental instinct Allen had went off like a flare at the words as he hurried out of the room.
"What is it Brady?" Allen asked before they could reach the front door.

"The boys are fine. | just saw something that concerned me and wanted to get your advice." Brady said
as they walked outside.

"What is it?" Allen asked with worry as he saw Kenny, Kevin and Reuben playing Frisbee in the yard.
"Follow me." Brady said and wadkl up the driveway.

Allen followed along looking for any sign of trouble.

"See that boy?" Brady asked, pointing to the house diagonal across the street.

"Yes." Allen said cautiously.
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"He was sitting there when we got back from the DMV this morning." Bsady seriously.

"Are you sure?" Allen asked as he looked more closely.

"Yes. | thought it was odd because it's a school day." Brady said in a quiet voice.

"That's been at least six hours... what do you think we should do?" Allen asked with concern.

"He woud probably run off if we went over there. | think we should send the boys to check on him and
invite him over if he's hungry." Brady said in thought.

"l think that's a good idea." Allen said seriously.

"Let's go talk to the guys." Brady said and startetkimg toward the boys.

"It doesn't feel any different.” Juana said curiously.
"It doesn't for me either. But | just kind of know things | didn't before." Jake said with a smile.

"That's strange. | understood you completely. I'm used to having todissly and hope I'm trarssl
ting correctly.” Juana said in wonder.

"I'm glad it worked for you." Jake said happily.

"Thank you Jake, thank you too Solak and Xain. | can't think of any way to repay you for this-wonde
ful gift." Juana said as tears formedher eyes.

"Your acceptance of he who is my son is sufficient reward." Solak said simply.

"Yes Mrs. Vasquez, there is no need to repay.” Xain said seriously.

"Please call me Juana or Mamacita, we are like family." She said shyly.

"Thank you. | will callyou Mamacita like Jake does." Xain said quietly.

"I am curious Juana, where does the name Mamacita come from?" Solak asked cautiously.

"My oldest son, Manny, used to call me that. He would bring all the children in the building to play at

our apartment.it means 'little mother'." Juana finished with a teary smile.
"Manny was killed less than a year ago." Jake whispered.
"My condolences on your loss." Solak said formally.

Juana nodded as her tears fell and said, "At least | won't have to worry as niReblden and Ricardo
now that we are here."
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Jake looked at Edovina, who was sleeping peacefully, and said, "And Vina won't have to know what it
was like to live that way."

Juana followed Jake's gaze to Edovina and smiled.

"Hi." Kenny said hesitantly.

"Hi." The boy replied cautiously.

"My name is Kenny. | live right over there." Kenny said and pointed.

"I'm Deacon, this is my brother's house."

"My Uncle Brady saw you here this morning and wanted me to find out if you're hungry."
"Yeah. I've kind of been waitg here since last night. He didn't come home." Deacon said shyly.

"Well, we have plenty of food and my Pop said that if you're hungry, I'm supposed to invite you over."
Kenny said seriously.

"Yeah. I'll just write a note for Billy so he'll know wherefiod me." Deacon said and picked up &-ba
kpack.

"This is my brother Kevin and my cousin Reuben." Kenny said as Deacon wrote the note.
Deacon glanced at Kevin and Reuben and said, "Hi." Then continued to write his note.

After an uncomfortable moment of silee, Deacon wedged his note in the door by the knob where it
could be seen.

A moment later, Deacon picked up his backpack and followed Kenny, Kevin and Reuben across the
street.

As the boys walked into the yard, Allen and Brady were waiting for them.

"This is my Pop, Allen and my Uncle Brady. This is Deacon." Kenny said happily.

"Hi." Deacon said shyly.

"Come on in and we'll fix you a good meal." Allen said gently as he led the way to the house.
"Um. Can | use your bathroom?" Deacon asked shyly.

"Sure.Kenny will show you where it is while we fix your food." Allen said with a smile.
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"Thanks." Deacon said as they walked in the front door.

"Wow. This looks good!" Deacon said with wide eyes when he walked into the kitchen and saw all the
food on thecounter.

"We all enjoyed it. Have a seat and I'll have your plate ready in just a minute.” Allen said happily.
Kenny, Kevin and Reuben all sat down at the table with Deacon.

"Reuben, would you like to get Ricardo, Jake and Xain so they can meet Deadendskked gently.
Reuben nodded and quickly ran out of the room.

"Here you go Deacon. If you want more, just ask, we have plenty more of everything." Allen said as he
also took a seat.

"Thank you sir." Deacon said quietly.
A moment later Reuben came bantoithe room followed by Jake, Xain and Ricardo.

"Deacon, I'd like you to meet my sons Jake and Xain and my nephew Ricardo." Allen said with a proud
smile.

Deacon nodded with his mouth full of food, then his gaze focused on Xain.

Allen noticed Deacon's s@and quickly said, "Okay guys. Now that you've all been introduced, why
don't you go into the living room so Deacon can eat. We'll join you when he's done."

Reluctantly, all the boys left the kitchen, much more slowly than they had entered.

"You have aadt of kids." Deacon said between bites.

"l have four, but Reuben and Ricardo are just like my own kids." Allen said with a smile.
Deacon looked at Allen curiously but didn't say anything.

"l sent the guys out of the room because | need to know one ohitvgs.t' Allen said cautiously.
Deacon looked at Allen and nodded hesitantly.

"Are you in some kind of trouble?" Allen asked in a gentle voice.

Deacon looked at his plate for a second, then nodded.

"Will you tell me about it?" Allen asked quietly.
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"Do | hawe to?" Deacon asked in a fearful voice.

"No. You don't have to tell me anything you don't want to. I'm only asking in case it's something | can
help you with." Allen said seriously.

Deacon looked at his plate and shifted his food with his fork for a femnds before asking, "If | tell
you, are you going to call the police?"

"Not if you don't want me to. But depending on what you tell me, | might need to call some of my
friends to help you." Allen said carefully.

Deacon nodded, then said, "I kind of raregvrom home."
Allen nodded and waited for more.

"My brother Billy lives across the street, but | don't know when he's going to be home again. He didn't
come home last night."” Deacon said in a scared voice.

"That's okay Deacon. We'll see that you're tadane of until he gets home." Allen said with assurance.

Deacon nodded and took a bite of food before saying, "I got a friend of Billy's to buy me a bus ticket to
get me here. But | didn't expect him not to be home."

"Well, you're in luck. You'll have food place to sleep and a whole crew of guys to hang around with
until he gets back." Allen said with a smile.

Deacon went to take another bite of food and found that he had emptied his plate.

Allen noticed and said, "There's dessert if you're ready for ytpu can have another plate of food if
you'd rather."

Deacon considered and finally said, "Dessert would be good. Thank you."

"No problem. In fact, if you'll wait a minute, I'll see if anyone else would like some." Allen said as he
stood.

Deacon watchedllen walk out of the room, then looked around the room curiously.

"Deacon is finished with his food. Would anyone like to have dessert with him?" Allen asked into the
family room.

"I'd love to but | have to be going." Brady said with regret.
"l too mustdepart.” Solak said seriously.

"Oh. I need to drive you to the spaceport.” Allen said in thought.
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"l can drive them Allen. It wouldn't be any trouble.” Juana said with a smile.

"Thank you Juana. | appreciate that." Allen said happily.

"Then all those nogoing to the spaceport, into the kitchen for dessert." Allen said happily.
Reuben, Kenny and Kevin ran past Allen into the kitchen.

"Do you want some dessert Ricardo?" Allen asked carefully.

"Yes. But | want to be with Uncle Brady more." Ricardo said shyly

Brady smiled at Ricardo and opened his arms.

Ricardo happily jumped into Brady's embrace.

Allen smiled as he left the room.

"Did you like the food?" Kenny asked as he took a seat beside Deacon.
"It was really good." Deacon said honestly.

"Our brothersXain and Jake made it." Kevin said with a big smile as he took the seat on the other side
of Deacon.

"Is Xain the one that looks funny?" Deacon asked carefully.
"He looks that way because his Dad's Vulcan." Kenny said frankly.
"He's an alien?" Deacon asketh wide eyes.

Kenny thought about the question for a few seconds, then said, "I don't think he's an alien, he's like a
half-alien because his mom was Human."

"Oh." Deacon said in thought.

"He's really cool and smart." Kevin said seriously.

"If his fathe is Vulcan and you aren't, how is he your brother?" Deacon asked carefully.

"Oh, we're all adopted." Kenny said with a smile.

Allen walked into the kitchen and stood in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt the conversation.

Deacon looked at Kenny with sfusion and said, "l thought being adopted was a bad thing. Why are
you happy about it?"
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"Because my mom, our mom, Kevin's and mine, didn't really want us. She was only our mom because
she had to be. Allen is our Pop because he wants to be. Nobody mamtenbitiming. | think that's a
whole lot better than having a mother or father just because you were born to them." Kenny $aid happ

ly.
"l guess so. My parents sound kind of like your mom." Deacon said darkly.

"Well you're here now so everything will beight. We have lots of friends who can help you." Kevin
said happily.

"Really?" Deacon asked cautiously.

"When Kenny and | were in trouble David came and got us and brought us here and made it so Poppa
could adopt us. | bet David can help you too." Kevid sath a grand smile.

"That sounds great. | just hope that Billy wants me here..." Deacon trailed off darkly.
"Is everyone ready for dessert?" Allen asked into the silence.
A whoop of affirmation raised up from the table.

"Well Brady and Solak are about leave, go in and say goodbye while | get your desserts reddy."” A
len said with a smile.

All the boys, even Deacon hurried out of the room.

Allen stood thinking for a moment, then began to get the desserts ready.

"I'l miss you Uncle Brady." Kevin saids he walked up to Brady and hugged him tightly.
"I'll miss you too Little One." Brady said softly.

"It was nice to meet you Mr. Solak." Kenny said seriously.

"You and your brother may call me Uncle Solak if you wish." Solak said peacefully.
Kenny couldn'tontain his excitement at gaining a new uncle and hugged Solak quickly.
"Goodbye Uncle Brady." Reuben said sadly as his eyes began to fill with tears.

"Il be back before you know it Reuben. Take good care of Ricardo for me." Brady said as he hugged
Reulen warmly.

"I'm glad you came to visit Uncle Solak." Kevin said with a shy smile.

"As am | Kevin." Solak said calmly.
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"Are you going to come back and visit again sometime?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"Yes. When my duties permit." Solak said warmly.

"l havepackaged the asenoi for travel." Xain said as he walked into the room.

Solak gave a haffiod of acknowledgement.

Deacon watched everything carefully and was surprised when someone placed a hand on his shoulder.

"I'm sorry | didn't get to spend any time iwgou Deacon. Hopefully we can visit next time I'm on
Earth." Brady said gently.

"You're leaving Earth?" Deacon asked with wide eyes.
"Yes. | am an officer on the Starslnterprise” Brady said with a smile at Deacon's look of wonder.
"Really? TheEnterpise!" Deacon said with excitement.

"Ask Kevin and Kenny about it when you have a chance. They were able to tour the ship when they v
sited.” Brady said with a smile.

"Awesome!" Deacon said in amazement.

"We have to go now. | hope everything works outyfou.” Brady said and gave Deacon a squeeze on
the shoulder before leaving.

After fastening Edovina's car seat into the middle seat of the Caravan, Brady and Ricardo got into the
back seat. Xain and Jake sat either side of the car seat in the middtesé@diaside Juana who was
driving.

"l discussed your education with Allen and we agreed that it would be most advantageous 1o hire a t
tor to oversee your studies.” Solak said seriously to his son.

Xain looked at his father, but did not respond.

"Allen suggested that we ask for your preference in tutor." Solak said seriously.

"I have had the most productive sessions with T'Mal." Xain said in thought.

"I will contact T'Mal tomorrow and inquire if she is interested in relocation.” Solak said with a nod.

"If she isn't, I'm sure she could coordinate Xain's studies with one of the teachers at Cama-Little E
gle." Brady said from the back where he was holding Ricardo on his lap.

"Would this facility be agreeable to such an arrangement?" Solak asked curiously.
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"The Camp was established by Clan Short and is administered by the Seminole Tribe. | think they
would be willing to make accommodations so a member of Clan Short can get a proper education.”
Brady said in a considering voice.

"That being the case, | will prope that arrangement to T'Mal and offer relocation as a secorlary o
tion." Solak said carefully.

"l believe that to be the preferable solution. Kevin and Jake will also be attending Camp Little Eagle.
The arrangement will allow me to have adequate educasiavell as social interactions." Xain saéd s
riously.

"l will contact K'war'ma’'khon Allen with the arrangements when they have been finalized." Solak said
calmly.

"Acceptable." Xain said peacefully.

Allen sat in the living room and just relaxed fowhile after the incredibly long day.

"Poppa?" Kevin asked from the living room door.

"Come in Little One, tell me what's going on with you." Allen said in a relaxed tone.

Kevin came in slowly and climbed into Allen's lap to snuggle in with him in the-baaged chair.

"l thought you'd be playing upstairs with the others." Allen said quietly sensing that all was not well in
Kevin's world.

"It was boring. I didn't want to look at models" Kevin said in a small voice.

"That's okay Kevin. You don't have to likee same things that Kenny does" Allen said gently.
Kevin snuggled further into Allen's shoulder and said, "l love you Poppa."

"l love you too Little One." Allen said and began to gently rub Kevin's back.

A long moment of silence fell between them as iKesoaked in the love and attention.

"Are you happy here Kevin?" Allen asked in a distant voice.

"I'm happier than I've ever been. | have lots of brothers and cousins and friends and a bunch of uncles
and a wonderful Poppa" Kevin said as he snuggled egbteti

"And every single one of us love you Kevin." Allen said slowly.

Kevin stretched up to give Allen a gentle kiss on the cheek.



One Door Closes 279

"While Kenny and Deacon and Reuben are looking at models, can | do something with justgrou?” K
vin asked hopefully.

"That saunds nice Kevin. Would you like to read to me?" Allen asked quietly.
"Yeah!" Kevin said happily and squirmed down out of the chair.
"I'm going to get my book. I'll be right back!" Kevin said with excitement.

"I'll be waiting for you." Allen said with a sri&i as he watched Kevin hurry out of the room.

Jake looked at Xain curiously, then initiated contact through their bond.

Xain didn't betray any outward sign of the contact, but accepted it and waited.
Jake's contact was on an emotional level and wassinfibod of comfort and welbeing.
Xain let a small smile show as he looked at Jake.

A thread of happiness flowed through the emotional link from Jake at the sight.

Kevin hurried into the living room carrying his book and went directly to Allen's .chair

"Before you start, | just want to tell you something." Allen said carefully as he guided Kevin to sit on
his lap.

Kevin got a hesitant expression and waited.

"l just want you to understand how proud | am of you Kevin. Not just for your readimyé&uything.
You behaved perfectly with Solak... well, except when you yelled at him." Allen said with a smile and
snuggled Kevin warmly.

"I'm so proud the way you get along with your brothers and behave so | don't have to worry about you
every minute. | do't know if you know this, but there are some very misbehaved children that |
wouldn't want to be in the same room with. | enjoy your company, you're fun to be around." Allen said
as he snuggled yet again.

"l love you kiddo. Now let's read." Allen saidetihgave Kevin a quick kiss on the cheek.

"l love you too Poppa." Kevin said in a whisper and returned the kiss, then said in a clear voice, "The
boy from town sat in the tree..."
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Ricardo was clinging tightly to Brady and refused to let go.
"Come Ricardolt is time for Uncle Brady to leave." Juana said carefully.

"No! He's going to leave like Daddy and never come back!" Ricardo said as he clamped his hold even
tighter.

A look of pain fell across Juana's face.

"Ricardo. How does this sound? How about Icsgou a message when | get back toEheerprise

That way you'll know right where | am. And | can send you a message every day so you'll know that
I'm coming back. How's that?" Brady asked carefully.

"Every day?" Ricardo asked in a small, shaky voice.

"Every day. | promise." Brady said seriously.

Ricardo nodded hesitantly and hugged Brady again.

"Okay. I'll send you a message when | get home tonight and it will be waiting on you in the morning.
Just ask Uncle Allen to get it for you when you wake up.'tBisaid gently.

Ricardo nodded again, then stretched up to kiss Brady on the cheek.
"l love you Uncle Brady." Ricardo said quietly.

"l love you too Ricardo. Be good for your mother so she'll let you go and do something with me when |
get back." Brady saidith a gentle smile.

"Really? Just you and me?" Ricardo said with excitement.
"If your mother says it's okay." Brady said, feeling relief at Ricardo's improved mood.
"Can we go camping?" Ricardo asked hopefully.

"l don't know. Let's both think about whaewvant to do. If you have any other ideas you can tell them
to me when you send me a message in the morning." Brady said happily.

Ricardo smiled a beaming smile and kissed Brady again.

"Earlier you spoke of your desire for my approval.” Solak said asdoel with Xain on the shuttle pad.
"Yes." Xain said impassively.

"l approve of your dwelling." Solak said simply.
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Xain thought about the words and finally asked, "Do you approve of me?"
A long moment of silence fell between the two as Solak consideregiéstion.
Finally Solak said, "No."

Xain didn't betray any emotion at hearing the statement.

"But | approve of who you are becoming." Solak added seriously.

Xain considered his father's words and said, "It is sufficient."

"Live long and prosper... XainSolak said quietly.

"Live long and prosper... Father." Xain said in a neutral voice.

CHAPTER 21

Allen looked up from Kevin's book sensing someone watching them.

After putting a hand on Kevin's arm to gain his attention, he said, "Come in Deacon."

"I don'twant to interrupt.” Deacon said shyly.

"That's okay, Kevin was reading to me. Did you need something?" Allen asked with a gentle smile.

"l was... Kevin, did | make you mad?" Deacon asked unsteadily.

Kevin looked at Deacon curiously, then shook his head.

"I was just wondering because | went in your room and Kenny started showing us his models, then you
were gone. | was just afraid I'd made you mad or something because Kenny was doing stuff with me."
Deacon said in a ramble.

Allen smiled and said, "If Keviwere mad at you, you'd know it."

Deacon looked at Allen in confusion.

"When Kevin gets mad, he tells you. If he says he isn't mad, then he really isn't." Allen saidwvith ass
rance.

Deacon smiled with relief and said, "Thanks Pop... | mean Mr. Thompson."
"Deacon, you can call me Allen or Pop if you want to. | don't mind at all." Allen said gently.

"Thanks... Allen." Deacon said cautiously.
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"Would you like to join us? Kevin was just reading to me." Allen said as he snuggled Kevin.

"Um, | wouldn't be, like, m&sing up your privacy or something would 1?" Deacon asked with concern.
"Kevin, would you mind if Deacon listened to you read?" Allen asked quietly.

"As long as he don't laugh at me." Kevin said in a small voice.

Allen nodded, then said, "Kevin wasn't thtitp read at his old school so he's just started learning. It
would hurt his feelings if he were teased about how he reads. As long as you don't laugh at him, you
are welcomed to stay."

"Thank you, | won't laugh, | promise." Deacon said seriously.

"Do youwant me to start at the beginning?" Kevin asked as he craned his neck to look at his Poppa.

"I think that's a good idea. That way Deacon will know what's happening in the story." Allen said with
a gentle smile.

Kevin nodded seriously, then asked, "Wotlde okay if | tried another book?"
"If you like. I'll be happy to listen to whatever you want to read.” Allen said as he hugged Kevin gently.
"I'll be right back." Kevin said quickly, and wriggled off Allen’s lap.

Allen smiled as Kevin hurried out of theom.

"Kenny said that Kevin is his twin brother. Why is he so much smaller than Kenny?" Deacon asked as
he looked back to Allen.

"All Kevin's life he's had to struggle to get the things he needs to survive. No one provided food for
him or watched overim to see that he was learning in school.” Allen said carefully.

Deacon thought about the words, then said, "l guess | didn't have it so bad."

"Do you want to tell me what it was like for you?" Allen asked gently.

"It'll sound stupid after everything Kevengone through." Deacon said in a small voice.

"Deacon, | have four sons. Each one has had a completely different life. I'm sure you're no different in
that respect. If it was bad enough for you to run away, then | know your pain was real. If you want to
tell me, | promise that I'll listen and I'll try to help if | can.” Allen said sincerely.

Kevin walked into the room carrying a different book.

"Would you mind if Deacon told us a little about himself before you read to us?" Allen asked quietly.
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Kevin shod his head and promptly took his place sitting on Allen’'s lap.

"I, um, | kind of got mad because my parents forgot my birthday." Deacon said quietly.

"When was your birthday?" Kevin asked curiously.

"Four days ago." Deacon said in a mumble.

"Go on." Allensaid gently.

"Mom and Dad are busy all the time. About four years ago mom went to work and so there wasn't
anyone home when | got out of school. It's got so that lately mom and dad go out at night after they get
home from work." Deacon said in thought.

