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Earth — Thirty Years Later

Ashlar, he's going to be here soon, Angel said telepathically to Ashlar. I want you to go down and meet him. Don't wait any more now. You've waited enough already.

Ashlar sighed deeply and rubbed his chin. For thirty years, this was the moment he had been waiting for. He walked over to his wardrobe and looked at his reflection in the mirror. He wasn't expecting Michael today. Angel had not given him enough warning.

When exactly will he be here? Ashlar asked.

In half an hour’s time, Angel answered. Why are you so worried?

Angel, I haven't seen my boy in thirty years, Ashlar answered. You didn't want me to go where he lived. Couldn't you have at least given me a day's notice that he was coming?

I'm sorry, friend, Angel apologized. I had no idea the cops would bring him here.

The cops? Ashlar became worried now. Angel, what the fuck is going on?

Look, you'll find out soon enough, Angel said. I didn't want to tell you anything before. I didn't want you to go to his home and spoil things.

His home? His home is with me, Ashlar said.

He opened the wardrobe and took out a pair of black pants and a gray shirt. He quickly slipped into the clothes then walked over to the couch and sat down. He stared at his quarters. He was on the teacher's floor in the boarding school. Soon, Michael would arrive, and Michael would be sent to the floor below where all the students' rooms were. Ashlar slipped on a pair of black flip-flops as he waited. He then ran his fingers through his blond hair.

You look fine, Angel said. Even if you were a mess, I still think you look fine. You're a handsome man, Ashlar. Why are you so nervous around Michael now?

I just want him to accept me, Ashlar answered. He doesn't know me. What if he doesn't like me?

Oh, I'm sure he's going to like you, Angel teased.

Ashlar grunted. Why do you say it like that?

Well, I'm sure you're going to try to make him feel comfortable in this place, Angel answered. You love him so much. There's no way he’s not going to like you.

And what if he thinks I'm an overbearing person? Then what? Ashlar asked.

Angel chuckled. You're worrying too much. But I can understand your nervousness. He'll be here soon. I should have told you he was coming when he was just five minutes away. You have too much time to idle now as you wait for him.

I don't understand why you didn't tell me sooner, Ashlar complained. You never told me how he grew up either, or how Esther treated him.

Like I said, you'll find out soon enough, Angel said. There's a lot you don't know. But just know, I tried to keep him safe. He's still that innocent boy you once knew.

Is he still a virgin? Ashlar asked.

Angel smiled. Yes, Ashlar. You've asked me this every day, and every day I tell you the same thing. Michael is still pure.

Michael is now nineteen years, and I'm thirty. Ashlar let him know. Is this even going to work out, Angel?

Are you asking if he will be able to have a normal relationship with you because of the age gap? Angel asked.

Yes, you've seen him for those nineteen years. Ashlar said. Yet, you tell me nothing about him. You know him more than I do. So, what do you think? 

Ashlar, he's still the same person you once knew. Angel said. I don't know him too well, but when I do look at him, I still feel that's the same Michael you knew all those years ago. And I'm sure you're going to do what's necessary to make him trust you and love you again.

We're in a school. It's going to be hard to get close to him. Ashlar said.

No, it won't. Angel said. You're a capable man. You'll know what to do. I'm sure of it.

So, what does he look like? Ashlar asked. Are you going to tell me now? Does he look like my boy or does he look like Esther’s?

I'm sorry, Ashlar. Angel answered. He looks like his Earth parents. He has brown hair. He's about five foot five inches tall. He's slim and shy. Really quiet. He has one of those emo looks. His hair is sometimes all over his face.

What? Ashlar couldn't believe what he was hearing.

Angel chuckled. Yeah, you might have to change his appearance if you don't like it. But he looks cute though. I think you're going to like him.

Ashlar swallowed nervously at the thought of loving someone that didn't look like Michael.

Angel had read Ashlar's thoughts. He's still Michael. You'll love him. You'll see through all those looks. I'm sure you will see your baby in him.

I hope so, Ashlar muttered. I can hardly wait to meet him. How much time do I have to wait again. Is he anywhere close yet?

I'll tell you when you should start walking down the stairs, Angel answered. It's six floors you have to walk down.

Yeah, don't remind me, Ashlar said. He sighed as he thought about something. Angel, you said the cops are bringing him here. Is he all right? Is he going to be in tears when I see him?