"Sothey aren't spending as much time with you as they used to." Allen said quietly.

"Before | left, | hadn't talked to either one of them in over a week. I'd hear them come in from work,
then I'd hear them leave again. They didn't even look to see if hemwes.t they probably don't know

I'm gone... or care." Deacon said as tears formed in his eyes.

"So you came to live with your brother." Allen said in a gentle voice.

"Billy sent me a birthday card with a hundred dollar bill in it. | used that money ta buyg ticket to
get here." Deacon said seriously.

"Didn't you have trouble buying a bus ticket by yourself?" Allen asked curiously.

"l asked one of Billy's old friends to buy it for me. | told him | was coming to visit Billy." Deacon said
seriously.

Kevin hopped off Allen's lap and took a seat beside Deacon on the couch.

"Jake and Xain said that when you don't know what to say to make someone feel better, you can show
them like this." Kevin said seriously, then pulled Deacon into a hug.

Allen smiled and sd, "That's right Kevin. It speaks much more clearly than words."

Deacon was reluctant for a moment, but gradually accepted the hug and hesitantly put his arms around
Kevin to return it.

The tender moment was broken by a knock on the door.
"It's Billy!" Deacon said suddenly and ran to the front door.

Allen got up from his chair and was nearly to the living room door when Deacon walked bawzk in lo
king disappointed, leading Dan, JJ, Kyle and Harley.

"Hi guys, did you adopt another one while | wasn't lookirig&h asked playfully.
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"Not yet." Allen answered, letting Dan know with his tone that it was a possibility.
"Oh." Dan said quietly and waited.

"Come on in and have a seat guys." Allen said with a smile as he casually put a hand on Kel4dn's shou
der.

"Thanks.l hope you don't mind that | brought the guys. JJ had some Starfleet business to attend to, so |
drove him over there and stopped here on the way back." Dan said as he took a seat on one of the co
ches.

"That explains the uniform. Not a problem | hopeMeA asked JJ curiously.

"No. I just had to finalize a few reports and answer a few questions. It took longer to go there than it
did to do everything." JJ said honestly.

"So you're really in Starfleet?" Deacon asked with wide eyes.

"Yeah. I'm an Ensign isecurity on thé&nterprise” JJ said proudly.

"And the head of security for Clan Short." Dan said with just as much pride in his voice.
"Wow. That's so cool!" Deacon said with excitement.

"Jake and Xain should be home soon... they should have been mene hgtually.” Allen said as he
looked at the clock.

"This is really just a visit more than anything else. I'll talk to Jake for a few minutes to make sure he's
okay, but besides that, I'm just here to find out how you're enjoying the new house." DanHaie
tably.

"I love it. Buying it wiped out nearly everything | had set aside, but | don't regret it for a second." Allen
said happily.

"Well if you've run yourself short, just give me a call. You guys are family, we'll see that youaton't h
ve to do witlout anything." Dan said seriously.

"It's no problem. I still have a few reserves that haven't been tapped. I've been compulsively saving
money for ten years. It's just a shock to my system to spend it all in one go." Allen said with a smile.

"Do you want ne to tell Kenny that we have company?" Kevin whispered into Allen's ear.

Allen smiled and kissed Kevin gently on the forehead before saying, "That's a great idea Little One.
Thank you for thinking of it."

Kevin beamed a proud smile and gave Allen a peckla$s on the cheek before hopping off his lap
and running out of the room.
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"Ken, we got company." Kevin said as he hurried into his bedroom.

"Okay. We were just putting up my models. What do you think?" Kenny asked as he stood away from
the wall.

"It looks just like the picture | drawed." Kevin said happily.
"That's because we used your picture to tell us how to make it." Kenny said simply.
"Kenny let me put the ships on the bottom shelf." Reuben said happily.

"Everything looks really good. All you'mmissing is the big one in the middle." Kevin said as he looked
at the collection before him.

"Yeah. | think I'm going to get Pop to help me with that. | want to be sure it's not going to fall off the
shelf. | may need to put a hook in the wall or somettorkeep it in place.” Kenny said in thought.

Kevin nodded, then said, "You need to come downstairs now. JJ, Kyle and Harley are here."
Reuben looked at Kevin curiously.

"Harley is your age Reuben. Maybe you'll like to play together." Kevin said as hedneaikard the
door.

"Really?" Reuben asked with excitement.

"Come on." Kevin said quickly and headed for the stairs.

"Would anyone like anything to drink?" Allen asked as he stood.

"Do you have anymore of that fruit punch you had when we helped youin®v&l asked hopefully.
"Sure, anyone else?" Allen asked as he looked around.

Kyle nodded shyly as Harley nodded enthusiastically.

"How about you Dan?" Allen asked with a smile.

"You don't happen to have any coffee do you?" Dan asked cautiously.

"l will i n just a few minutes, I'm going to have some too." Allen said with a great smile.

"Thanks." Dan said with a relaxed smile in return.
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Just as Allen left the room, Kenny, Kevin and Reuben ran in.

"How are you guys doing in your new house?" Dan asked casually

"It's great. Our old house was nice, but this is a lot bigger and nicer.” Kenny said happily.
"I love it here." Kevin said, a little bit shyly.

"Me too." Reuben said with a grand smile.

"Well, if you guys are having any problems, I'm here to help yoan §aid seriously.

Kenny, Kevin, Reuben and Deacon looked at each other in confusion.

"Dad means like with feelings and stuff. He's not going to build you a skateboard ramp or anything like
that." JJ said seriously.

"Well, | think skateboard ramps afdlen’s job." Dan said to JJ with a teasing smile.

"Oh. Um, I'm okay." Kenny said in thought.

Kevin and Reuben looked at each other with unspoken questions in their eyes.

"I know it's really different here and there may be some things you aren't usegbtojust want to

talk about it, I'm pretty good at helping people deal with things." Dan said, noticing the looks between
Reuben and Kevin.

"We were just talking about it and... it's really quiet here. | mean, at night there's no sound. I'm used to
hearng people talking and traffic and music thumping and people in the hallway outside the apartment.
That's the weirdest thing." Kevin said in thought.

"The air smells different too." Reuben said seriously.

Dan smiled and said, "That's normal for anyone wimaging from a big city to a suburb. If you have
trouble sleeping, ask your father to get you a radio that you can put beside your bed to listen to at
night."

Kevin thought about the suggestion and smiled.

"Kenny and Kevin, could you help me for a minut&lén asked from the doorway.

"Sure Pop." Kenny said quickly and hurried to the door, followed immediately by Kevin.

"I don't think we were introduced, I'm Dan Richardson."

"I'm Deacon."

Dan looked at Deacon with a look of question, prompting for his\sie.
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"Deacon Pierce." Deacon said in a quieter voice.

"It's nice to meet you Deacon. These are my sons JJ and Kyle and this is my grandson Harley. The
others are at home."

"Grandson?" Deacon asked curiously.

"Harley is my son." JJ said proudly.

"But youtre my age!" Deacon said in disbelief.

"How old are you?" Dan asked quietly.

"Twelve... Thirteen." Deacon corrected quickly.

Allen walked in carrying a tray with coffee and cups along with cream and sugar.

Kenny followed with a tray of glasses of fruit ptinand Kevin brought in a tray of the pastries Juana
had made for dessert.

"Just help yourselves." Allen said after putting down his tray on the coffee table.
"Allen, could I have a minute of your time?" Dan asked seriously.
"Sure, come into the family roamAllen said curiously.

"We'll be right back." Dan said as he walked to the double doors with Allen.

"Could you tell me about Deacon? | have a feeling that he's in trouble.” Dan said seriously.

"l don't know too much. I've been trying to make ltomfortable before | press for too much infarm

tion. He ran away from home... | don't know where that is, but he took a bus to get here.” Allen said s
riously.

"How did you find him?" Dan asked in thought.

"Brady spotted him sitting on the front step af tiouse across the street this morning, he was still th
re this afternoon so we sent the boys to see if he was hungry." Allen said quietly.

Dan nodded and said, "He doesn't show any obvious signs of malnutrition or abuse. But he seems to be
carrying a larg weight of worry. Do you know why he left?"

"He told me, but | don't feel | should share it without his permission. He's not one of my sons and |
wouldn't want to break his trust like that." Allen said seriously.
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"l understand. That's probably best. Itlwe best if he can have someone to talk to and trust. | just
wanted to be sure what | was getting into before | started dispensing advice." Dan said with a sigh.

"His brother lives across the street, but didn't come home last night. I'll be willingpdke here for
the short term, but I'm not sure what | should do if it becomes long term." Allen said in thought.

"Give it a few days and if his brother doesn't show up, talk to Cory and Sean. They have a good sense
of how to handle situations like thiddan said seriously.

"But they're younger than Jake." Allen said cautiously.

"True, but they either directly or indirectly rescued all their brothers in the Clan from some of the most
horrific things you can imagine. They have the experience and thectastinrdo what's right. They-a

so have the sense to ask for help when they need it. Please trust me on this." Dan said as he looked into
Allen's eyes.

Allen smiled and said, "l will. I guess | was just thinking my boys are the only amazing kids in-the un
verse."

"All our boys are amazing. Now we'd better get back to those amazing boys before they decide we're
not coming back and wander off." Dan said with a smile.

Allen nodded and opened the double doors to return to the living room.

"Where did everyoneay" Allen asked as he entered the living room.

"Kenny wanted to show JJ and Kyle and Harley his new model and his shelf." Kevin said asdie sat lo
king at his book.

"Does it bother you that Kenny is getting all the attention?" Allen asked gently as reeteakon the
couch beside Kevin.

Kevin shook his head and said, "He needed some attention. He was feeling a little bit left out cause |
got all kinds of new stuff and he didn't."

Dan looked at Kevin with surprise, then glanced at Allen.

"When | get my piture finished, I'll be showing it off like Kenny shows off his models, so it's okay."
Kevin said happily.

"That's a very mature attitude Kevin. I'm glad you aren't going to be competing with your brother for
attention.” Dan said with a smile.

Kevin shook Is head again and said, "He's used to getting attention, he needs it more. I'm used to
being alone."”
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"Well, you don't have to be alone here Kevin. I'm here whenever you need me and you have brothers
and cousins who can keep you company whenever you wdieti'said with a smile.

"But what if | *want* to be alone sometimes?" Kevin asked seriously.

"Then | guess you'll just need to let us know when you're feeling like you need to be alone. We all need
some alone time every now and then, so no one will bgthel' Allen said with assurance.

"He's right Kevin. Every now and then it's good to be alone and work things out, just the same as it's
good to do things with your brothers sometimes too." Dan said with a smile.

Everyone turned at the sound of the frombidopening.

A moment later Jake looked into the living room.

"They're in here." Jake called out behind him.

"Did everything go alright? You seemed to be gone a long time." Allen asked with concern.
"We just had to make a stop." Jake said with a smile.

Allen looked at Jake curiously.

"Kev, would you mind getting Kenny down here?" Jake asked hopefully.

Kevin nodded and raced out of the room.

"What's going on?" Allen asked curiously.

"Just a minute Dad. | want Ken to see this too." Jake said happily.

The hunder of footsteps running down the stairs could be heard before kids started barreling into the
room at full speed.

Jake looked at the door and saw Juana walk in holding Edovina with one arm.

"Dad. Xain and | got to talking about all the stuff you'veaéor us and decided that we wanted to do
something for you." Jake said proudly.

Xain walked in leading Ricardo by the hand.
"Give it to Uncle Allen." Xain whispered.
Ricardo ran to Allen, carrying a gift bag.

Allen carefully looked in the bag, then smiledd pulled out a small oil lamp.
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"Since you had to send the asenoi back to Vulcan, we thought you might like another one that you can
keep." Jake said with pride in his voice.

"l don't know what to say." Allen said with astonishment as tears filled b& ey

"Then show us." Xain said with full Vulcan logic.

Allen smiled and sat the oil lamp on the nearby coffee table.

"Come here Ricardo. Thank you for the gift.” Allen said as he squatted to be at Ricardo's level.
Ricardo fell into the hug and enjoyed it #@long minute.

Finally Allen stood and walked to Xain.

"l am so fortunate to have you as my son. Thank you Xain." Allen said as he pulled Xain into a tight
hug.

"It is to express the sentiment that we appreciate you and are gratified that you haveislassgour
sons." Xain said in a quiet voice.

Allen moved to Jake and pulled him into a full hug and whispered, "You make me moregrpwal
every hour that | know you. | love you son."

Then Allen pulled out of the hug and looked at Dan shyly as de"Sorry about that, they surprised
me."

Dan smiled and said, "It was a wonderful surprise. Any questions | might have had about your family
coming together as a unit have been put to rest. | just need to talk with Jake for a few minutes, then
we'll get aut of your way."

"Dan. You're not in our way at all, and | hope that you and your sons come over and visit often." Allen
said seriously.

Dan smiled and said, "Only if you'll do the same."

"Just say when and we're there." Allen said seriously.

Dan looked afJ in question and asked, "Do you know if John has anything going on Thursday?"
"No. Not that | know of." JJ said in thought.

"Then come over Thursday for a purely social visit, all of you, that includes Reuben and Ricardo if you
want to come and Deacooat” Dan said and glanced at Deacon as he finished.

"Um, | guess. If Billy says it's okay." Deacon stammered.

Dan looked at Jake with question, silently asking if he was ready.
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"Can we use the family room?" Jake asked Allen quietly.
"Go ahead. Just relaws, we'll be right here if you need us." Allen said with a gentle smile.

Jake nodded and led Dan to the double doors.

Allen sat on the couch surrounded by boys. Kevin and Reuben were on one side as Harley was on the
other. Ricardo was perched in his lagding the book that Kevin, Reuben and Harley were taking

turns reading aloud.

Kenny, JJ, Kyle and Xain were talking, then Kenny motioned for Deacon to join them.

"Deacon, JJ was wondering if you needed any help. | mean, | know you didn't want to talthabo

stuff while we were upstairs, but JJ is one of the guys who helped me when | needed it." Keraty said s
riously.

"For real?" Deacon asked as he looked at JJ's uniform again.

"Yeah. | was in charge of security for the mission and | even got to talkdp and he treated me like
an adult." JJ said with a toothy grin.

"That sounds really awesome... | don't know if | need help yet or not. | was a little scared when Billy
didn't come home last night and it got kinda cold. But since | met Kenny, evefgthaen okay."
Deacon said honestly.

Kenny smiled at the statement and felt like he was able to help someone else, even if it was only a
little.

"So what happens when your brother comes home?" JJ asked seriously, now all business.

"Well, I'll tell him what happened at home and see if he'll let me live with him." Deacon said relu
tantly.

JJ nodded and said, "I hope he's okay with that. But if he's not, all you have to do is tell Kenny about it
and we'll see to it that you've got a place to stay.”

"Father ha accepted you; therefore, you will be a part of our lives regardless of the decision of he who
is your brother." Xain said seriously.

Deacon looked at Xain curiously. After a moment of thought, he nodded.
"He belongs here." Kyle said seriously.
"Is that fom Mikey or the twins?" JJ asked curiously.

"From me." Kyle said firmly.
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JJ smiled at Kyle and gave him a quick hug.
A knock on the door stopped all conversation and Deacon looked at Allen nervously.
"Xain, will you get the door? I'm being held captivallen said with a gentle smile.

Xain let a brief smile cross his face and went to answer the door.

"Good evening, may | help you?" Xain asked courteously as he opened the door.

The young brown haired, blue eyed man looked at the young Vulcan cauaadsaid, "Um, yeah. |

got a note on my door saying my little brother was over here... do you have someone name @®eacon h
re?"

"Yes, please come in. You must be Billy, | am Xain."

"Nice to meet you." Billy said as he looked at Xain curiously.

"Deacon is rifpt in here." Xain said as he opened the living room door.

"Billy!" Deacon said with joy and raced over to hug his brother.

"What are you doing here Deke?" Billy asked as he hugged his brother tightly.

"l couldn't stay there anymore. Can | live with ydtl@ase?" Deacon asked desperately.

Allen finally extricated himself from the boys on the couch and made his way over to Billy.

"I'm Allen Thompson, the father of four of these boys." Allen said with a smile as he offered his hand.

"Thanks for watching oubr Deke. | just got in from Belgium and | didn't have any idea he was here."
Billy said in a lost voice.

"Please come in and sit down. | bet you're hungry." Allen said speculatively.
"Starving." Billy said honestly as he took a seat in a viagked chair
"I will prepare food for our guest." Xain said seriously, then turned to the doorway.

"You don't have to. I'm sure I've got something to eat at home." Billy said quickly to Xain's retreating
form.

"Just relax Billy. We have plenty and it's already predabDeacon has told me a little of what's going
on and I'd like to offer to help if | can.” Allen said seriously as he took a seat on the nearby couch.
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"What happened Deke? What was so bad?" Billy asked as he looked at his brother.

"You know how | told youhat they keep going out every night and | don't hardly see them anymore?"
Deacon asked quietly from beside Allen on the couch.

"Yeah, it was like that when | visited last spring." Billy said in thought.

"They didn't see me or talk to me at all last wesk,even once. Then when they both forgot ny bi
thday... | knew it was time to go." Deacon said as tears filled his eyes.

"Shit Deke, | didn't know it was that bad. If you would have called me or something I could have come
and got you. How did you get teeon your own?" Billy asked as he motioned for his brother to join
him in the chair.

Deacon climbed into his brother's lap and hugged him tightly.

"Whoa Deke, you're getting heavy. | think this lap is only for 12 and under." Billy said in a teasing vo
ce.

Deacon didn't make any sign of hearing and just held his brother tighter.

"Billy, I have some friends who may be able to help with the legal paperwork if you choose ta-let De
con live with you." Allen said carefully.

Billy held Deacon close to his chest he thought about what Allen had said.
"Here is your food." Xain said as he carried a tray into the living room.
"l could have gone into the other room." Billy said quickly.

"l anticipate conversation during your meal, it is logical to bring the fogduaather than relocate all
those who would wish to share in your conversation." Xain said reasonably.

"You'd better just go with it. When Xain has a logical reason for something, it's pretty much going to
happen.” Allen said with a smile at Xain.

"Um, okay. Thanks Zane." Billy said quietly as he shifted Deacon off his lap.
Xain quirked an eyebrow at the mispronunciation of his name but made no comment.
"So can | live with you?" Deacon asked as he resumed his place on the couch.

Billy finished a bite of s food and said, "It's not that easy Deke. | travel all over the world. | don't
know how you'd be able to go to school or have anything like a normal life."

"Maybe we could help with that." Allen said seriously.

"How?" Billy asked curiously before takingnather bite of food.
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"You're worried about what happens when you have to go out of town for your job. What Ien sugg
sting is that Deacon could stay with us at those times. You don't have to miss work, Deaconaloesn't h
ve to miss school.

"Man, | couldn't ak you to do that..." Billy began to say.

"You're not asking, I'm offering. I've got a house full of boys here around his own age for him to hang
around with. This way he'll have something close to a stable home life. See that woman with the baby
over therewhen I'm not here, she will be. They won't be left unsupervised. I'm not trying to pressure
you Billy. It's your choice. | just want you to know that I'm serious about this." Allen finishedesincer

ly.

"l get that." Billy said in thought, then absentlpkoanother bite of his food.

After a moment to finish his bite, he said, "This food is really good."

"Xain and Jake made it." Allen said with pride.

Billy looked at Allen with a vacant expression.

"| forgot to introduce you to everyone. | always forget.tBally, this is Juana, in her arms is Edovina.

At the other end of this couch are JJ, Kyle and Kenny. On the other couch are Kevin, Reuben, Harley
and Ricardo." Allen said as he pointed.

"There wasn't a Jake in there, was there?" Billy asked curiously.

"No, Jake is in the next room with Dan. Jake is my son and Dan is JJ and Kyle's dad and Harley's
grandfather." Allen said with a smile.

"Yeah. JJ's got his own son and he's younger than me." Deacon said, obviously still amazed by the fact.
"Really?" Billy asked and received a nod from JJ.

"We'll have to tell you the whole story sometime. Right now, | need to know what you plan to do about
Deacon." Allen said gently, trying to keep the conversation on track.

"Well shit. I'm sorry, | mean... Yeah, | want Deado live with me. | just don't know how to make it
happen. | mean with court dates and social services and all that sh... stuff. | guess | can resehedule s
me of my shoots but there are some that I'm contracted to do and | can't get out of.” Billy said in
thought.

"You're a photographer?" Allen asked curiously.

"Yeah. Weird huh? | left home when | turned eighteen because, | don't know, | guess I just felt like

they didn't want me there. Anyway, | came to Florida to try and find a job and ended up gmiggp thr

all my savings in about two months. So here | was, this skater kid who was living on the streets because
| had to choose between a place to live for two more nights or eating for two more weeks."Billy fin

shed with a pained chuckle.
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"Next thing | knaw, this old dude is talking to me in the park, offering me money to take pictures of
me." Billy said with a smile.

Allen got a worried look, he'd heard this type of story before.

"No. It's cool. The old dude was really cool. He was legit. He just thdidglobk good in pictures. So
anyway, Benny, that's the old dude's name, he took me back to his place, fed me a good meal and let
me stay in his guest room that night. I'm pretty sure Benny knew | would've gone down on him for a
Big Mac... sorry, you lité guys forget you heard that." Billy said shyly.

"We heard worse. What happened next?" Harley asked curiously.

"The next day Benny did some test shots. Mostly elgse a few poses and stuff like that. When he
gets done processing the prints, he's gopesghit over how they turned out and starts planning &l th
se layouts." Billy said with a smile.

"Well for the next nine months | was spending all my time with Benny, getting my modeling career off
the ground, but | was learning stuff too. Benny showedlaeit cameras and lighting and lenses and
shit... | mean stuff. He taught me all about processing the film and how to use all the equipment and
chemicals." Billy said, then his mood shifted.

"I woke up one morning and he wasn't up yet which was weird bedenny was always up way

before | was. | went into his room to check on him and he was dead... | guess he died in his Eleep." Bi
ly said distantly.

"l had some money saved up from my modeling so | was going to be okay, but then Benny's lawyer got
ahold d me and said Benny had put me in his will three months before he died. Benny didn't have any
family so | got everything, and Benny was loaded. The house across the street was his and i‘ve been |
ving there ever since."” Billy finished with a shrug.

"So wha about your photography career? How is it going?" Allen asked curiously.

"Oh, it's great. | went through Benny's stuff and decided to go ahead and do the shoots he had sched
led. | guess everyone liked my work because they kept on giving me more jobkvélgat jobs lined

up all the way through next summer. I'll bring the portfolio over sometime, it's really awesome." Billy
said happily.

"Do you go by the name 'William Pierce'?" Xain asked curiously.

"Yeah, how'd you know?" Billy asked as he turnecdbtuklat Xain.

"I have posters of four of your photographs.” Xain said seriously.

"Cool. Do you mind if | see? It's really awesome to see my work on display." Billy said with-excit
ment.

"Please follow me." Xain said and stood.
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"Can | come too? | haven't segour room yet." Kyle asked hopefully.

Xain gave a nod, then led the way out of the living room.

"Awesome! This is so totally cool. | never would have thought of putting Backstreet in the Amazon
Rainforest, but dude, this rocks."” Billy said as he loakedind the room.

"I am pleased that you approve of the manner in which | display your work." Xain said with a slight
smile.

"There's uncle Brian!" Harley said as he pointed to the Backstreet poster.

"That's right, and over there's Uncle Curly and Unclad@way over there is Uncle Aaron." JJ said as
he walked Harley around the room.

"Uncle?" Billy asked in wonder.

"Oh, um, yeah. They're kind of related to Backstreet, N*Sync and Aaron Carter." Allen said shyly.
"And Hanson." Xain said seriously and poohte the poster beside him.

"Uncle Zac!" Harley said as he pointed.

"And here | thought | had the most awesome life ever.” Billy said in amazement.

"l think you do Billy, and this will make it even better. JC was over here today, quite a few afthe u
cleswere here yesterday to help us move in. I'm sure that if Deacon spends time over herenhe'll eve
tually meet all of them, and so will you." Allen said frankly.

"That would be so cool. Okay, if we can find a way to make it work, Deacon can live with me#nd

do like you said and he can come over here if | have to go out of town on a shoot. Of course when

school's out, he can come with me... as soon as we can get him a passport."” Billy said in thought.

"JJ, you're more familiar with the Clan's capabitiban | am. What do they need to do?" Allen asked
curiously.

JJ smiled at being asked for advice, then looked to Kyle.

"Jamie is talking to Teri right now. Jacob is talking to Cory. Justy is with Aaron. I'll let you know when
they have something.” Kykaid in thought.

"Give us a few minutes, the Clan is already on it." JJ said with a smile.
Billy and Deacon looked at Kyle curiously.

Xain turned to Allen and said, "Jake requires my assistance in the family room."
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"Go on." Allen said as he gave Xain adfrinug.
Allen turned to see Billy and Deacon looking at him in question.

"Telepaths." Allen said with a shrug.

CHAPTER 22

Kyle walked to stand beside Billy and asked, "Can you come over here tomorrow morning about ten
o'clock?"

"Um, yeah, | guess. Why?" Bi asked in confusion.

"Because Cory and Sean and Teri are going to come over to help you get legal custody of Deacon.
They have everything worked out but they need to sit down and talk to you so you can make-some d
cisions." Kyle said with a level of 9eusness that was a little freaky coming from an eight year old.
"Sure, I'll be here. Um, was Allen being like for real about the telepathy thing?" Billy asked hesitantly.
Kyle smiled and said, "Yeah, kewl huh?"

Billy smiled in return and said, "It's freplas hell to tell you the truth.”

Kyle crooked his finger to Billy to draw him down so he could whisper.

"Tell him. It's okay, he thinks you're cute too0."

Billy stood up quickly and flashed a worried glance at Allen who had his full attention on theuboys s
rounding him.

Kenny walked up to Billy and hopefully asked, "Do you want to see the shelf me and my Uncle Brady
built today?"

Billy smiled and said, "Sure, lead the way little dude.”
Kenny happily led Billy and the rest of the group across the hallow siff his new display shelf.

"Whoa, that's awesome! You guys built this yourselves?" Billy asked as he looked over the-constru
tion of the shelf.

"Uh huh, me and Uncle Brady decided how we wanted it to be last night, Kevin drew it and we built it
this moning." Kenny said proudly.

"That's totally cool. The only thing | ever made out of wood was a birdhouse in shop class, | got a 'D’
and threw it away on the way home." Billy said frankly.

"Well, I never built anything before today, but Uncle Brady showedvired to do and | put most of it
together by myself." Kenny said joyfully.



298 MultiMapper

Billy looked at Allen and saw the love and pride on his face. The feeling it stirred within him was
unexpected and he turned away, trying to focus on something else.

"What's all the?" Billy asked curiously as he looked at all the paper shapes and the strange collection
of hand drawn images on one wall of the room.

"That's my pictures.” Kevin said quietly.

"You're really good dude. Whoa, that one gives me a creepy feeling right spimey" Billy said as he
looked at the dark image of a house in the country.

Kevin looked at the indicated picture and asked, "Kenny, would you see what's wrong with Chok?"
In a second Kenny was standing before the picture with his hand on it.

"He's feelhg lonely. He's alone in his room on the computer... his instant messenger doesn't have any
names." Kenny said in a trance like voice.

"It will by the end of the night. Jacob wants his IM... never mind, he got it." Kyle said seriously.

Billy and Deacon wathed the scene carefully, in awe at the strange powers their new friends posse
sed.

Kenny smiled and said, "He just got the invitation. | think Jacob freaked him out by calling hawn by n
me."

"He meant to. This way he's more likely to answer." Kyle satdonght.
"Yeah, he did." Kenny said with a smile.

"Jacob and Jamie are going to talk to him for a while, then they're going to start introducing him around
the Clan so he can get to know everyone. Where is he anyway?" Kyle asked curiously.

"Germany, aboutorty five miles northeast of Berlin." Kenny said in thought.

"Wow, how come he speaks English?" Kyle asked curiously.

"He's not from there. He's there with his family, his mom has a job there. They live out in the country
and he doesn't speak German aodsth't leave the house. He's been lurking in chat rooms, but has been
too shy to really talk to anyone. The only guy he talked to was a real sicko freak and scared him pretty

bad." Kenny said as he focused on the picture.

"Well, he's not alone now. We'les that by the end of the week every Clan member has Chok's IM and
has been introduced.” Kyle said firmly.

"Pop, we need to get cable modem or something in here so | can get on the net. All we have right now
is the terminal in the family room." Kenny sadriously as he looked at Allen.
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"The phone will be turned on tomorrow, then I'll go ahead and get cable and things set up. I'thtry to h
ve it going by the end of the week." Allen said gently.

"Thanks Pop." Kenny said happily as he took his hand awaytfrermicture.

"Whoa, that's so cool. The picture was like, all dark and gloomy before, now it's like the sun is sh
ning." Billy said as he looked at Chok's picture.

"It hasn't changed." Harley said as he looked at the picture.
"I think Billy sees it like Ido." Kevin said as he looked at the picture closely.
"Really?" Kyle asked with surprise, then got a distant look.

"There's one way to know for sure.”" Kenny said as he looked at Kevin with an apprehensise expre
sion.

"Janice.” Kevin said in a whisper as\walked to his dresser and pulled the worn pillowcase holding
the rest of his pictures.

"Why do you have those in there?" Harley asked curiously.

"Some of them hurt to look at and some of them are of you guys. I'd feel like | was spying on you if |
couldsee how you're feeling all the time." Kevin said as he looked through the pictures.

"Oh Fuck!" Billy said and turned away from Janice's picture.

"l think that means he can see the pictures like you do Kev." JJ said with a look of concern directed at
Billy who was turned away and wiping his eyes.

"Are you okay Billy?" Deacon asked with concern.

"Yeah, it's just... that was just wrong! Warn me next time you're going to show me something horrible."
Billy said as he tried to regain control.

"I'm sorry Billy, but people who don't see like we do, don't feel anything when they see that picture.”
Kevin said quietly.

"It was just a picture of a fuzzy bunny doll." Deacon said hesitantly.

"l think we'd better go downstairs for a few minutes. Billy's had enough sfarcise day." Allen said
with a gentle smile.

Billy looked at Allen and felt warmth at Allen’'s concern for him and smiled in return.
Kyle quickly said, "If you don't mind, I'd like to look at Kenny's new model."

"That's fine, we'll be downstairs in thgihg room when you're done." Allen said gently.
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As Allen and Billy walked downstairs, Allen noticed movement in the kitchen.

"Juana, what are you doing?" Allen asked curiously.

"l was just peeling some potatoes for breakfast in the morning." Juana sdid Bocused on her work.
"You don't need to do that, | can cook for the boys when I'm home." Allen said seriously.

"I don't mind. It makes me feel good to be able to help." Juana said peacefully.

Allen smiled and said, "Well then, I'd be happy to let goak breakfast for us. Please just remember
that | don't expect you to cook all our meals."

"I remember. It feels good to care for the family.” Juana said as she remained focused on her potato
peeling.

"Billy, would you and Deacon like to come over foelkfast in the morning, | mean, you'll be coming
over in the morning anyway." Allen asked with a smile.

"l guess so. | mean, as long as it isn't any trouble. | don't really have any food in the house except for
canned and frozen stuff." Billy said honestly

"There will be plenty for everyone." Juana said quietly.

"So it's no trouble at all.” Allen said as he led the way back into the living room.

"Did you really want to see my new model again?" Kenny asked curiously.

"Well, I wouldn't mind, it's really kel. But the main reason | said that was to give Allen and Baly s
me time to talk. | think that if they get the chance, they could be really good friends.” Kyle-said s
riously.

"You mean like boyfriends?" JJ asked with a smile.

"Maybe. They both like eaatther so far. We just have to give them some time to get to know each
other.” Kyle said in thought.

"Really? Billy and Allen?" Deacon asked with wide eyes.
"That's okay isn't it?" JJ asked Deacon with concern.
"Oh, um, yeah. | just never thought of Billyou know... with a guy." Deacon said shyly.

"Is Billy straight?" JJ asked Deacon, then glanced to Kyle.
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"Billy is just Billy. He doesn't have any hangps either way. If someone attracts him, he's open to what
happens." Kyle said in thought.

"Wow... | hopel can be that way when I'm ready to start dating.” Deacon said as he considerad the st
tement.

"Me too. | mean, | guess | never really thought about it. I grew up with Dad and Pop and they told me
about gay stuff and straight stuff, but | never reallyutitd about it having anything to do with me."
Kenny said as he sat on the edge of Kevin's bed.

"I'm gay." Kevin said seriously.

"Really?" Kenny asked in surprise.

"Yeah. | mean, I've never done anything about it, but | know I am.” Kevin said simply.

"Well, since I've got a boyfriend, | am too." JJ said seriously.

"Me too." Kyle said frankly.

"Really? All you guys are gay?" Deacon said with surprise.

"Yeah. But if you think about it, except when we're doing boyfriend stuff, it doesn't make us any diff
rent fom anyone else.” JJ said as he also sat on Kevin's bed.

Deacon nodded at the statement and looked at Kenny to see a matching look of thought.
"l don't think I'm anything yet." Reuben said speculatively.

"That's okay Reuben. Some guys know as soon aditltegut what it means to be gay and some don't
know until they're grown up." JJ said seriously.

"It's good to know that if | find out | like guys that no one will be freaked out by it." Deacon said in
thought.

"Yeah. | think we're all happy about thatJ'shid with a smile.

"l don't know why you're being so nice to me and Deacon, but | really appreciate it." Billy said as he
took a seat.

"It started with Deacon. When | saw how he was hurting about how your parents treated him, | had to
try and help. Sice I've had the chance to talk with him, and now you, | feel like you two are an exte
sion of my family and... honestly, | enjoy your company." Allen finished shyly.

Billy smiled and said, "It's been a really long time since | felt like someone wanteumela. well,
except for, you know, sex and stuff.”



302 MultiMapper

"Well you and Deacon will always be welcomed here. We're just starting this family and I'd like for
you to both be considered as part of it." Allen said with a smile.

"What do you mean you're just stagP" Billy asked curiously.

"When my lover Carl died, | thought | was completely alone. His son Kenny was sent to Chigago to |
ve with his mother. A lot of things happened and | ended up with four sons that | officially adopted on
Saturday and | bought thhouse for our family yesterday, well, officially | bought it today." Allefin
shed with a peaceful smile.

"Oh, | thought, | mean, I guess | just assumed that Kevin, Kenny and Jake were really your kids, |
mean, like you were their father... you know whaean don't you?" Billy finished with frustration.

"Yes. You thought | was their biological father. I'm not, but I'm trying to be the best father that | can be
to all the boys." Allen said seriously.

"Do you think you'll still have time to do stuff, ydanow, like dating and stuff?" Billy asked nervously.
Allen considered for a moment and said, "You know, | haven't really thought about it, but with Jake
and Xain being as responsible as they are and Juana being here, | don't think there wouldabe any pr
blem with me dating... well, except that | don't like clubs and bars where | might meet someone."”
"How about me?" Billy asked in a whisper.

"Really?" Allen asked in surprise.

Billy nodded and waited anxiously.

"I mean, yes. Of course. But | have to warn ytoat it hasn't been very long since | lost Carl. I'm really
going to need to go slow." Allen said cautiously.

Billy got a look of relief and said, "That's totally cool Allen. I'm not trying to drag you into bed. | just
think | like you and I'd like to tak#he time to get to really know you."

"Thanks Billy. That's what | want too." Allen said gently.

"We can go downstairs now." Kyle said suddenly.

"Why?" JJ asked curiously.

"They've said everything they need to. We don't have to hide out anymore." Klyées e stood.
"Are they going to be boyfriends?" Kevin asked with a smile.

"They've both said they like each other and want to get to know each other. When they've talked for a
while, then maybe." Kyle said seriously as he led the way out of the room.
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Dan walked out of the family room followed by Jake and Xain.

"How is everything?" Allen asked with immediate concern.

Dan looked at Jake with question.

"Really good. Dan says that I'm going to be okay." Jake said quietly.

"I'm glad to hear it. You scaredanhalf to death last night." Allen said with a relieved smile.
"l think we've got that covered now." Jake said as he looked around the room.

"Does anyone else need to talk about anything while I'm here?" Dan asked as he looked aroond and n
ticed Billy.

"Excuse me Dan, Billy Pierce, this is Dan Richardson. He's a child psychologist. He's just talking with
the boys to help them adjust to being in a new place. Dan, this is Billy, he's Deacon's brother." Allen
said with a smile.

"Nice to meet you Billy. The offr is open to you and Deacon too if you feel like talking aboyt an
thing." Dan said seriously.

"Um, | don't know. Do you feel like talking Deke?" Billy asked as he looked at his brother.

Deacon looked at Dan and hesitantly nodded.

"Come into the family rom and we'll talk for a minute." Dan said as he gestured to the double doors.
"Can Billy come with me?" Deacon asked unsteadily.

"If you want him to." Dan said with a gentle smile.

Deacon nodded as he looked at his brother.

Billy got up with a look of appieension and followed Deacon and Dan into the family room.

"Did Mamacita go home already?" Jake asked into the silence that followed.
"No, she's peeling potatoes in the kitchen." Allen said as Ricardo crawled up into his lap.
Xain shared a meaningful loakth Jake, then walked out of the room.

"How are you doing Ricardo?" Allen asked quietly.
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"I'm getting sleepy.” Ricardo said as he laid his head on Allen's chest.

"I'm sure your mother is going to be taking you up to bed soon. It is about your bedtilee.5ad
gently.

Juana came into the living room pushing the stroller with Edovina. A moment later Xain walked in and
stood just inside the door.

"l just wanted to let you know something." Jake said seriously to the assembled group.

Allen looked at Jake ith concern.

"After talking things over with Dan and Xain | figured out some things. | want to be Edovina's father
no matter what the test results say. If they come back saying that I'm not really her father, then | want
to adopt her like Allen did for mend my brothers.” Jake said firmly.

"Are you sure?" Allen asked carefully.

"Yeah Dad. Dan talked to me and | figured out that | really love Vina. The test won't change the fact
that I'm already her father in my heart." Jake said seriously.

Allen smiled andsaid, "I'm proud of you son."

"Thanks Dad." Jake said with a smile, then looked at Xain.

"The child of my bonemate will also be my child. When Jake has the legalities of his custody in place,
| will file the necessary reports to have Edovina officiaflgagnized as Edovina Vasquez Thompson,
daughter of Xain Thompson of the house of Suvak." Xain said seriously.

"I'm going to be a grandfather!" Allen said with a great smile.

"Yes Father." Xain said seriously.

"Mona is going to go ballistic when she findst gshe's a great grandmother.” Allen said as he cuddled
Ricardo who was now asleep on his chest.

"So does that make me Edovina's uncle?" Kenny asked curiously.

"That's right, you and Kev will be Vina's uncles. | guess all the guys in the Clan will be Mncdeés if
you think about it." Jake said happily.

"No one had better ever mess with Vina." JJ said seriously.
Jake walked to the stroller and looked at Juana with question.
She gave a small nod and a smile in response.

Jake carefully lifted Edovina toadle her in his arms with Xain standing at his side.
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"I'd like you all to meet our daughter.” Jake said quietly to the room full of people.

JJ, Kenny, Kyle and Harley walked over to share in the moment as Kevin and Reuben shared a smile
with each other.

"What's going on?" Billy asked as he walked out of the family room with Deacon at his side.

"I'd like you to meet my daughter." Jake said as he walked to stand before Billy and Deacon.

"Whoa, we weren't in there *that* long."” Billy said in astonishment.

Laughter spread around the room at the statement as Billy and Deacon took turns looking at Edovina.

"Xain and | are going to be Vina's parents. Mamacita, Allen and Solak are going to be hea-grandp
rents.” Jake said happily.

Billy looked from Jake to Xaimi confusion for a second then asked, "You two?..."
Xain gave a serene nod as Jake smiled.

"Whoa!" Billy said with wide eyes, then looked at Allen who was still holding Ricardo.
"Get used to it Billy. Things like this seem to happen in my family." Alled paacefully.

"Yeah. Just think about how much your life has changed since you knocked on the front door.” Kyle
said with a knowing smile at Billy.

After a moment of thought, Billy said, "The little dude's right. This place is totally freaky, but lie, in
good way."

"Thank you Billy. That's the best description I've heard of our home so far." Allen said with a smile.

"Well guys, it's getting late and we need to be going. You guys have school tomorrow." Dan said with a
smile.

JJ, Kyle and Harley got up join Dan. Everyone else got up to walk Dan out.

"I'll look foreword to seeing you all on Thursday. Juana and Billy, I hope you'll come too. I'd like the
chance for the adults to just sit and talk while the kids play."” Dan said sincerely.

"Um, yeah... thasounds great." Billy said slowly, then beamed a full smile.
"Yes. It will bea pleasure.” Juana said warmly.

"Well then, good night everyone."” Dan said as he led his boys to the front door.
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"Good night Dan. Thanks for everything." Allen said as he followitd Ricardo sleeping in his arms.

"Yeah, that goes double for me." Jake said quietly as he followed, still holding Edovina.

"We should be going too. Thanks for the good food and watching out for Deke and, well, just ever
thing." Billy said quietly.

"We'll see you in the morning Billy. Breakfast will be about eight o'clock, will that be okay?" Allen
asked with a smile as he noticed Ricardo shifting in his arms.

"Oh yeah, we'll be here." Billy said with a smile.

"It was nice to meet you Deacon. I'm glach@y spotted you sitting over there this morning.” Allen
said gently.

"Me too. I'll see you tomorrow." Deacon said happily.

Allen smiled from the doorway as Deacon and Billy walked up the driveway.

"It is past time for Ricardo to be sleeping.” Juana sdtid avtender smile at her son.
"I'll carry him up." Allen said quietly.

Juana looked as if she were going to argue, but finally just nodded and led the way out of thd-house fo
lowed by Allen carrying Ricardo, Jake carrying Edovina, and Reuben bringig uear.

As Allen walked into the front door of the house he said, "Jake, get your brothers together and let them
know that we're going to the store."

"What?" Jake asked in surprise.

"I'll explain on the way. It's getting late and we have some sesioygping to do." Allen said as he
walked to the family room.

By the time he had returned to the entry hall, all the boys were standing and waiting.

"What do we need to go shopping for?" Kenny asked as Allen pulled out of the driveway.

"It was Deacon's bihday a few days ago and he didn't get any presents. | want us to fix that. Kevin, |
want you to pick something from you and Reuben. Kenny can get something from him and Ricardo.
Jake and Xain can pick something out together from them and Edovinaki'igghething out from
Juana and I." Allen said as he drove to the nearest shopping center.
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"How much can we spend?" Jake asked cautiously.

"Try to keep it reasonable. We want to get him something he will enjoy, but we don't want him to feel
strange about.il mean, it's going to be strange enough to have a breakfast birthday party.” Alen fin
shed with a smile.

"You're such a cool Dad. | hope | can be as good a dad to Vina." Jake said with appreciation.

"I'm sure you will be Jake, but if you ever need ftliehe right there to help you." Allen said seriously.

"Thanks Dad." Jake said happily.

Xain looked at Jake curiously for a moment, then said, "I do not understand the custom of celebrating
the occurrence of one's birth. Would you explain?”

"Sure. It's lke setting aside a day to show your appreciation for someone and to tell them that you're
glad that they are a part of your life." Allen said seriously.

Xain nodded and said, "She who.... My mother would celebrate our birthdays, but | did not understand
the significance."

"Well, to be honest, | think a lot of people think of it as an obligation or tradition to be observed and
don't treat it as a celebration of the person.” Allen said as he pulled into the parking lotesf the d
partment store.

"Such is ofterthe case with ritual and ceremony." Xain said in thought as he got out of the car.

"We can split up to make this go quickly. Xain can go with Kenny and Kevin and Jake can come with
me. That way Xain and Jake can communicate telepathically to coordimags. thiwould be terrible if

we all got Deacon the same thing." Allen said with a smile.

As the group entered the store, Allen led Jake toward the cards and wrapping paper as Kenny led his
group to the toys.

"l think Deacon would like this one, but iked of small." Kenny said as he inspectadnodel car &-
refully.

"Perhaps you should ask Father if you could purchase two of the lower priced items, one from you and
one from Ricardo." Xain said reasonably.

Kenny nodded and began to look at the modegisshi
"That guy is watching us." Kevin said quietly to Kenny and Xain as they looked at the models.

"Do you think he works here?" Kenny asked after a glance.
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"No. I've seen guys look like that before. He's waiting for one of us to be alone." Kevin saidlgerio

"Really?" Kenny asked in wonder as he looked at the man who was pretending to look at a board game.
As soon as the man saw Kenny watching him, he reached down and suggestively rubbed his crotch.

Kenny quickly turned his back to the man as hegdaitic rush through him.

"Jake and Father are on their way. We are to stay together." Xain said without expression.

Kenny looked at Xain with a trace of fear in his eyes, trying to ignore the man farther down the aisle.
"Hi guys. How are you doing?" Allersked as he walked onto the aisle.

The man at the other end of the aisle quickly put down the box he was pretending to look at and walked
away.

"Better now. Thanks Pop." Kenny said with a small smile.
"Shouldn't we do something about him?" Kevin asked Adlemously.

"I don't know what. The only way he can be arrested is if he does something. Acting strangeiisn't a cr
me." Allen said with a shrug.

"I'm glad you sent Xain with us. | feel better knowing I can call you if | need help." Kevin said-hones
ly.

"And | feel better knowing that you can recognize someone who might be dangerous. All three of you
behaved perfectly.” Allen said happily.

"Did you pick out your presents?" Kenny asked curiously.

"Yes. Jake helped me pick out this hdredd video game. It isnexpensive, but it's nice enough that he
should enjoy it. Jake says this one is fun to play.” Allen said as he held it out for everyone to see.

"That's great. We were just thinking that instead of getting one of the bigger models, we could get him
two of the smaller ones, one from me and one from Ricardo.” Kenny said as he held out a small ship
and car.

"That sounds good to me. Have you found anything Kevin?" Allen asked with a smile.

"l thought Deacon might like a game that we could play together." Kawthand pointed to the row of
board games.

"That's perfect Kevin. Not only will he have a new game, but it will be something else you guys can do
together.” Allen said as he gave Kevin a gentle squeeze on the shoulder.

"Did you pick anything out Jake?"élny asked curiously.
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"Well, | was thinking that Deacon might like something kind of grayan | mean, he's officially a
‘teenager' now. So | thought we could get him a really cool jacket or something. I'll need Xain to help
me pick it out, he's got a midetter eye for style than me." Jake finished with a smile at Xain.

"Well, go ahead and pick out a game and I'll meet you in the clothing section. Remember o stick t
gether." Allen said before walking toward the front of the store.

"Come on guys, we'reaving." Allen said darkly.

"What?" Kenny asked in confusion as he looked at Allen.

"Just leave your cart and lets go. We'll shop somewhere else.” Allen said firmly.

"What happened?" Jake asked as he hurried to Allen's side.

"l went to tell the store mager that we had spotted a sexual predator following children around the
store. He basically called me a liar and insinuated that he would call the police if | harassea-his cust
mers." Allen said as he led the group toward the front of the store.

"What abait Deacon's birthday present?" Kenny asked with concern.

Allen spotted the store manager standing by a nearby cash register with a line of customers waiting to
be checked out.

In a loud voice Allen replied, "We'll go to another store where the managernfigakes warnings
about sexual predators stalking little boys in the aisles seriously."

Kenny saw the shocked expressions of the people in the checkout line and realized what Allen was
doing.

"All he did was play with himself when | looked at him." Kersaid, more for the benefit of tha
stomers than Allen.

"He's not going to get the chance to do more... well, not with you." Allen said firmly and led the group
of boys out the front door.

As Allen was pulling out of his parking place, he noticed a stfr@ustomers leaving the store with
the store manager calling after them.

Allen smiled as he said, "There's a nice store about ariil@ffrom here. | bet we'll find everything we
need there."

At the sound of the chiming tone Allen walked to the familgm to accept the incoming transmission
with Jake and Xain right behind him.
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"Brady? I'm surprised to be hearing from you. | was expecting Solak." Allen said with a smite of su
prise.

"He's here too. | talked with Solak on the way here and we agreativioatid be logical for me to be
present while he ran the DNA test."” Brady said, trying to maintain a serious tone.

"Well, don't keep us in suspense. What did the test say?" Allen asked anxiously.

"I don't know. Solak asked me to initiate the transmissibite he got the final results." Brady said
simply.

Solak walked into view of the terminal and asked, "Are Jake and Xain present?"
"Yes, they're right here." Allen said as he adjusted the view to take in the whole room.

"The result of the test is as follewin the matter of Edovina Juanita Vasquez, Jacques Allen Thompson
is the biological father."” Solak said seriously.

"Yes!" Jake said happily, then gave Xain a firm kiss and hug in celebration.
"Thank you Solak. That's wonderful news." Allen said happily.

"I will make the necessary notations and reports. The official documents recognizing the changes in
status will be sent to your Clan headquarters as is customary in these situations.” Solak said seriously.

"Thank you Solak,you too Brady. You just gave tise perfect ending to a very interesting day." Allen
said with a smile.

"You're going to be getting a message in a few minutes from me. It's for Ricardo when he wakes up in
the morning. Will you make sure he gets it?" Brady asked hopefully.

"No problem. Hve a good night, both of you. Thank you again... Live long and prosper.” Alien fin
shed with a smile.

"Live long and prosper.” Solak said in return before terminating the transmission.
"I'm really a father." Jake said in wide eyed wonder.
"We are father$.Xain said seriously.

"Let's get to bed now, it's really late and we still have a birthday party to set up in the morning." Allen
said as he hugged his sons.

"Yeah, make sure to wake us up in time to help you." Jake said with a smile.

"You bet. There's gng to be plenty for all of us to do." Allen said as he walked with his sons to the
stairs.
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"I know he's going to love the presents.” Jake said happily.

"l believe he will be most pleased to know that someone thought enough of him to give presents.” Xain
said seriously.

"l think you're both right. Have a good night guys. | love you." Allen said as they reached the top of the
stairs.

After a hug from each of his sons, Allen went to his room to get some much needed sleep.

"Jake, you kissed me." Xain sadriously as soon as they were in their bedroom.

"l did?" Jake asked in thought, then said, "Oh, yeah. | guess | did. I'm sorry. | didn't mean to, | just got
caught up in the news."

"The action caused a cascade of emotional reactions, all of them quéguydowand a physica&r
sponse." Xain said carefully.

"Oh, well, I'm sorry if | caused you any trouble. Is there anything | can do?" Jake asked with concern.
"Kiss me again." Xain said simply.

Jake looked at Xain and saw no emotion displayed on hiséabe reached out through their bond and
sought contact.

A flood of emotions washed over Jake as he looked into Xain's eyes.
Slowly Jake bent down to gently kiss Xain's lips.

"I will never hurt you.' Jake whispered in his mind.

'l will always protect youXain responded, just as quietly.

The kiss became more passionate as Jake held Xain more tightly.

'l love you Xain." Jake said in his mind.

Jake felt something like fingers sifting through his mind, through his soul, before Xain finallp+respo
ded, 'l loveyou as well Jake.'

After another long minute of kissing, Jake pulled back to look into Xain's eyes.
"l wish to sleep in your arms tonight.” Xain said quietly.

Jake smiled and said, "I think that's a great idea. Come on."
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Xain began to remove his clotheddamticed Jake watching him.
"Are you going to disrobe before sleeping?" Xain asked curiously.

"Yeah. | just want to see... | mean, are you going to wear pajamas like last night or what." Jake asked
curiously.

"l do not wish to be encumbered by clothingdin said quietly.
"Me either." Jake said as he started to undress.

"I am... inexperienced regarding matters of human sexuality. | will require instruction."” Xain said car
fully.

"I have enough experience for both of us. But tonight, | just want to faé@éolding you. We can do
more when we're ready." Jake said quietly as he finally pulled down his underwear to reveal himself to
Xain.

"You are more developed than | would have guessed." Xain said as he focused on Jaket&cs@mi
nis.

"You're prettywell hung too." Jake said with a long look.

Xain looked into Jake's eyes and reestablished their telepathic link.

Jake felt Xain's emotions wash over him like eddies and currents within his battered soul.
"Come on. Let's get some sleep.” Jake pa#tefully as he climbed into his bed.

Xain crawled into the bed next to Jake and cuddled into his side.

"l love you Xain." Jake whispered as he sent his love through their bond.

"l love you too Jake." Xain said quietly and returned Jake's love along@ntrous portions of
contentment and joy.

CHAPTER 23

Jake awoke to a feeling of apprehension and began to search for the source.

After a moment, he realized that the blanket was pulled down and Xain was looking at his morning
erection.

"What's wrong Xain?Jake asked quietly.

"l was considering the size of your penis." Xain said in a whisper filled with concern.
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Jake pulled Xain to rest against him and said, "It's just over six inches, that's okay; I've probably got a
little growth left in me."

"But my pers is small in comparison. You said | was ‘well hung' and | find that to be inaccurate.” Xain
said quietly.

Jake gave Xain a quick kiss before saying, "You've got about four inches there when it's hard. That is
‘well hung' for a twelve year old. I've setot of naked guys so | know what I'm talking about. Come
on."

Jake urged Xain out of the bed to walk to the bathroom.

The insistent buzzing of the alarm clock shook Allen out of a peaceful sleep.
Reluctantly Allen got out of bed and dragged himsethtobathroom to start his morning ablutions.

Deciding that he could change into something more proper later, Allen pulled on a pair of sweat pants
and a tshirt before exiting the bedroom.

After a moment to consider his plan for the morning, Allen dedidedake Xain and Jake.

He opened the outer bedroom door of their room and entered the dressing room that divided the bat
room from the bedroom.

Allen gave a gentle knock on the bedroom door and was surprised when the bathroom door behind him
opened.

"Dad, could you come in here for a second? We need your advice." Jake said seriously frommthe bat
room.

Allen walked into the bathroom to find Jake and Xain standing side by side, completely naked.
"We need you to look at Xain and tell him what you think." Jekd seriously.

Allen had a momentary expression of surprise, but Jake's serious tone drew him fully into his conce
ned father role.

"What am | looking for?" Allen asked as he looked at his sons standing side by side.

"Jake says that my penisappropriate for my age and body development. | feel that it may be-inad
quate." Xain said in his Vulcan demeanor.

Allen nodded at the seriousness of the situation and looked at Xain with a critical eye.

"Considering your age and the shape and size oflyadly, I'd estimate that you've just entered pube
ty. | can see the beginning of muscle definition in your chest. As far as your penis, I'd have to say that



314 MultiMapper

it's exactly what | would expect for a twelve year old boy. The size and shape seem perfectly normal
and in proportion wittyour body size." Allen said seriously, then looked into Xain's eyes.

"Thank you Father." Xain said with a slight smile.

"It's no problem Xain. It's common for boys your age to be concerned about their development. Just
realize thatlake recently went through this himself, if he tells you something is normal, he's speaking
from experience." Allen said with a smile.

"Thanks Dad. I just didn't want Xain to feel like he was too small or something like that." Jake-said h
nestly.

"Well, that's obviously not a problem. Xain is perfectly developed for his age. Come into your bedroom
for a second, | have something | need to talk to you about." Allen finished in a serious voice as he left
the bathroom.

"Don't worry about getting dressed yeiless you want to." Allen said as he sat on the foot of Jake's
bed.

"What's wrong Dad?" Jake asked as he and Xain sat beside Allen.

"This is one of those things a father has to do, well, should do, and it's hard to find the right way to say
it." Allen saidin thought.

"If you're about to tell us about 'the birds and the bees' | think we've got it covered." Jake said with a
gentle smile.

"No, I'm not worried about that. What | want to tell you about is how to perform a self examination for
testicular cancér Allen said frankly.

Jake and Xain looked at Allen curiously.

"First off, I'm not going to demonstrate unless you absolutely need me to. Basically what you need to

do is get familiar with the shape and feel of your testicles. You can either do thisifeelyor each

other. The reason this is important is because if there are any dramatic changes, it may be the indication
of a problem.” Allen said seriously.

"So you want us to feel each other's balls?" Jake asked cautiously.

"Or feel your own, which evas more comfortable to you. The important thing is to perform the ex
mination occasionally to be sure that everything is normal. Testicular cancer strikes young men and
now is the time you start watching out for it. If something is out of the ordinargamweéake you to a
doctor to have it looked at." Allen said as he looked at his sons with honest concern.

"So if we find something wrong... what happens?" Jake asked cautiously.
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"It may be something as simple as removing a small lump; a simple outpatgertys The thing is,

that same lump left untreated could kill you. Guys, a friend of mine named Paul had testicular cancer a
few years ago. He was always told that touching himself was something wrong and dirty. He had no
idea that anything was wrong urttie cancer spread to his lymph nodes. By that time it was too far

gone to do anything about it. He was twesity. Before he died, he told me what the doctors said about
how important selfexamination is." Allen said seriously.

"So how often should we dt?" Jake asked quietly.

"About once a month should be fine. I'm not trying to scare you guys, | just want you to both have long
healthy lives." Allen said frankly.

"Thank you Father." Xain said with a small smile of gratitude.

"I'm just trying to sharehie things I've learned along the way. But for now, get dressed so you can help
me set up Deacon's birthday party." Allen said with a smile as he stood.

Both Jake and Xain pulled Allen into a firm hug.

"l love you guys." Allen said as he returned the hug.

"As we love you Father." Xain said in a voice filled with emotion.

Allen gave each boy a kiss on the cheek before leaving the room to wake the other boys.

Author's Note: For more information about Testicular Cancer and self éxanticrc.acor.org/

"Good morning Juana, | didn't realize you were here already.” Allen said as he walked into the kitchen.

"Yes, | wanted to make tortillas to go with breakfast. Reuben and Ricardo are watchittpa c@aeo
in the living room, | hope that isn't a problem.

"No, that's fine, but | think we'll be getting their help in a few minutes. We decided to have a birthday
party for Deacon this morning so we'll need all the help we can get decorating and gvpappents.”
Allen said as he poured himself a cup of coffee.

"It is his birthday? | didn't know, | would have bought him a gift." Juana said with concern.

"l picked up something from the both of us. It's a small video game." Allen said with a smile.

"Thark you Allen, that was very considerate."” Juana said with a gentle smile.

"Deacon's birthday was a few days ago... his parents forgot. That's why he ran away from home. | can't
understand parents who could forget their child's birthday..." Allen trailed off

Juana stopped her food preparation and shook her head.
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"Such people lose sight of what's important.” Juana said distantly.

"You're probably right, they're probably not evil, just misguided.” Allen said before taking a sip of his
coffee.

Juana nodded at¢ statement and continued to work on her tortillas.

"What do you want us to do Dad?" Jake asked as he hurried into the kitchen, followed by Xain, Kevin
and Kenny.

"l think Jake should be in charge of the decorations, you can ask Reuben and Ricardgdo twvlp
balloons and streamers. Xain, Kenny and Kevin can work on wrapping presents. I'll be here if anyone
needs help." Allen said with a smile.

"What about a cake?" Kenny asked with concern.

Juana looked at the clock, then raced to the cabinet tcalooikd.

"Well, | got the candles and things for decorating a cake last night, but | thought we could just have the
cake with lunch. | don't know if a birthday cake at breakfast would be a good idea." Allea-said s

riously.

"There is time to prepare a cakeit it would delay breakfast. Perhaps Xain could prepare the cake."
Juana said seriously.

"Yeah Pop, it's not a real birthday party without a cake. Kev and | can wrap the presents.” Kenny said
in an imploring tone.

Allen smiled at his sons and said, "I gag/ou guys are right. We *need* a cake to make it a real bi
thday party. What do you say Xain? Will you be able to get it done in time?"

Xain walked to look at the cake mixes Juana had pulled from the cabinet and froze in concentration.
Allen looked curiaisly at Jake who was standing between Kevin and Kenny, also frozen in thought.
"There is sufficient time if | begin immediately." Xain said seriously and walked to the refrigerator.

"Then | guess it's time to get to work." Allen said with a smile.

"Goodmorning." Allen said happily as he opened the front door.
"Hey, how's it going?" Billy asked casually.
"Everything's fine. How are you this morning Deacon?" Allen asked with a smile.

"Um, good. Billy's place is really neat. He's got lots of reallystldf.” Deacon said happily.
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"Benny collected antiques. It kind of makes it feel like a home." Billy said shyly as Allen led them into
the kitchen.

"Is everyone else asleep?" Deacon asked as he looked around the empty kitchen.

"No, they're in the dining @m waiting on us." Allen said and indicated the closed dining room door.
Billy started to walk toward the door, but stopped at the feeling of a hand on his shoulder.

Allen held Billy back so Deacon would be the first one through the dining room door.

"HAPPY BIRTHDAY!"

Deacon froze in his tracks at the sight and sound.

There were balloons and streamers throughout the room and a large banner draped above the windows
that said, 'Happy Birthday Deacon'.

"What?" Deacon asked in a small voice.

"Happy birthday Deeon. We decided that since you didn't get to have a party on your birthday, we'd
have one for you now." Allen said with a smile.

Tears were falling down Deacon's cheeks as he whispered, "Thank you."

"Go on, your presents are on the buffet right over thédéen said as he coaxed Deacon further into
the room.

Billy leaned into Allen's side and whispered, "Thanks Allen."

Allen smiled at Billy and nodded, then turned his attention back to Deacon.

"This one's from Allen and Juana." Deacon said with exciteaghe looked at the label.
"Go ahead, open it." Kenny said with excitement.

Deacon quickly tore off the paper and looked at the {neehdl game.

"This is so awesome! Some of the guys at school used to have this, | always wanted to play it." Deacon
said wih excitement.

Allen smiled at Jake who was beaming with happiness.
"This one's from Kenny." Deacon said happily and opened the gift to find a model Jaguar.
"Oh, this is so cool, you don't have one like this do you Ken?" Deacon asked with a delighted smile.

"l have an older Jag, but | don't have the new one." Kenny said with a smile.
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"Thanks Ken, this is great.” Deacon said and walked over to give Kenny a quick hug.
Deacon hurried back to the presents and picked up the next one.

“This one is from Kevin and éuben.” Deacon said with excitement at the large package and opened it
to reveal a Monopol yE game.

"Billy and | used to play this all the time! Thank you!" Deacon said as he put down the game and ran to
hug Kevin and Reuben.

"I thought it'd be good to ggbu something we could all play together." Kevin said from the hug.
"Yeah, all of us can play. Thank you guys." Deacon said as he hugged Reuben tightly.

Allen noticed that Juana's eyes were shining with tears at the happy sight.

"This one's from RicardoDeacon said and opened the gift quickly to find a model ship.

"It's great Ricardo. Thank you." Deacon said and quickly hugged the three year old.

Billy smiled at the sight and couldn't help but give Allen a quick hug to express his happinessiand grat
tude.

"This one's from Jake and Xain and Edovina." Deacon said happily as he opened the strangely flexible
present.

Deacon's eyes went wide and he fell silent as he looked at the casual charcoal gray blazer &nd teal bu
ton-up shirt.

"We thought that since yoe'officially a 'teenager' now, you'd like to have something kind of grown
up to wear." Jake said hesitantly, not knowing how to interpret Deacon's expression.

"It's..." Deacon whispered, then ran to hug Jake.

"No one's ever given me anything like this vefdr'hank you." Deacon said with joy as he changed
from hugging Jake to Xain.

"There's one more thing." Allen said as he walked to the buffet and took out a small box.

Deacon looked at Allen with anticipation.

"This gift is from the whole family." Allen sd and handed the box to Deacon.

With shaking hands, Deacon opened the hinged lid to reveal a golden chain with a small angel pendant.
"It's beautiful, thank you." Deacon said in awe.

All the boys gathered around to see the necklace that they didn't Kiewhad bought.
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"It's Mikey!" Kevin said in surprise.

"That's what | thought too. That's why | bought it." Allen said with a smile.

"Mikey?" Deacon asked curiously as he examined the charm.

"He's our guardian angel. | guess this means he's watchingavévg." Kevin said happily.

"Let me put this on you so we can have breakfast.” Allen said with a smile and took the necklace from
the box.

After fastening the necklace, Allen stood back to look at Deacon.

"It looks great Deke. | didn't realize how growm you're getting." Billy said in a voice of wonder.
Deacon smiled and hugged Billy tightly.

"Boys, come and help me bring in the food." Juana said quietly.

The boys followed Juana out of the room to get the breakfast food that was keeping warm in the oven.

"That was the best breakfast I've had in... ever." Deacon said in appreciation.

"I'm glad you liked it. It is the type of breakfast we would have when | was a child." Juana aaid, be
ming with pride.

"I've been all over the world and this is the b@siakfast I've had."” Billy said with a smile as he sat
back in his chair.

Juana looked at Xain with question and received a nod in return.

Xain hurried out of the room as Juana moved to the window to draw the blinds.
"What's going on?" Billy asked curioysl

"It's just getting bright outside." Allen said with a smile.

Billy looked at Allen suspiciously, not buying it for a second.

Allen smiled at Billy and glanced at Deacon.

Billy followed Allen's glance and saw Deacon looking at his video game.

Suddenly tle lights in the dining room went out and the glow of a cake covered with thirteen lighted
candles came into the room.
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Allen started singing 'Happy Birthday' and was joined by the rest of his family.

Deacon stared at the cake in wonder as it blazed bdafare h
"Go ahead Deke, make a wish and blow out the candles." Billy finally prompted.

Deacon closed his eyes for a second in thought, then opened them and blew out the candles in one grea
gust of breath.

Everyone clapped as Juana turned the lights back on.
"I couldn't eat another bite." Billy said looking regretfully at the cake.

"Me either. | thought we could have the cake after lunch. But we had to bring it out at the official bi
thday party.” Allen said with a smile.

"Thank you." Deacon said with tearshappiness gliding down his cheeks.
Allen walked to Deacon and pulled him into a gentle hug.

"Today is your day Deacon."

Billy, Allen and Juana were standing and watching as the boys were throwing the Frisbee around the
yard.

"I've never seen Deke so hgppBilly said in a distant voice.
"Well, we're going to do whatever it takes to make sure he stays this happy.” Allen said seriously.

Billy thought about the words and finally said, "The career, bank accounts, fame, and all those other
things don't meanrgithing when you compare them to this... This is success."

Xain left the group and walked to the adults with a hesitant expression.
"What's wrong Xain?" Allen asked curiously.
"l believe | have performed sufficient 'Frisbee' for today." Xain said seriously

Allen smiled at the statement and said, "I'm glad you got your daily dose. What would you like to do
now?"

"May | hold Edovina?" Xain asked and looked at Juana.

"Yes, of course." Juana said and gently transferred Edovina to Xain's arms.
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"When Sean an@ory arrive, we will know what steps must be taken for me to become a'niriloto Ed
vina." Xain said seriously as he held Edovina close to his chest.

"A what?" Billy asked curiously.

" A'nirih, it means nurturing Father. We got the test results last nighlae was confirmed to be
Edovina's biological father." Allen said gently.

"So Zane and Jake are going to be the baby's parents?" Billy asked curiously.

"Yes. Due to their ages, Juana will probably be taking care of Edovina the majority of the tinge, but a
Jake and Xain grow older, | expect that they will assume more and more of a parental role as Juana and
| take on the role of grandparents.” Allen said in thought.

"That is so weird, you're what? Thirty?" Billy asked curiously.

"Yes, good guess." Allen shwith a smile.

"It's weird thinking of you being thirty and a grandfather.” Billy said seriously.

"Deacon is older than Xain, if he adopted a child like Xain's doing... it would basically be the same
thing for you." Allen said seriously.

"Yeah, | guess.Billy said in thought.
"What's wrong?" Allen asked in concern.

"l just don't know if I'm ready for the whole parent thing... | mean, you're good at it, but... | stilf feel |
ke a kid." Billy said helplessly.

"You want to know the secret?" Allen asked iwlisper.

Billy looked at him and hesitantly nodded.

"| still feel like a kid too." Allen said in a conspiratorial whisper.

Billy laughed and said, "That explains how you thought of having a party for Deke... | can't thank you
enough for that Allen. | carnbelieve my parents were such assholes. They still haven't called to tell me
he's missing, they might not even know."

The smile fell off Allen's face as he said, "As satisfying as it might be to let them worry when they find
out, it would be the wrong thg to do. We'll find out your legal options in just a little while, then no

matter which way that goes, you need to let your parents know that he's here."

"l guess you're right. | just feel like | want to hurt them for the way they hurt Deke." Billy ghicw
hint of anger in his voice.
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"l can't think of any way that this could turn out that your parents will feel anything but hurt." Allen
said seriously.

"They might not care." Billy said quietly.

"If that's the case, then Deacon being here is the bssilgb®thing that could happen to him." Allen
said sincerely.

"It already is. Trust me Allen. Deacon has never been this happy before." Billy said as he looked at the
boys throwing the Frisbee.

"Just hang on, in less than an hour Teri and her sons wikge Then we'll have all the information
we need to work out what to do next." Allen said seriously.

"Thanks Allen. I'd be freaking out about what to do right now if you weren't here." Billy said with a
smile.

"I'm sure you would have done fine. It's jestsier when you have friends to help you." Allen said,
thinking of JC and Chip.

Billy gave a grand smile and said, "Yeah, friends."

"How's my little angel doing?" Jake asked in baby talk as he approached Xain and Edovina.

"I am well." Xain said with hi&/ulcan facade fully in place.

Allen and Billy started laughing at the statement as Jake looked stunned.

"Good one." Jake finally said in amazement.

Xain allowed a small smile to fall across his face as he offered Edovina to Jake.

Jake gently kissed Edowron the forehead, then whispered, "Thanks."

Xain initiated their link and merged his emotions with Jake's so they could share their love for Edovina.
"Okay, | see it now." Billy said as he watched Jake and Xain.

"They're a family." Allen said simply.

The car pulled into the driveway as all the boys watched.

"Hey guys." Cory said happily as he got out.
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"Hi Cory, do you have Clan business today?" Kenny asked as he ran to the car.

"I have a little with Jake and Xain, nothing you guys need to worry aboorty'<aid as Teri and Sean
joined him.

"Then maybe you can play Frisbee with us when you're done?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Mom's already not happy with us taking a day off from school, if it looked like we were having fun...
I'm afraid not." Cory said, theglanced at Teri.

"They showed me what needed to be done, so | agreed. But I'm not completely happy." Terilsaid to A
len and Billy as they approached.

"Teri, Sean and Cory Short, this is Billy Pierce and... over there with Kevin is his brother Dedeon." A
len finished, pointing.

"Nice to meet you Billy." Teri said automatically.
"You too." Billy said as he shook her hand.

Kenny immediately noticed what was wrong and said, "Billy, I'd like to introduce Cory Shorga-the P
triarch of Clan Short and Sean Shoristdrian of Clan Short."

"Nice to meet you." Billy said as he shook each boy's hand in turn, then asked, "What does that mean?"

"If we can go somewhere we can sit down and talk, I'll explain it. Thanks Kenny." Cory finished with a
smile.

Kenny gave a smilef pride as Allen guided the group into the house.

Billy nervously took a seat at the kitchen table as he looked at the strangers who were about to change
his life.

"Billy, we've done some investigation into the matter of Deacon and found that younisdzaee not
filed a missing person's report or taken any action that would indicate that they know Dea®n is mi
sing." Cory said seriously.

Teri then said, "Your brother doesn't show any signs of physical abuse or neglect, but | haveubeen ass
red by ClarShort's intelligence team that he has been psychologically neglected to a point that is quite
dangerous.”

Billy considered the words and had to ask, "How? | mean, they ignored him. How is that dangerous?"

"When someone feels ignored, unloved... in the \weasre are ways they have of getting attention."
Cory said carefully.
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"Cries for help." Sean interjected.

"A person in Deacon's situation might easily become suicidal, or abusive. He could resort to just about
any type of criminal behavior in an effortgain attention and acceptance." Cory said firmly.

"Deke wouldn't do anything like that." Billy said seriously.

"He just ran away from home and traveled halfway across the United States by himself. Even though
everything turned out for the best, that wasdood luck, not his good judgment.” Teri said seriously.

"Okay, I'll give you that one." Billy said in thought.

"We're just making the point so you understand what choices you have before you." Teri said seriously.
"Okay. Lay it on me." Billy said seriolys

"I am the Director of Federation Child Services. | have the authority to remove Deacon fromdhe cust
dy of your parents and place him with someone who would look after his interests. | have faund suff
cient grounds to invoke the Federation's Safe H&atrstating psychological neglect and abamdo

ment as cause." Teri said seriously.

"Clan Short was charged by Ambassador Sarek with the duty of rescuing and protecting neglected and
abandoned children. In accordance with that primary function of the iClamld be possible for us to
assume custody of Deacon. We founded Camp Little Eagle as a place where boys like Deacon can
grow up in a safe and encouraging environment." Cory said as he looked into Billy's eyes.

"You want to take Deacon away from me?Il\Basked with a note of fear.

"No Billy. Just listen. What we're telling you are the choices you have." Sean said firmly.

"That's right. Mom can invoke Safe Haven and name you as Deacon's guardian if that's what you want
to do. But it's important that yainderstand that you have other choices. Think about what you want

and what's best for Deacon and then make your decision.” Cory said seriously.

"Yeah. So that's it? Me or the Camp?" Billy asked hesitantly.

"Well, there is always the chance that someorghtwant to adopt Deacon.” Cory said and glanced at
Allen.

"I would be willing if Billy thought that would be best for Deacon." Allen said seriously.

"Okay. Can | have a few minutes to think about this? It's kind of a big step no matter how it gees." Bi
ly said in an overwhelmed tone.

"Sure. And you might think about asking Deacon what he thinks. It *is* his future we're deciding."
Sean said frankly.
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"Yeah. Um, thanks for giving it to me like this. | appreciate you being honest about my choices."” Billy
saidas he stood.

"Would you mind sending in Xain and Jake, we need to talk to them for a few minutes.” Cory asked
quietly.

"Yeah, sure." Billy said absently as he left the room.

Billy walked outside in a daze of thought when he encountered Jake and Xacesned looks.
"They want to talk to you guys next.” Billy said absently.

"Are you well?" Xain asked Billy with concern.

"I've just got to decide what's best for Deacon. It's a lot of responsibility.” Billy said in thought.

Jake looked at Edovina in asms and said, "I know what you mean. We've got to do the same thing
for Vina."

"What are you going to do?" Billy asked, momentarily broken out of his daze.

"We will envision the best possible future for Edovina, then make the choices that are most likely
provide it." Xain said seriously.

"Even if it means you aren't going to be her parents?" Billy asked cautiously.

"I think the most important thing for Vina is to have someone who loves her. | already said that | would
adopt her even if the test provedidsn't her biological father. | *am* her father now, no matter what."
Jake said firmly.

"But I'm not Deacon's father... he needs a father, doesn't he?" Billy asked in turmoil.

"When Deacon is hurting, who does he turn to for comfort? When he is in ngediance, who does

he ask for answers? When he is alone, who does he turn to for companionship? Who is his example?

Perhaps being a father is not a matter of biology as much as a matter of love." Xain said speculatively.

Billy thought about the words, thegave a big smile as he said, "Thanks guys, that's one lucky little girl
you've got there. She's got some smart daddies."

"l think Deacon is pretty lucky too." Jake said as he motioned to Xain that they should be going.

"We're about to find out." Billy sd as he looked across the yard to find Deacon watching hine-appr
hensively.
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"Can | hold her?" Teri asked with a grand smile.
"Of course." Jake said as he handed Edovina to Teri.

"What a beautiful little girl." Teri said as she looked deeply into Edavote’k green, almost brown
eyes.

"That's my granddaughter.” Allen said with pride.

Cory motioned for Xain and Jake to take their seats and opened a folder.

"Xain, he who is your father has appended the official records to reflect Edovina's change.iAstatus
Patriarch of Clan Short it is my duty to see that the steps you are about to take are logical and in the
best interest of all involved.” Cory said firmly.

Xain gave a nod of acknowledgement.

"I would like for you to define how you see the roles adati@ships of the members of your family."
Cory said carefully.

"Jake is T'hy'la to me as | am to him. | am a'nirih to Edovina as Jakenslda." Xain said simply.
Cory looked at Xain speculatively, then asked Jake, "Do you agree with Xain?"

"Yes. In aur extended family, Mamacita... I'm sorry, Juana, Allen and Solak will be recognized as
grandparents to Edovina. Kenny, Kevin, Reuben and Ricardo will be Uncles.” Jake said seriously.

"What do you see as the role of Edovina’'s mother, should she retuam?aSed cautiously.

"Right now, | don't think she should have any parental rights. She ran away and left Vina witkt her m
ther. If Lupe gets treatment for her addictions... then maybe she could share in Edovina's life." Jake
said seriously.

"Is there anytimg else we need to know before we make everything official?" Cory asked carefully.

"Yes. It would be preferable for Edovina's name to be changed to match that of her father's.” Xain said
seriously.

Cory arched an eyebrow as a prompt to continue.
"It is Human custom for a child to carry the surname of the father. | believe it will lend to Edovina's
emotional wellbeing to be assured that she is part of our family by carrying our name." Xain said in

his most logical tone.

Cory thought about the fact that lo&n name had been changed to Short and tried to imagine how his
life might have been effected if Teri had not taken that step.
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"Mom? You get along well with Judge Robison, do you think he can squeeze us in?" Coryaasked c
sually.

"Give me a minute." Teriadd as she tried to dial her cell phone one handed.

Xain immediately went to Teri's aid and took Edovina from her, leaving her free to make her call.
Cory and Sean both watched with tender smiles as Xain cuddled Edovina close to his chest.
"That should tak& care of any doubts you had." Allen said with a smile.

"We didn't have any doubts. We just had to ask the questions to make it official. If Sarek has a question
about anything later, we can honestly say that we followed the prescribed method." Seartaid q

"Thanks Officer Bridges, | appreciate it." Teri said happily and rang off.
"Good news?" Allen asked hopefully.

"Two o'clock in Judge Robison's chambers. The clerk is going to squeeze us in so we have ® have ev
rything ready to go." Teri said seusly.

"No problem. Once we get Deacon's situation sorted out, we just have to swing by Starfleet, the Vulcan
Embassy and the bicycle shop.” Cory said in thought.

"The bicycle shop?" Allen asked with a smile.

"Calen got a flat tire, so we need to pick upesv tube. It's a dad thing. You understand.” Cory said
with an impish grin.

"Yes | do." Allen said with a smile.

"I guess we'll give Billy and Deacon a few more minutes, then go get them." Cory said in a considering
voice.

"Would you guys like something tirink while you're waiting?"

"The guys said you were going to decide what to do with me." Deacon said in a fearful voice.
"Yeah. But | need to know what you want me to do first." Billy said honestly.

"l want you to let me live with you!" Deacon said degately.

"l want that too Deke, but this isn't just for a week or two. We're talking about at least until you're

eighteen. How are you going to handle it when | have to leave for a few weeks to do a shoet in Ven
zuela or Australia?" Billy asked with conmoe
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"Allen already said | could stay with him when you have to go away." Deacon said seriously.

"I know. We can find a place for you to stay. | mean inside, how are you going to feel about it? | don't
want you to ever have to feel like you did with mom dad. If you can't handle me being away sem
times, then it might be best if | let Allen adopt you. He already said he would if that's what we wanted."
Billy said with tears in his eyes.

"You don't want me?" Deacon asked in a small voice as tears stdlitegfidawn his cheeks.

Billy pulled his brother into a tight hug and said, "Of course | want you, you little dipshit. | just want to
be sure you're not going to feel like I'm abandoning you when | have to go to work."

Deacon sniffed back his tears and s&is long as | know that you really want me, and you're going to
come back and be with me as soon as you can, | want to live with you... | love you Billy."

Billy hugged Deacon even tighter as he said, "I'll always come back just as soon as | canpl grew u
with the same shit you did Deke, | won't ever leave you if | don't absolutely have to, and | promise I'll
take you with me whenever | can."

"Thank you Billy. You're the only one who ever loved me. That's why | had to come here." Deacon
said as he sniffedgain.

"You're the only reason | made all those trips back home. Hell, the last time | visited, | only saw Mom
ten minutes the whole week | was there." Billy said quietly.

"You remember what Dan said last night about both of us talking to him?" Dasked in a timid
voice.

"Yeah." Billy replied, matching his brother's tone.
"l think | need to... I've been, kind of, thinking some bad things." Deacon said hesitantly.
"I know bro. | did too when | was living there." Billy said in a soothing voice.

"No. | mean really bad. Like | thought about killing myself. | thought about it a lot." Deacon said more
loudly.

"Shhh. I know Deke. | did too." Billy said as he hugged even more tightly.

"Really?" Deacon asked in a whisper.

"Yeah. You want to know a secret?'llgiasked as he bent a little to be even with Deacon's ear.
Deacon nodded quickly.

"You're the reason | didn't do it. | couldn't hurt you like that.” Billy said in a whisper.

Deacon started crying as he said, "Me too."
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Billy held Deacon through his teak/hen he finally started to quiet, Billy said, "As soon as we're done
here, I'll take you home and we'll call Dan."

Deacon nodded into Billy's chest.

"Come on. Let's tell these guys what we've decided to do." Billy said quietly.

CHAPTER 24

"Uncle Allen?" Rcardo asked from the doorway of the kitchen.
"Yes Ricardo?" Allen asked curiously.
"Uncle Brady said he was gonna send me a letter this morning." Ricardo said shyly.

Allen smiled at Ricardo and said, "There's a message waiting for you in the familybetame get
some drinks for everyone then I'll play the message for you."

Ricardo took this as an invitation and hopped up on a kitchen chair to get his drink.

"Does your mother know where you are?" Allen asked casually as he poured drinks for everyone.
Ricardo nodded seriously.

"Do you like living here Ricardo?" Teri asked gently.

"Uh huh. It's fun here." Ricardo said with a big smile.

"How old are you sweetie?" Teri asked, entranced by Ricardo's youth and innocence.

"I'm this many." Ricardo said as he pdbuheld up three fingers.

"Oh my, that's old."” Teri said with a radiant smile.

Ricardo nodded seriously at her statement, then smiled as Allen placed a glass of fruit punch before
him.

"Thank you Allen.” Teri said quietly as she also accepted a drink.
"Can we go get Uncle Brady's letter now?" Ricardo asked hopefully.
"As soon as you finish your drink."” Allen said gently.

Ricardo dutifully took a long drink of his punch.

Billy and Deacon entered the Kitchen and took places at the table.
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"This is my brotler Deacon." Billy said with a smile.

"It's nice to meet you Deacon." Teri said warmly, then her eyes were drawn to the necklace he was
wearing.

Deacon noticed her interest and proudly said, "Allen and his family gave me this for my birthday."
"It's beautitil.” Teri said in a whisper.

Sean and Cory got up from their chairs to get a closer look at the necklace.

"Wow, it looks like Mikey." Cory said in wonder.

"Kenny said that Mikey was our guardian angel." Deacon said cautiously at the interest theyowere sh
wing.

"Yeah. He is." Sean said quietly as he walked back to his seat.
"I'm finished." Ricardo said happily as he presented his empty glass to Allen.

"Well let's go and get your message." Allen said as he picked up Ricardo.

"Have you decided what you watietdo?" Teri asked Billy quietly.

"Yeah. Deke and | both want him to live with me." Billy said with absolute certainty.

"Good. | think that will be best for everyone involved.” Teri said seriously.

Billy looked at her curiously.

"It had to be your choicéf we came here and tried to influence your decision in any way, then you
might have felt railroaded into it. This way both you and Deacon know that he is here because you
want him to be, we're just making it happen.” Cory said honestly.

"Yeah. Thanks fothat." Billy said in thought.

Teri picked up a folder and opened it.

"I had some paperwork made up in case this is what you decided. If you'll just sign these, you shouldn't
have anything to worry about.” Teri said in a professional voice.

"What are thesé'Billy asked as he looked at the papers.
"Well, the actual custody paperwork is just waiting for me to file it. These papers are to request De

con's medical and dental records and school records. The last page is a limited guardianship paper for
you to keep. Since you're going to basically be a single parent you may need to find someone to care
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for Deacon while you're away. Just fill in the name and you both sign it and they'll be able toenake m
dical decisions on Deacon's behalf in the event of an en®rgein fact, | have one for Allen andalu
na to sign too." Teri said as an afterthought and pulled another folder from her briefcase.

"Oh, um, Allen and | already discussed it and he's going to take care of Deke when | have to go out of
town, so | gueskll need him to sign this." Billy said in thought.

"That'll work. Cory and Sean can sign off as witnesses. It's as good as having it notarized." Texi said s
riously.

"Really?" Billy asked curiously.
"We're Starfleet officers. That's one of the perks."yGaid with a smile.
"So you're head of that Clan thing AND a Starfleet officer?” Billy asked in wonder.

"Yeah, Kenny told me all about it. Cory is an engineer oiJtB8 Enterprisand Sean is a helmsman."
Deacon said with excitement.

"And the Clan things a Vulcan Clan. We are all officially recognized as grandsons to Ambassador S
rek. Cory is the Patriarch of Clan Short, all the other members are recognized as our brothers." Sean
said seriously.

"Kevin and Kenny and Xain and Jake are all part of the.Claeacon said with a smile.

Billy smiled at Deacon and said, "Then the Clan must be a really good thing because those guys are
great."

"Yeah. Do you want to see my birthday presents? They had a birthday party for me this morning, it was
like the coolesthing ever!" Deacon said, nearly bouncing with his excitement.

Teri, Sean, Cory and Billy all got up from the table at Deacon's urging as he drew them up by shear
will.

"It's in here." Deacon said impatiently from the dining room doorway.

"Good morning kcardo. I'm here in San Francisco." Brady's image said from the terminal.
"Hi Uncle Brady." Ricardo said with excitement from Allen's lap.

"This is a recording, like a movie. Listen to what Uncle Brady says, then you can record a message
back to him." Alle said gently as he paused the video.

"Okay." Ricardo said in thought.

Allen pressed the play button and the message continued.
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"l hope you've been thinking about what you want to do when | visit next time." Brady said with a
gentle smile as Ricardo noddseriously.

"Il send you another message tomorrow and let you know what's been going on. You be good for your
mother and take good care of your brother." Brady said gently.

Ricardo nodded again.

"l love you Ricardo. Have a good day." Brady said and etfgetransmission.

Ricardo turned in Allen's lap to hug him tightly.

"Do you want to send a message to Uncle Brady?" Allen asked quietly.

Ricardo nodded into Allen's chest.

"Okay, sit facing the screen and I'll set it up to record for you." Allen saidaNitippy smile.

Ricardo sat facing foreword and watched carefully as Allen sat the controls to record.

"Wow, they really went all out.” Cory said as he entered the room with balloons and streamers.

"Yeah. It was so awesome. Me and Billy came ovebfeakfast this morning and | didn't have any

idea that they were going to do this!" Deacon said as he raced ahead of the group to proudly display his
presents.

"This is from Allen and Juana." Deacon said as he presented the video game to Sean.

"Oh, Justy ks this one. In fact | think | remember Uncle Chip saying he had to buy Justy a second one
because he wore the first one out." Sean said as he handed the game to Cory.

"These models are from Reuben and Kenny." Deacon said as he handed both boxes to Sean.

"I have this ship at home, but I think this is the new Jaguar. It's really nice." Sean said as he carefully
looked at the package.

"Kevin and Reuben bought me this game so we can play it together." Deacon said as he held up the
game for everyone to see.

"That's really great. Presents you can share are the best." Cory said with a smile at Deacon's e
thusiasm.

"And this is the coolest thing ever. Jake and Xain and Edovina got me some really nice clotiies.” De
con said as he handed the jacket and shirt to Teri.
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"l think this is the first time I've ever seen anyone excited to get clothes for their birthday." Teri said in
surprise.

"It's not the same as getting socks Mom. This jacket is something really nice he can wear when he goes
somewhere. Deacon will have sdimag kind of grown up to wear. It's kind of like when | wear my
uniform.” Sean tried to explain.

"Oh, | get it." Teri said with a smile at her son.

"And they sang 'Happy Birthday' to me and we even had a cake!" Deacon said with joy as he moved to
show offhis birthday cake.

"As birthday's go, this looks like a really good one." Teri said as she looked around.

"It was the best ever! | never, ever expected that anyone would ever do something like this for me!"
Deacon beamed with absolute joy.

Cory smiled andaid, "I've had some really great birthdays Deacon, but | don't think I've ever had one
as good as this."

"l doubt that anyone has ever enjoyed a birthday this much."” Billy said from behind Cory.
"I'm willing to bet his next birthday will be even bette€bry said over his shoulder.
Billy looked at Cory curiously.

"I have no doubt that in the next year Deacon is going to make lots of friends and by the time his bi
thday comes around you may need to rent a hall to hold them all.” Cory said seriously.

Billy looked at his brother and smiled as he thought about the words.

"Here you are." Allen said as he walked into the dining room, carrying Ricardo on his hip.

"Deacon was just showing us the wonderful birthday party he had this morning.” Teri said veth a pe
ceful smile.

Allen smiled at the sight of Cory and Sean showing Deacon how to play the video game.

"I have a few papers for you and Billy to sign. | don't think the guys will miss us.” Teri said with a sm
le at the chattering boys.

"Somehow, | think you# right." Allen said with a chuckle as he led the way out of the dining room.
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"Hey Dad, have you seen Vina's stroller? She needs to be changed.” Jake asked as he walked into the
kitchen carrying Edovina.

"l think | remember seeing it in the dining room\len said in thought.
"Thanks." Jake said quickly and detoured into the dining room.

Xain walked into the kitchen a moment later, then after a momentary distant look, walked into the d
ning room.

"Telepaths." Allen said as he noticed Teri's curious esgioa.

A nod of understanding was Teri's only response.

Xain held the dining room door open as Jake hurried past him with the stroller.

"Cory, | wish to inquire of my duties to Clan Short." Xain said seriously as he approached Cory, Sean
and Deacon.

"Oh, yeah. It looks like you've adjusted to your new family. When | get home ['ll talk to the guys about
what we need as far as a database and they can send the specs to your terminal.” Cory said seriously.

"Would it be desirable for me to be on site to perfony duties?" Xain asked in thought.

"l don't think so. You'll have access to everything you need through the terminal. You can viéeo conf
rence with us if you have any questions about required fields or design specifications. There isn't any
urgency so yo can work on this project in your spare time. Make sure the needs of your family come
first." Cory said firmly.

"As you say, my Patriarch.” Xain said reverently.

"T'hy'la, Vina needs her A'nirih." Jake said as he entered the room.

Xain took Edovina intoils arms and held her gently.

"l need to restock her diaper bag. I'll be back in a few minutes." Jake said with a smile.

"Jake seems to have a talent for picking up languages.” Cory said speculatively.

"I was able to transfer my knowledge of Vulcan to Jakbhe same manner | acquired English from
him." Xain said as he shifted Edovina in his arms.

"Jacob said that was nearly impossible to do.” Cory said seriously.

"It is a specialized skill that | have acquired. With the assistance of he who is my fatasralble to
transfer Jake's knowledge of English to Mamacita and Ricardo.” Xain said seriously.
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"That's a really handy talent.” Sean said in thought.

"With a telepath to facilitate the transfer, it would be possible to repeat the process if theralis a nee
Xain said seriously.

Cory and Sean looked at each other in thought, looking as though they were communicating telepath
cally.

"I'll talk it over with the others and see what they think about it. This could actually solve quite a few
communication proleims. We've had to be really careful about misunderstandings.” Cory said in
thought.

"Kevin knows a lot of languages, would it be possible for you to transfer those?" Sean asked curiously.

"l have not examined the mnemo structures of my brother, so | cgayeiith certainty. But it would
be a reasonable assumption.” Xain said carefully.

"We'll get back with you later Xain. If this works, you will be able to perform a much needed service
for your Clan." Cory said seriously.

"It will be an honor to serve." &n said reverently.

"Guys, signature time." Teri said from the doorway.
"Okay Mom. We've got to go Deacon." Cory said quickly.
"Thanks for showing me how to play guys." Deacon said as he focused on his game.

"No problem. Maybe you can come over with guwys sometime and check out our game collection,
it's pretty cool." Sean said with a smile.

"Yeah, I'd like that." Deacon said as he turned off the game and looked at Cory and Sean.

Cory and Sean left the room and a minute later Deacon followed.

"That'sit. As soon as everything is filed, it's all official.” Teri said as she gathered her copies &f the p
perwork.

"Thank you Mrs. Short for all you've done." Juana said with appreciation.
"Please call me Teri. I'm glad to be able to help." Teri said honestly

"Will you be able to join us for lunch?" Allen asked hopefully.
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"I'm sorry but we can't, but if you'll save us a few slices of birthday cake, we'll have some before we go
with you to court at 2:00." Teri said as she stood.

"We'll make sure to save thrpeeces for you." Allen said with a smile.
"What about us?" Cory asked with a wounded expression.

Teri shook her head in exasperation at her son as Cory and Sean giggled at her expression.

As the group walked outside, Billy said, "It was nice to meeadfatbu. Thank you for all your help."
"We were glad to do it Billy. Remember to call us if you need anything.” Teri said seriously.

"That goes for me too Teri. If you ever need my help with anything, all you have to do is ask.” Billy
said sincerely.

"You'd better be careful, she will." Cory said with a teasing smile.
Billy smiled and put an arm around Deacon as he watched them get into their car.
"So is everything okay?" Kenny asked as he ran up to the group, followed by Reuben and Kevin.

"Yeah. | get to sty with Billy, and when he goes out of town for his job | get to stay with you guys."
Deacon said happily.

"Really?" Kenny asked and looked at Allen in disbelief.

"That's right. It's all been settled." Allen said with a smile at the boys' enthusiasm.

"Come on Deke, we've got some calls to make." Billy said quietly.
"Calls?" Deacon asked curiously.

"Yeah. We need to get things set up with Dan... then we need to call Mom & Dad." Billy finished
quietly.

"Why?" Deacon asked, refusing to move until he hadtiesfactory answer.

"Because they need to know what's going on. It's all settled, you're staying with me... We're just letting
them know where you are." Billy said seriously.

"They don't care." Deacon said darkly.
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"I wish | could tell you that they did,ub | really don't know. This isn't about them, it's about us doing
what's right." Billy said reasonably.

"He's right Deacon. It's the right thing to do." Allen said seriously.
Deacon nodded, then suddenly walked to Allen and gave him a tight hug.
"Thanks br my birthday party.” Deacon said passionately.

Allen smiled and gave Deacon a gentle hug in return as he said, "Remember that we still get to have
birthday cake after lunch. For that to happen, you two have to be here. Will 12:30 be okay?"

"Whatever youwsay Allen. After all this | know better than to argue. We'll be here." Billy said with a
smile.

"I'l see you guys later then." Allen said as he released Deacon from the hug.

As Deacon walked back to Billy's side, Billy and Allen shared a momentary labktkured them
both of each other's feelings.

"Will you tell me what is concerning you?" Xain asked Jake in a quiet tone.

"It's something that's kind of tough to talk about.” Jake said honestly as he made sure Edovina was
sleeping in a comfortable pasin in her stroller.

Xain took a seat on the couch and watched as Jake finally finished seeing to Edovina.
Jake looked at Xain seriously, then nodded and took a seat beside him.

"l don't know how much you know about my life before | came here, but Ist'sgy | was sexually
active." Jake said in thought.

"As evidenced by the presence of your daughter.” Xain said logically.
Jake smiled and said, "Yeah, | guess that could be a hint."

Xain quirked an eyebrow as a prompt for Jake to continue.

"Yeah, I'm geting to it." Jake said in thought.

Xain gave a slight nod as acknowledgement.

"Okay, it's like this. | feel like | need to, um..." Jake trailed off in frustration.

"Bust a nut?" Xain asked in his most logical Vulcan tone of voice.
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Jake broke out in laughtand quickly restrained it, so as not to wake Edovina.

"Yeah, but... where did you come up with that?" Jake asked through his chuckles.

"l possess your language skills. Some of the phrases you employ are... colorful.” Xain said seriously.
Jake nodded thdmecame serious as he said, "Well, like | was saying, | feel like | need to get off, but |
don't want to do it without you because... It would just feel like | wasn't really your T'hy'la. But you're

too young to be doing sex stuff... do you see my problem?"

"l understand your reason for concern. | believe | know of a way to allow you to attain release without
adverse consequences.” Xain said in thought.

"How's that?" Jake asked hopefully.

"I am familiar with the mechanics of 'sgdfeasuring’, on an intellagal level. | propose that youa-i
struct me in your preferred method and that we share your experience."” Xain said seriously.

Jake looked at Xain for a moment before asking, "So you want me to jerk off in front of you?"

"Yes, initially. When the time comebat | am ready to begin sedikploration, | will also engage in the
activity.” Xain said carefully.

"Oh. If you're sure it won't upset you or make you feel weird..." Jake said hesitantly.

"We have the ability to share our feelings. If the activity caasggesponse that is of concern, we can
desist immediately.” Xain said calmly.

"Yeah. | guess that would be okay... but | think we should let Dad know." Jake said in thought.
Xain quirked an eyebrow in question.

"You remember how he freaked on the telepating? | think this might be kind of like that. He'll
want to know what's going on so he can make sure we're both okay with it." Jake said seriously.

"l agree with your logic T'hy'la. To my knowledge, we have no scheduled activities at this time, nor
anybefore the midday meal. | would like to pursue this activity immediately. Let us find father now."
Xain said with a small smile.

Jake raised an eyebrow, then smiled and stood as he said, "Come on you horney little Vulcan."

"Hey Dad, do you have a few mutes to talk?" Jake asked hesitantly.
"Sure. Juana, will you keep an eye on the boys while | talk with Xain and Jake?" Allen asked casually.

"It would be my pleasure." Juana said with a smile.
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"Would you mind taking care of Vina too?" Jake asked hopefully

"I would like that Jake. It may be hard to believe, but in the short time you have had her witharou, | h
ve missed her." Juana said as she looked into the stroller.

"l believe it." Jake said seriously.

"Is the living room okay?" Allen asked as they keal into the house.

Xain and Jake shared a look and Xain finally said, "Perhaps a place more private to minimise the po
sibility of interruption."”

"How about my room?" Allen asked cautiously.
Jake and Xain nodded simultaneously.

Allen led the way upstair$eeling the beginnings of concern at their behavior.

"Jake and | would like to engage in sexual intimacy." Xain said as soon as the door was closed.
Allen froze at the words and his mind raced.

"Not like all the way. We just wanted to... explore." Jaig cautiously.

Allen nodded in thought as he walked to sit on the window seat.

"We thought you'd want to know before we did anything." Jake said with concern at Allen's lack of r
sponse.

"Thank you. If you wouldn't mind telling me, just how far are ytanping on going?" Allen asked
quietly.

"Well, we kind of thought | might just... um, jerk off." Jake said with a flush of embarrassment.

"Although my probable emotional response is uncertain at this point, it is possible that | might also
choose to engage the activity." Xain said seriously.

"Good. I'm glad you've thought this out and have reasonable expectations.” Allen said in thought.
Jake gave a sigh of relief at Allen's words.

"You guys take it slow and be extra gentle with Xain. Even the sligioiesih can be overwhelming
when you aren't used to it." Allen said in concentration.
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"We figured that we would each just take care of ourselves for now." Jake said uncomfortably.
"Even better. I'm not going to intrude on your privacy by asking any speditic$d appreciate it if
you'd talk to me before you take any major steps, | may have some advice to give." Allen said s
riously.

"Yeah, that's why we're here." Jake said with a timid smile.

"I really appreciate that Jake. That's why I'm not worried &pow taking this step.” Allen said ear
fully.

Xain quirked an eyebrow at Allen's words.

"Well, of course I'm a little worried, but it's a dad thing. I'll worry about every new thing you experie
ce in your lives." Allen finished with a smile.

"Thanks Dad.'Jake said peacefully.

"Hang on a second."” Allen said quickly and ran into his bathroom only to return a moment later.
"This should make things easier." Allen said and handed a tube of KY to Jake.

"Thanks Dad, | can't even tell you how incredibly cool y@being." Jake said with a smile.

"If | wasn't sure you were both ready for this I'd be fighting you every step of the way. | just need you
to promise me one thing." Allen said as he looked at both boys.

"What's that?" Jake asked cautiously.

"If either ofyou have any problems with this, | want you to come and talk to me. Xain, you may need
help dealing with the emotions associated with this new experience. Jake may need to deal with old
memories and associations that this awakens. I'm serious aboutyhi®gen if it's embarrassing, you
need to deal with any problems now before they can compound into something that will prevent you
from progressing in your relationship.” Allen said seriously.

"I promise Dad." Jake said as a vow.

"As do I." Xain said fomally.

"Good. Now you guys go have fun. I'll make sure to keep your brothers busy for a while." Allen said as
he pulled Xain and Jake into a full hug.

"You are so completely cool Dad. Thanks for trusting us." Jake said as he hugged Allen tightly.

Allen smied at the words and said, "Thanks for talking with me about it first. You make it easy to give
my trust when you trust me too."
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"Dan said that he's going to check his schedule and let us know on Thursday night when welvisit." Bi
ly said in thought.

"Okay." Deacon said with apprehension.

"He's going to work it out so we're scheduled right before or right after Allen, that way we camwait t
gether if we want." Billy said as he watched Deacon with concern.

"Just make the call Billy. I'll be fine." Deac®aid seriously.

"Yeah." Billy said quietly and picked up the phone.

After a minute of listening, he said, "Dad's got his voice mail on, | guess he's not taking any calls."
"You're going to get the same thing with Mom." Deacon said in a tired voice.

"Oh, I guess | haven't tried to call them for a while." Billy said quietly.

"I've learned not to bother. It took Dad four days to get back to me last time | called him, and then he
just bitched at me for leaving the message on his business phone." Deacen®astys

"l hope it wasn't something important.” Billy said with concern.

"Not really. This guy in my class, Gus, he invited me over to hang out at his place. You know, to have
dinner and watch movies and stuff. His parents wanted to talk to Mom or Dadtoe it was okay

first. By the time Dad got my message, it was too late. Anyway, that was almost five months ago."
Deacon said sadly.

"Don't worry Deke, you've got all the guys across the street that you can visit with or invite ever wh
never you wantEverything is going to be better here." Billy said with a hopeful smile.

"It already is." Deacon said with a smile in return.

"l guess I'll leave Mom a message. But there's no way in hell I'm going to tell her machine that you're
here.” Billy said as heitithe speedlial to call his mother.

"This is Billy... your son, | need you to call me as soon as you get this message. It's important. Bye."
Billy said firmly, then hung up the phone.

"Today's Tuesday? I'm guessing she'll call on Saturday." Deacomshalight.

"Shit Deke! | didn't have a clue it had gotten this bad. | mean, | know | stopped calling because they
always made me feel like | was interrupting something more important, but... | swear that if | knew it
was like this | would have come and gou." Billy said in anguish.

"I know. It's not like they got this way overnight. It's been getting worse and worse for a long time and
| didn't notice. | didn't even really think about it until my birthday was coming up and | realized that
they were goingo forget me." Deacon said seriously.
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"Well it's over now. We don't need them. They can just go to work and do their jobs and meet with
their clients. While they're doing all that, we'll be having fun and living." Billy said seriously.

"That sounds awesa@nDid you really mean it about me being able to invite the guys over to spend the
night sometime?" Deacon asked hopefully.

"Sure, just let me know a little ahead of time so | can lay in supplies. | don't think | have enough chips
and popcorn for the whokguad." Billy said with a smile.

"Well, I thought | could just invite Kenny over." Deacon said hesitantly.

"Do you think Kevin is going to have a problem with that?" Billy said in thought.

"No. But I'll ask him to be sure. I'll probably invite him nexh& anyway." Deacon said with a smile.
"That sounds cool. What about Zane? He's about your age too isn't he?" Billy asked curiously.
"Yeah, but he acts a lot more grown up than me. | don't think we would have too much fun if he came
over. But if | dressedin my new clothes, then | think it would be really fun to go out and de-som

thing with Xain." Deacon finished with a smile.

"Well let's do that. Find out when he has some spare time and invite him out to go to a movie or an a
cade or something." Billy gawith a smile.

"Yeah, and Kenny says that Jake really likes music, so if we go to a concert or something like that, we
can invite Jake." Deacon said in thought.

"Or The Hard Rock Cafe." Billy said with a smile.
"That would be so awesome! | bet Jake wdaiet it!" Deacon said happily.

"It sounds like you're going to be really busy when you consider that they're probably going to want to
invite you to do things with them too." Billy said with a smile.

"Not just me. You and Allen have to go and do stuff't@eacon said seriously.

"We do?" Billy asked hesitantly.

"Yeah. Kyle said that if you guys spend some time together, you can be really good friends. Pete and
Jono are the only friends I've ever seen you with and they're back in Minneapolis." Deaedthsaid
strength.

"It's hard for me to make friends Deke, but you're right. Me and Allen seem to get along really well. He
treats me like an equal, not like some skater punk who lucked into a bunch of money." Billy said in
thought.

"Then you need to spend &mvith him. Just go somewhere and do something fun. Us kids can stay
with Juana for one night so you won't have to worry about me." Deacon said seriously.
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"If I didn't know better, I'd say you were trying to set me up on a date."” Billy said with a teasiag
"Well, if you guys kiss, it's a date, but if you shake hands, it's two friends going out to have fun. I'll be
happy either way, just as long as you don't screw it up and make Allen think you're not interested.”
Deacon said firmly.
"Shit! You'd realy be okay with that Deke?" Billy asked quietly.

"Yeah, sure. As long as you're with someone you like... well, and | like, then I'll be very okay with it."
Deacon said honestly.

"Thanks Bro, | don't know if things are going to go that way between me ag Alit it's good to
know if they do, you'll be cool with it." Billy said in relief.

"I love you Billy. | just want you to be happy." Deacon said in a quieter voice.

"Same here Deke. Now that | know how grown up you are about things, | feel a lot bedteya@ab
staying here." Billy said with relief.

"What do you mean?" Deacon asked curiously.
"Well, | kinda remember you as an eight year old kid. | always kinda had to watch what | said and did
around you. | mean | couldn't really talk about sex stuff, echmabout dating. | guess | figured that

with you living here it'd be like that again.” Billy said in thought.

"I'm a teenager now. | know a lot of that stuff already and what | don't know, | need you to teach me so
| learn it right." Deacon said seriously

Billy looked at Deacon with surprise, then said, "You got it Deke. | think this is going to be really cool.
What do you say if after lunch we go shopping and get you some clothes and stuff.”

"Yeah, that would be great. I've just got these clothes amohét®| was wearing yesterday." Deacon
said seriously.

"Did you need any of your stuff from back home?" Billy asked in thought.

“No. I've got everything that's important in my backpack. It's kinda funny. The only thing | wanted to
bring that | couldn'twas he Monopol yE game." Deacon finished

"l think we just about wore the other one out anyway." Billy said with a chuckle.

"I remember one time when we were about to play and Jono called you. I think he wanted you two to
go and do something. Ydald him that you were going to stay home with me and that you'd do it
another night... that made me feel so important.” Deacon said with the beginnings of tears in his eyes.

"Deke, | stayed home because | enjoy doing stuff with you. Pete and Jono khewdmmever gave me
any shit for it. Hell, I think Pete was jealous of me because | had a great brother like you and he was
stuck with that little buttwad, Frankie." Billy said with a smile.
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"Frankie's changed a lot since you left... he's a big buttwad' meacon finished with a giggle.

Billy chuckled and shook his head as he dialed the phone, then said, "Okay, now if anyone calls, it will
transfer to my cell phone. Let's go shoot some nine ball.”

Deacon looked at Billy in question.

"Do you mean | didn'show you the game room last night?" Billy asked with a grand smile.
"You have a game room?" Deacon asked with excitement.

"No." Billy said flatly.

Deacon looked at Billy with complete confusion.

"WE have a game room." Billy said happily.

"Where is it?" Dacon asked with excitement.

"Did you notice the garage? | thought I'd enjoy a pool table more than a dry car.” Billy said with a sm
le.

"What are you waiting for? Come on!" Deacon said as he ran out of the office.

Allen walked into the living room to fohKevin and Kenny in a deep discussion.

"What's up guys?" Allen asked curiously.

"Mamacita had to come in to start lunch."” Kenny said simply.

"Well, if you want to go back outside, | could go with you." Allen said with a gentle smile.

"I'm kind of tired ofFrisbee. It was fun with everyone. But it's not as good with just me and Kev."
Kenny said frankly.

"Oh, well | guess we'll have to find something that *would* be fun then." Allen said seriously.
Kevin and Kenny both looked at Allen with question.

"Well, if you guys wanted, we could try out the pool." Allen said with a smile.

"Really?" Kevin asked with wide eyes.

"Really. You two go and get your swimming trunks on, and make sure you don't bother Xain and Jake.
They need some private time." Allen said seslgu
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Kevin looked at Allen curiously as Kenny ran out of the room.

"You remember when you said that you need privacy sometimes?" Allen asked Kevin seriously.
"Yeah." Kevin said quietly.

"Jake and Xain need privacy sometimes too." Allen said slowly.

"But how can it be private if you're not alone?" Kevin asked in thought.

Allen smiled at Kevin's ability to see through haifswers and challenge what he was told.

"Please just trust me when I tell you that they need privacy."”

"Oh. They're fucking." Kevin saidhirealization.

Allen had to fight down a chuckle as he said, "No Kevin, but you're close."

Kevin looked at Allen with question.

"Xain and Jake like each other very much. They need this time together to share their feelings. They
may do some things that asexual, or they may not, it's none of our business. But when they told me
they needed private time, | said | would be sure that no one bothered them, just the same as | would do
if you told me that you needed private time." Allen said calmly.

"So are Xainand Jake boyfriends now?" Kevin asked curiously.

"Sort of, they are T'hy'la." Allen said, realizing that Kevin would understand what that meant.

"Oh. Okay. Can Reuben and Ricardo swim with us too?" Kevin asked hopefully.

"If you can tell me where they atéllen said seriously.

"They went to the kitchen with Mamacita." Kevin said seriously.

"I'll go ask them. Go on and get into your swimming trunks." Allen said gently.

"Would you mind if Reuben and Ricardo went swimming?" Allen asked as he enterédhiea.k
"They do not know how to swim." Juana said regretfully.
"I'll be right there with them and | can show them the basics." Allen said with a smile.

"Yes, that would be good." Juana said happily as she was gathering ingredients.
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"You could join us if yu want. Lunch isn't for a while and we can just have sandwiches." Allen said
carefully.

"No, thank you. Even if you did not pay me to care for the family, this is what | would want to be
doing. To care for the children is what makes me happy." Juanpessidfully.

"Okay, this time. But very soon we're going to have to discuss you taking some time off to get away
from this house. | can watch the boys for a while so you can go to church or play bingo or just go out to
a movie, whatever you enjoy." Allenidaeriously.

Juana smiled happily and said, "It has been many years since | have been able to do such things. | think
that | would like very much to attend church this Sunday."

"We may be going out of town this weekend, but either way we'll work it oyt be free to attend
church." Allen said with certainty.

"Thank you Allen. Would you mind if I invite the children?" Juana asked cautiously.

"That would be fine. | don't believe in requiring children to attend church, but if they want to go | think
it's a good idea." Allen said with a smile.

Juana nodded happily in agreement.
"Reuben, do you and Ricardo have swimming trunks?" Allen asked carefully.
Reuben thought for a second, then he shook his head.

"Well, we'll just have to get some for you next time go shopping. Go up to your apartment and get a
pair of short pants for each of you." Allen said gently.

Reuben smiled a full smile and ran out the utility room door.

As Kenny ran into the kitchen wearing a baggy pair of swim trunks, Allen held upridsii a 'stop’
gesture.

"I've still got to change. Stay out of the pool until I'm out there with you." Allen said seriously.
"Can't we just get in the shallow end?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Not this time Cute Stuff. You're the only one who knows hosvton. Go on, I'll be right out.” Allen
said seriously.

Kevin walked slowly into the kitchen wearing his new Speedo swim suit.

As soon as Kevin's timid glance met Allen’'s eyes, a blush started from just above his nipples and ca
ried up his face. Even the#$ of his ears were blazing red.

Allen smiled as he said, "I think the milkshakes are working."
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Kevin looked down at his concave stomach, then up at Allen in question.

"You look healthier than you did Sunday night. Your skin is a much better color. Gdasadeowith

Kenny while | get changed. I'll bring out some sun block for you so you won't burn.” Allen said with a
smile.

Kevin ran to Allen and hugged him quickly as he said, "Thanks Poppa. You make me feel like I'm not
little and skinny."

Allen ruffled Kevin's hair and said, "As long as you're healthy, you're perfect to me. Now go on."
Kevin gave one final squeeze of his hug, then ran past Reuben as he went out the utility room door
Reuben walked into the room carrying two pairs of short pants.

"Reuben, fiyou'll help Ricardo get changed, I'll meet you out at the pool." Allen said as he walked t
ward the kitchen door.

"Okay, come on Ricardo." Reuben said quickly.

Allen noticed Juana's contented look directed at him before he hurried upstairs to change.

CHAPTER 25

"Are you getting tired Little One?" Allen asked gently as Kevin swam to his side.
"Yeah." Kevin said quietly.

"Then let's get out for a while. | think Reuben is swimming well enough now that | can get out of the
water." Allen said gently as he mew Kevin to pick him up.

A squeal of childish laughter sounded in the air as Kenny pushed off from the side of the pool with R
cardo held tightly to his back.

"Kenny will probably be tired soon too. He's been towing Ricardo since we got in the watar.” Alle
said as he carefully climbed out of the pool with Kevin clung to his side.

Allen carefully laid out two beach towels and rested back to soak in the sun's warmth.

Finally Kevin asked in a small voice, "Poppa, will | ever be able to do stuff like Kenny?"

Allen looked beside him and met Kevin's worried gaze before saying, "Of course you will Little One.
It's just going to take time for you to build up your strength. In fact, | bet you wouldn't have lasted for

fifteen minutes in the pool when you arrived hére

"But what if | don't get stronger?" Kevin asked in a voice of concern.
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"You will get stronger. But even if you didn't for some reason, it wouldn't make any difference. | love
you for who you are, not what you can do." Allen said seriously.

"l love you bo Poppa.” Kevin said in such a sincere tone that Allen felt it in his heart.

Allen couldn't resist the pull of the words and scooted over to give Kevin a quick hug.

"You guys better enjoy the sunshine while you can."” Billy said from the walkwaywalked out of
the house.

"What time is it?" Allen asked in surprise.

"12:30, Juana wants to know if you'd like to have your lunch out here." Billy said with a snicker as he
looked appreciatively at Allen in his swimming trunks.

Allen got a distant look, #n said, "Actually, that sounds like a good idea. Would you guys mind?"
"No, it sounds good to me. Like | said, we need to enjoy the sunshine while we can. | saw the weather
and we're supposed to be getting a storm this afternoon."” Billy said as hesertkoa the nearbyap

tio furniture.

Allen got up from his towel and called to the boys, "Everyone out of the pool. We're about to have
lunch."

To Allen's surprise, none of the boys made a complaint. They all looked to be tired out by their mo
ning's activiy.

"Where are Xain and Jake?" Deacon asked curiously.

"Upstairs. I'll go and tell them lunch is ready, then help Juana carry it out.” Allen said with a smile.

"Il be back in just a minute to help you carry lunch out to the patio.” Allen said asdedlfghsough
the kitchen.

"l wasn't being serious." Juana said in surprise.

"Well, it was a great idea anyway. It's a beautiful day Juana. We should enjoy it." Allen said before
leaving the room.

"Guys, it's lunch time." Allen said after gently knockingtbe bedroom door.

"You can come in Dad." Jake said in a peaceful voice.



One Door Closes 349
Allen hesitantly opened the door to find both boys cuddled in Jake's bed.

The sound of Backstreet's 'Shape of My Heart' was playing softly in the background accompanied by
the soundf the waterfall.

"Did everything go okay?" Allen asked hesitantly.

"Yeah. It was great." Jake said with a contented smile.

"l too am pleased with the experience." Xain said gently.
"So you didn't have any problems?" Allen asked cautiously.

"No. We felt egh others feelings... it was... better than anything." Jake said, having difficulty finding
words.

"Jake is now my T'hy'la in every sense of the word." Xain said with a look of love directed at Jake.

Allen smiled warmly and said, "I'm really happy for y&illy and Deacon are here for lunch, so it's
time to come downstairs."

"Okay Dad. We'll be down in a minute.” Jake said with a grand smile.
Allen couldn't resist the urge and walked to the bed to give each of his sons a kiss on the forehead.
Xain lookedat Allen curiously.

"You've just achieved something wonderful in your life. It's my way of saying that I'm proud of you
both." Allen said gently.

"Thank you Father. What we achieve is due in large part to your encouragement and approval.” Xain
said seriouy.

As Allen walked to the door he said, "Well, if either of you feel like talking to me, just let me know."

"l think we're okay Dad, but | promise that we'll tell you if we have any problems.” Jake said with a
peaceful smile.

Allen nodded as he closed theedroom door.

"l can't believe how you guys eat. | can't remember the last time | had home cooked food likelthis." Bi
ly said as he filled his plate.

"You can thank Juana and Xain for that. | haven't cooked a real meal since we moved in." Allen said
with a smile.
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"I'm used to cooking for myself, but it doesn't taste as good as this.” Deacon said seriously.

"l think Juana and Xain use something besides the microwave to cook.” Billy said in a teasing voice.
"Oh... what else is there?" Deacon asked wiphagful smile.

Allen motioned to Kevin to come over to him.

Allen leaned in to whisper, "Juana needs a place to sit."

Kevin looked around and saw that all the seats were filled.

"Deacon, would you and Kenny like to sit in the grass with me and Reubé&iardo?" Kevin asked
hopefully.

Kenny looked at Kevin curiously, then glanced at Juana who was watching them.

"Come on Deacon. We don't get to sit in the grass and eat very often.” Kenny said with a smile.
Deacon looked at Kevin and Kenny and smiled, tiaibed his plate to follow.

"Not very subtle, but it worked." Billy said with a chuckle.

Allen gave a shrug, then smiled as Juana timidly took a seat.

"Will Xain and Jake be joining us for lunch?" Juana asked quietly.

"Yes. They'll be right down." Allesaid with a smile.

"This is so nice. I'm always running around and doing things, | can't remember the last time | was able
to just sit and enjoy a meal like this." Billy said happily.

Allen looked at Billy carefully, then cautiously asked, "How did yousrghcalls go?"

Billy smiled and said, "Dan is going to try and schedule us around the same time as you so we can, |
don't know, keep each other company or support each other or something."”

"And the other call?" Allen asked seriously.

"Voice-mail. | left amessage for my mom to call me back. I told her it was important, so Deke says it
will probably be Saturday before she calls me back.” Billy said with a shrug.

"I'm sorry Billy. | had hoped you would have been able to get this resolved.” Allen said quietly.
"It is. Deke's staying. I'm just going to let her know, that's all." Billy said frankly.

Allen nodded, then noticed Jake and Xain walk out of the house.
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"You didn't tell us you were eating outside." Jake said with a chuckle.
"Oops." Allen said with a gidg.

"We looked all over the house for you. When Xain mentioned that you were wearing swim trunks, we
thought about checking out here." Jake said as he filled his plate.

Xain looked around, trying to decide where to sit.

Jake looked at Xain seriously as Bxane watched.

"It's rude to communicate telepathically in front of company.” Allen said with a smile.

"Billy and Deacon are not company. They are family." Xain said seriously.

"And it would be more rude for me to say out loud what | was thinking." Jatkénsa matching tone.

"Okay guys, you win on both counts.” Allen said with a chuckle and noticed that Billy was trying to
stifle a laugh.

Jake took a seat in the empty chair, then motioned for Xain to sit on his right knee.

Billy watched with amusement dake and Xain tried to behave in a dignified manner.

A whimpering cry came from the stroller beside Juana.

"l believe Edovina is also ready for her lunch." Juana said as she stood.

"l can prepare her bottle Mamacita." Xain said seriously.

"Thank you XainThat is very nice of you." Juana said with a fond smile.

"It is a pleasure to attend to she who is my daughter.” Xain said simply as he walked to the house.
"I can hold her until her bottle is ready." Jake said as he walked to the stroller.

"You guys areeally good at this.” Billy said seriously.

"Not really. Without Mamacita | don't think we would do very well. But we love doing things for Vina
when she needs it." Jake said as he cradled Edovina in his arms.

"So | heard Teri say something about goingdart at 2:00, is something wrong?" Billy asked with
concern.

"No. Now that we have proof that Vina is my daughter, we're going to get her name changed to
Thompson." Jake said with a warm smiled directed at Allen.

"Oh good. | was afraid there was a probleBilly said with relief.
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"No, we just want Vina to always know that her daddies love her and want her." Jake said as he looked
into his daughters eyes.

"l don't think there will be any problem with that." Billy said with a tender smile.
"Look at that." dlana said in wonder as she pointed at the darkening sky.

"The storms do come up quick around here. Let's take the food inside before it starts raining.” Allen
said as he stood.

"Boys, come to help carry in the food." Juana said to the boys who were isittiveggrass.

The next few minutes were a flurry of activity as everyone rushed to get everything into the house
before the rain started falling.

"Lookit." Reuben said as the rain started to fall.
"Wow. It's really raining hard.” Kevin said with wideesy

"Get used to it boys. We're in Florida. We have some beautiful weather, but when it storms, it storms
with a vengeance." Allen said seriously.

A crack of thunder caused all the boys to line up at the window to stare at the storm with fascination.
"We can continue to eat now." Juana said quietly.

"It's okay Juana. They haven't seen a Florida storm before. The worst of it will probably be over in a
few minutes."” Allen said as he watched the boys at the window, looking out over the lake.

"l bet you can semore from the windows in the family room." Allen said more loudly to the boys.

The boys fought between the urges to stay and watch and to run to the family room and take the chance
of missing a moment of the dramatic storm.

Allen watched as if on cue, dlie boys ran as a pack from the kitchen to the family room.

"l guess Kenny got caught up in the excitement. He's seen storms like this a hundred times." Allen said
with a smile, then noticed Xain standing behind him, holding Edovina.

"Would you like me tdhold Edovina so you can watch the storm?" Allen asked gently.
"Yes. Thank you Father." Xain said with a small, hesitant smile.
Allen happily accepted Edovina into his arms and watched as Xain walked calmly to the family room.

"You have a really cool famyil" Billy said with a smile at the door Xain had just passed through.
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"So do you." Allen said warmly.
"Thanks Allen. | guess | do." Billy said in thought.

"We're thinking of doing something this weekend, maybe going out of town. Do you think you and
Deaconwould be able to join us?" Allen asked hopefully.

"What are you going to do?" Billy asked curiously.

"We haven't decided yet. | told the boys about it Saturday and we haven't discussed it yet." Allen said
frankly.

"You're going to let them decide?" Bilasked with surprise.

"I'm letting them make suggestions. If they come up with something that we can all do in the space of a
weekend, then we'll do it." Allen said seriously.

"And you want me and Deacon in on this too?" Billy asked in confirmation.
"Yes. Xain was right. You're a part of our family now." Allen said with a tender smile.

Billy got a strange look, then put his hand under the table. A moment later he had his cell phone in his
hand.

"l swear, every time that thing vibrates it freaks me out."yBidlid with a hint of a blush as he looked
at the caller ID.

Allen couldn't restrain a laugh at the statement.

"Hey Petey, what's up?" Billy said as he answered the phone.

"I'm having lunch with some friends, what are you up to?" Billy asked casually.
"No, | didn't really have a chance..." Billy began to say.

"Hold on Pete. Deke's here, he's fine. Don't worry." Billy said in an assuring voice.

"Yeah. | bet. Thanks for helping him out Pete and thanks for making sure he's okay. | really appreciate
it." Billy said honestly.

"No shit? Well, tell Jono that he has a place down here anytime he needs it, and that goes for you too0."
Billy said with concern.

"All you got to do is call me and you'll have plane tickets waiting on you at the airport. It's that simple.
Tell him. Okay?" Billy said seriously.

"Yeah. Thanks again Pete. Tell your mom and dad | said 'hi' and smack Frankie up side the head for
me." Billy finished with a smile.
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"Yeah. Later. Bye." Billy said and disconnected.

"Sorry about that. It was my friencete from Minneapolis. He's the one who bought Deke the bus ti

ket. He said that Deke was such a mess, he thought it would be best for him to come here right away.
He freaked out when he couldn't get in touch with me and let me know Deke was comingsaiBilly
simply.

"It's good to know you have friends who'll watch out for Deacon like that." Allen said seriously.

"Yeah. Pete and Jono are the best... It sounds like the company Jono works for may be about to close
down." Billy said with concern.

"They know you're here when they need you. That's probably all you can do for now." Allen said
frankly.

"Yeah. You're right. | just feel like | should be able to do more since | have all this money." Billy said
seriously.

Allen nodded and said, "It's hard to know wiye should use it to try and help and when to stand
back and let things happen."

"Yeah. I've learned that." Billy said quietly.

"Speaking of money, | have to remember to make a few calls. I've got to get the cable turned on and
talk to a realtor about delg a house." Allen said seriously.

"You've got another house?" Billy asked curiously.

"Yes, the one that | lived in before | bought this one. It's a really nice little two bedroom." Allen said
with a peaceful smile.

"Before you put it on the market, llite to see it." Billy said seriously.

"Of course, but why do you need another house?" Allen asked curiously.

"For Pete and Jono if they end up coming down here. | love those guys, they're my best friends. But
there really isn't room for them at my platéey decide to move down here and besides that... | don't
think I could live with them." Billy said with an uneasy look.

"Why not?" Allen asked curiously.

"Well, like | said, they're my best friends, but Pete is really... um, aggressive. | don't neednlékt

or anything but more like pushy. He's a really good guy, but he kind of takes charge, like, all the time."

Billy said with difficulty.

"That can really put people off. I'm glad you can see past it and appreciate the person inside.” Allen
said inthought.
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"Yeah. It would just be really tough to be around him all the time. And Jono is kind of... he never shuts
up. He's interesting and funny and cool as shit but it just gets old after a few hours. | swear that my ears
are still buzzing a half hourtef he leaves from his constant chatter... | kind of miss it now." Billy said

with a fond smile.

"So what irritating habit do you have to fit in with your friends?" Allen asked curiously.
Billy smiled a big smile and said, "I'm the quiet one."
Allen gaveBilly an incredulous look.

"Seriously! When | met Pete and Jono in school, | probably didn't say ten words to them the first two
weeks | hung around with them. They just kind of adopted me into their group and | went along with
it." Billy said in explanaon.

"Sorry, but | just have trouble seeing you as timid and quiet. You seem perfectly able to voice your
thoughts and feelings." Allen said speculatively.

"Well | had to while | was hanging around with those guys. If | didn't learn to speak up, Petey would
have walked all over me. And if | didn't learn to interrupt Jono he'd never have a chance to take a
breath.” Billy finished with a smile.

"Well, from the way you describe them, | think you're right about finding a separate place for them to
live. Tomorrow!'ll probably be taking the boys to look at schools. Maybe you and Deacon would like
to come along. Afterward we could look at my old house and you can decide if you like it." Allen said
seriously.

"Yeah, that sounds cool. Are you thinking about sendiegguys to private school?" Billy asked-c
riously.

"No. Kenny will probably go to the public school he attended last year. Reuben may decide to go there

too. Xain, Jake and Kevin will most likely be going to 'Camp Little Eagle'." Allen said carefully.

"Sean and Cory told me about the camp. But | thought it was like a boy's home." Billy said w4th co
cern.

"Not exactly. | mean it is a boy's home, but from what I've been told, it's a whole lot more. It's not a
place to put problem boys to keep them out offiteuit's a place to help boys who need individdtal a
tention. | haven't seen it myself but from everything I've heard, it sounds really nice.” Allen sa&id hon
stly.

"Well, it sounds like it's worth looking at. And I'd like to get Deke's school stuff stastedon as [0
sible so he's not too far behind.” Billy said in thought.

"Good. I'll talk to Sean and Cory about it when they get here to see when's the best time to visit." Allen
said seriously.

The group of boys walked into the kitchen and took thezgdaround the table.
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"l guess the best part of the storm is over." Allen said with a smile.

"Yeah. It was really cool. Kenny says you have storms like that all the time." Kevin said witk excit
ment.

"That's right. We have some of the most beautiful weathéhe world. But when it storms, it really
storms." Allen said with a smile.

"Are you going to get married?" Kevin asked Jake and Xain curiously.
"What?" Jake asked as he nearly choked on his food.
"Poppa said you and Xain are T'hy'la are you goirgetanarried now?" Kevin asked seriously.

"When | reach the age of fourteen, | will return to Vulcan and stand before my family to declare my
mate." Xain said seriously.

Allen thought about the statement, then asked, "So you plan to follow the tradvoorfalr ritual?"

"Yes, although due to my unique physiology it is not a foregone conclusion that I will experience
pon'farr ." Xain said logically.

"I hadn't thought of that. Well, either way | think it's a good idea." Allen said with a gentle smile.

"Um, what's a ponfar?" Billy asked curiously.

"Sometime around Xain's fourteenth birthday he will feel an instinctive need to select a mate. The first
Pon Far is comparatively weak and would normally be suppressed to allow Xain seven more years to
reach his fll maturity. However, it is acceptable for him to select a mate during the first pon'fdsr ." A
len said in thought.

Xain and Jake were obviously communicating telepathically.

Allen noticed and waited for them to be done.

Jake glanced at his Dad and shydyds "Xain was just filling me in on the ceremony. It sounds kinda
cool."

Allen smiled and said, "l think it will be wonderful.

"That was a great lunch Juana. | think we're all ready to enjoy some birthday cake for dessert.” Allen
said with a smile a@Deacon.

"Yeah." Deacon said as he rushed to the dining room.
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"Would you like some coffee with your cake?" Juana asked as she cleared the dishes from the table.
"Yes. That sounds great Juana." Allen said with a contented smile.

"Deke and | are going to gbiepping to get him some new clothes this afternoon.” Billy said casually
as he rested back in his chair.

"That should be fun. | was wondering if you and Deacon would like to come with us to the courthouse
for the name change. It won't be too long befordeage and it should only take a few minutes." Allen
asked as he also rested back.

"Um, okay, | guess." Billy said with confusion at the invitation.

"It's kind of a family moment, | thought you and Deacon would like to share in it." Allen said g expl
nation.

Deacon walked carefully into the kitchen carrying his cake and sat it in the center of the table.

Billy looked at his brother, then said, "I guess we're not used to being included in stuff like that. Yeah,
we'd love to go."

"Where are we going?" Deacasked as he took his seat.

"Allen invited us to be there when Edovina gets her name changed.” Billy said with a smile.
Juana approached the table with a stack of dessert plates and a knife to cut the cake.

"It is Deacon's cake so he gets the honor ofrytt.” Juana said as she handed him the knife.

Deacon looked at the cake and said, "It's too pretty to cut."

Allen smiled and said, "Just go ahead and do it Deacon. It's meant to be eaten.”

Deacon hesitantly brought the knife up to cut the cake whenzild, "Hold on a second Deke."
Deacon stopped and looked at Billy in question.

"Would you mind if we moved the cake back into the dining room and | took some pictures before we
cut it?" Billy asked Allen quickly.

Allen smiled and said, "Leave it to thbgiographer to think of that."
"Put your cake back in the dining room and I'll get my camera.” Billy said as he stood.
"Yeah, thanks Billy." Deacon said happily and carefully picked the cake up again.

Allen grabbed the knife and said, "Come on guys. Wggieg to have our cake in the dining room."
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All the boys gathered the plates and forks to carry them into the dining room.

"Okay Deke, would you stand by your presents for a picture?" Billy asked hopefully.
Deacon happily moved to the buffet wheredo#ection of presents sat.
"Good... | guess | don't have to tell you to smile." Billy said happily as he snapped the picture.

"Now if everyone will stand in front of the window, I'll get one with the banner.” Billy said as he qui
kly checked the light wit his light meter.

"Good, Jake, turn Edovina a little so | can get her face... that's it." Billy said as he snapped the picture.

"While you've got it set up, would you like me to take one of you and Deacon?" Allen asked with a
gentle smile.

"Yeah, thanks Aen." Billy said happily.

"Thompson residence." Allen said as he answered the phone.

"Sure Teri, in fact | already invited him." Allen said with a smile.

"Yes, don't worry, we'll be there. Thanks for calling. Bye." Allen said quickly.
"What was that aldbout?" Billy asked curiously.

"That was Teri. It seems that they got thrown behind schedule and need for us to meet themat the cou
thouse." Allen said seriously.

"Oh, okay. That's no problem.” Billy said with a smile.
"And she asked me to invite you ap she didn't say why." Allen said in thought.
"Okay, well, since we were planning to go with you anyway, that's fine." Billy said simply.

"Let's get everyone together and head down there now. I'd rather have to wait a few minutes than take
the chance dbeing late due to traffic problems."” Allen said to the group.

"l think we'll need to take both cars for this trip." Allen said as he returned to the dining room.

"Well, I'm going to take my car so we can go shopping when we leave the courthouse." 8illy sai
frankly.
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"We're still going to need to take two cars. There are just too many of us. Juana, you drive the Beamer,
I'll drive the Caravan. You guys can split up any way you want." Allen said seriously.

"l think it's easier to take care of Vina in the Gana." Jake said seriously.

"Can | ride there with Deacon and Billy?" Kenny asked hopefully.

"Do you guys mind?" Allen asked with a smile.

"No prob." Billy said casually.

"Okay, then Kenny, grab your gameboy and headphones. Kevin, get your smallest skdtkpaf

you'll go upstairs to my bedroom, you'll find a portable CD player on my nightstand. Grab it and a few
CDs to listen to." Allen said, then looked curiously at Xain.

"I do not need distraction." Xain said seriously.

Allen nodded, then looked auana.

"Reuben, find a coloring book for Ricardo and a book for yourself." Juana said in her motherly voice.
"Kenny, can | borrow one of your books?" Reuben asked hopefully.

"Sure, come on while | get my gameboy." Kenny said quickly and ran out addire

"Vamanos Ricardd Kevin said quickly and hurried out with Ricardo on his heels.

Billy looked at Deacon, trying to figure out what he should do.

"I have my new game." Deacon said with a smile.

Billy nodded with relief.

Allen looked at Xain again, tinehurried out of the room to the family room.

"We'll meet you at the main doors of the courthouse." Allen said as the three groups went out the front
door.

"Yeah, we'll see you there." Billy said happily as he, Deacon and Kenny walked toward their house.
"Do you have everything for Edovina?" Juana asked with concern.

"| stocked the stroller full of everything she'll need, I've got a bottle of formula and a bottle of juice and
Xain has the car seat." Jake said seriously.

"Not many fathers have such forasig Juana said with a smile.
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Jake felt a boost of pride at the compliment.

"Hey guys. How's it going?" Teri asked as they entered the courthouse.

"Just fine. Did you get all your errands run?" Allen asked casually.

"Yes, even the bicycle shop. It jusbk longer at Starfleet than we expected." Teri said with a smile.
"I have your birthday cake in the car. | will give it to you when we leave." Juana said quietly.
"Thank you so much Juana. | really am looking forward to it." Teri said with a gratefel smil

Kenny looked at Cory and said, "Dad had us bring books and games because it's probably going to be
really boring."

Cory smiled and said, "I bet he's right. Sean and | got enough paperwork between Starfleet and the
Vulcan Embassy that we'll have plentyikeep us busy."

"How much longer?" Kenny asked curiously.

"Fifteen minutes." Allen said without looking up from his book.

Kenny nodded, then went back to playing his video game.

"Are you sure you wouldn't like to listen to music with me? I'll shar&eé 3aid with concern.

"No. Thank you." Xain said seriously.

Allen looked up from his book and said, "I brought something for you if you would like Xain."

After a long silent moment, Xain looked at Allen curiously.

"Here. This should keep you busy fowhile." Allen said as he handed Xain a small piece of paper.

Teri and Billy watched Xain read the paper, then Teri noticed that Jake had a distant look in his eyes.
Billy silently watched as Xain's expression became more and more focused.

Cory looked up fom his paperwork and was surprised to see the look of intense concentration on
Xain's face.

Finally Teri looked at Allen with question.

Allen smiled at her, then started reading his book again.
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"Okay Allen, he's been reading that little piece of pdpeten minutes. What could you have possibly
given him that would absorb him and Jake so completely?" Teri finally asked in wonder.

"Xain, would you like to read it to Teri?" Allen asked with a smile.

Xain blinked, then in a distracted tone, said, "Yehér"

anyone lived in a pretty how town
e.e. cummings

anyone lived in a pretty how town
(with up so floating many bells down)
spring summer autumn winter

he sang his didn't he danced his did

Women and men(both little and small)

cared for anyone not atl

they sowed their isn't they reaped their same
sun moon stars rain

children guessed(but only a few

and down they forgot as up they grew
autumn winter spring summer)

that noone loved him more by more

when by now and tree by leaf

she laughed his joy sleeied his grief
bird by snow and stir by still
anyone's any was all to her

someones married their everyones
laughed their cryings and did their dance
(sleep wake hope and then)they

said their nevers they slept their dream

stars rain sun moon

(and only he snow can begin to explain
how children are apt to forget to remember
with up so floating many bells down)

one day anyone died i guess

(and noone stooped to kiss his face)
busy folk buried them side by side
little by little and was by was

all by all ard deep by deep
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and more by more they dream their sleep
noone and anyone earth by april

wish by spirit and if by yes.

Women and men(both dong and ding)
summer autumn winter spring

reaped their sowing and went their came
sun moon stars rain

Teri, Cory andBilly all sat staring in wonder.
"l thought it might occupy his mind." Allen said with a shrug.
Teri began to chuckle and finally said, "That was just mean."

"No. Not at all. The dynamics of this poetry are... fascinating.” Xain finished and began tioeread
poem again.

Allen nodded with a smile, then went back to reading his book.
Deacon looked up from his game to see Billy looking at Allen with admiration.

With a happy smile, Deacon went back to playing his game.

"l didn't expect to see you all agaim soon."” Judge Robison said as he walked into his chambers.
"Neither did we your honor." Allen said honestly.

"Please, call me Jamie while we're in here. What can | do for you today?" Judge Robison asked as he
relaxed into his chair.

Teri stood and handdte Judge a stack of papers.

"Would you like to give me the condensed version of this?" Jamie asked as he began to look over the
papers.

"We were able to get a DNA test proving that Jake Thompson is the biological father of Edovina
Vasquez. Since Jake isrember of Clan Short, she can be officially recognized as Jake's daughter by
Vulcan law. But we still need to go before a judge to change her name." Teri said as simply as she was
able.

Judge Robison looked through the paperwork quickly and said, "Tlisesths to be in order, there
only seems to be one problem."

"What's that?" Teri asked in panic.
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"Since you're operating under Vulcan law in the matter of the child's paternity, it takes precedence."
Jamie said in thought.

"Judge Robison is correct. Edoairs officially recognized as a dependent child of two Clan members.
Vulcan law has precedent in this instance."” Xain said seriously.

"Does that mean we can't change her name?" Jake asked in confusion.

"No, it means that no official change can be madediviha's legal status without the approval of the
Clan Patriarch.” Xain said and looked at Cory.

"Well, that's no problem. I'm right here. | approve.” Cory said simply.
"May | see your credentials so | may continue?" Judge Robison asked in a respemful voi
Cory handed his Vulcan ID to the Judge and waited.

"Then it's done. I'll have the clerk file this immediately.” Judge Robison said as he signeduthe doc
ment.

Everyone looked at Judge Robison curiously.
"Oh yes. Jake and Xain, please bring Edovina beee." Judge Robison said as he stood.
Jake took Edovina from Juana and hurried with Xain to stand beside the Judge.

"Jake and Xain, may | present to you and everyone present Edovina Vasquez Thompson." Judge Rob
son said in a formal, booming voice.

A brief but heartfelt applause rose up from all in the room.

"I really should have a group rate for families like the Dodds, Thompsons and the Shorts.” Judge Rob
son said as he took his seat again.

"You might want to add the Pierces to that." Teri said as shdeldaludge Robison the custody papers
for Deacon.

"What did you need me to do with these?" Judge Robison asked as he looked them over.
"Actually, nothing. | just wanted to introduce you to Deacon and Billy; the latest additions to eur fam
ly. I just thoughtyou might like to keep abreast of the latest developments since we seem to see each

other so much." Teri finished with a shy smile.

Jamie laughed and said, "Thank you Teri. You know, | think you're the first person who actually
thought to include me as amerested party in something like this. It's a good feeling."



364 MultiMapper
"You know how families come together when there's a birth, death, or a marriage. It seems like you're

there for every major event we have... it sort of makes you like part of the family.$&dan

thought.

Teri nodded at Sean's statement, then said, "Judge Jamie Robison, I'd like to introduce William Pierce."
Jamie walked to stand before Billy and said, "It's nice to meet you Mr. Pierce."

"Please call me Billy." He said shyly as he shoakjtldges hand.

"As long as you call me Jamie." The Judge said with a gentle smile.

"And you must be Deacon." Jamie said and shook Deacon's hand.

"Y... yes sir." Deacon said shyly.

"Don't worry Deacon, I'm just meeting you as a friend of the family. Yowtén any trouble.” Jamie
said in a gentle voice.

Deacon gave a sigh of relief.
Jamie noticed and smiled as he went back to his desk.
"So what else is going on with the family?" Jamie asked as he sat down in his chair.

"Well, Chip is back on Earth at tmoment...."

"Cory, | was thinking of taking the boys to see Camp Little Eagle tomorrow. Is there anything | need to
do?" Allen asked as they filed out of Judge Robison's chambers.

"When | get home I'll call Chief Tecumseh and set it up. I'll send yodetagls on your terminal." &
ry said seriously.

"Thanks. Would it be any problem if Deacon came too?" Allen asked as an afterthought.
"l can't think of any reason why it would be, but I'll check to be sure.” Cory said in thought.

"Thanks. | just want toe} everything taken care of before | have to go back to work." Allen said with a
smile.

"Well if you need something official done when you're at work, you can always give me a call. | work
from home so it wouldn't be a problem."” Teri said as they walkedfdhe courthouse.

"Thanks Teri, | think Juana can handle almost anything. But if it comes to it, I'll call." Allen said gently
as Teri pulled out her car keys.



One Door Closes 365

"If you will wait a moment, | will get your birthday cake." Juana said and rushed awaytfeogndup.

Teri smiled at Juana and said, "I'm so glad the boys thought to invite Juana and her family to live here.
| think it's the best possible thing for everyone."

"l have to agree. Juana is incredible." Allen said with a gentle smile.

"Me too." Jake aid with a smile as he looked into the stroller where Edovina slept.

"What's wrong Ricardo?" Allen asked at the worried look on Ricardo's face.

"Sleepy." Ricardo said in a cranky voice.

"Oh, it's past your nap time isn't it?" Allen asked with a smile asjhatted down to hug Ricardo.

"If you would like, | can take Ricardo to the Caravan where he can lay down on the rear seat.” Xain
said seriously.

"Thank you very much Xain, that's a good idea. Here are the keys, we'll be there in just a few minutes."
Allen said with a smile.

Xain accepted the keys and led Ricardo away by the hand.

"He's really amazing." Teri said with astonishment.

"All my boys are.” Allen said with a loving smile at Jake, Kevin and Kenny.
Teri laughed as she said, "I know what you mean."

"Here, the cake was made by Xain. | know you will enjoy it." Juana said as she hurried back to the
group.

"Thank you very much Juana. Do you think you'll be available to come over to visit while Allen and
the boys look at the camp?" Teri asked casually.

Juana looked stunned by the request.

"We live just across the street from Camp Little Eagle, so it won't be out of your way." Teri gaid car
fully.

"Yes, yes of course." Juana said happily.
"Good. Don't be surprised if Kayla or Helen is there too." Terigaidly.
"l will have Ricardo and Edovina with me." Juana said in thought.

"That's fine. I'm sure Kayla and Helen will just fuss over them like crazy." Teri said happily.