He's fine for now, Angel answered. He's calm. But he does need some comforting.

Did someone hurt him? Ashlar asked.

Angel sighed. Ashlar, I'm sorry. But I'm not going to say anything about what happened. You'll find out when Michael’s ready to tell you, unless Jonas tells you first. I just don't want to be the one to say anything. But I want you to know I tried my best to keep him safe those nineteen years in this world. And now it's your turn.

Ashlar began to feel depressed just thinking that Esther or her husband Oberon had done something terrible to Michael. It couldn't be rape. Angel had assured him that Michael was still a virgin. He began to wonder what else they could have done to his boy. But he couldn’t think more about it. Angel soon interrupted him.

Ashlar, just stop it, Angel said. It's no use trying to figure it out now. You'll find out in time.

Angel, I just want the truth, Ashlar said. Is he traumatized from what they did to him, whatever it is they did?

I'm not sure, Angel answered. It happened about a week ago. Look, when Michael or Jonas tells you, I'll explain what I know then. All right? It's the least I can do. I don't want to tell you something now and you blow your cover. Ashlar, you don't want to lose Michael. He's safe and sound. He's still in one piece. He's probably a little shook up from what happened, but when he comes here, you can change all that for him. You know that whatever is wrong with him, you'll try to fix it.

I miss him so much, Ashlar said.

I know, Angel said. He should be here soon. You should start heading down now. But do take your time. You don't want to make yourself look suspicious.

Suspicious? Ashlar asked.

Yes, suspicious, Angel repeated. I told you, you should have changed your name. They're not going to recognize you although you're in the same form you were when you were created. They only know your beast form. But they know your name, Ashlar.

I wasn’t going to change my name, Ashlar said. I feel like I'll be losing myself if I did that. I’m glad though that I remember everything, and I still have my powers. All that's left now is to convince Michael who he was to me. And, Angel, if they do recognize me, I will deal with it. You don't have to worry about that. I'm just not going to hide behind a name.

Ashlar took a look at his room before leaving. He began to wonder if Michael would ever come to his room. He wanted to make sure everything was in order. Ashlar was sure he would bring Michael to his room and soon. He couldn't stand the thought of leaving Michael in the floor below with the other boys. Most of those boys slept five to a room. Ashlar hated to think about Michael sleeping with four other boys. And Ashlar knew those boys in the home were very horny boys. Most of them were at the age for it. Ashlar began to make his way to the door, opening it when he got there. He stepped out into the corridor then began to make his way to the staircase.

I'm still reading your thoughts, Angel let him know.

You always do that. That's nothing new, Ashlar said.

Ashlar, I just don't want you to blow your cover, Angel said.

Ashlar sighed. Although Angel made him upset at times, he was glad that he could talk to someone in his head. He passed a few teachers in the corridor. They nodded at him. Ashlar didn't want any distractions as he talked to Angel. Michael was someone very important to him, and he was finally going to meet him again.

Angel, you know if Michael is in this school with me, I'm not going to leave him alone, Ashlar said. Do you really think I would be able to hold back?

I know you might not want to hold back, Angel answered. But please don't let anyone know who you are.

Why not? Ashlar asked, knowing he would destroy Earth if that's what it took to get Michael back.

Angel smiled. I'm trying my best to hold you back, but I don't think you're going to listen to me now. I've held you back for nineteen years. And now you’re going to be with Michael again. Just be careful with what you do. That's all I'm asking. I want to help. You know that.

I know, Angel, Ashlar said reaching the staircase and heading down. So, Esther and Oberon still don't know I'm in the school?

No, Angel answered. Esther doesn't remember her past life nor do Oberon. The spirits are telling them, but they don't fully believe the spirits. She wouldn't have sent her son, Michael, here, but something happened in the home last week, so she finally decided to listen to those spirits. Ashlar, that's why it took so long for Michael to come here. I even began to wonder if he would live with them his entire life. I was beginning to get worried about that. If that was going to happen, I might have had to intervene to get him here. And you know here is not a good place for him either. I would have had to find a way for you to meet him if I didn’t bring him here.

You still aren’t going to tell me what happened to Michael, are you? Ashlar asked.

No, it's serious, Angel answered. The cops got involved. The spirits asked her to send Michael here, so she asked the cops to do that. Michael didn't want to go back home. He was too afraid.

Afraid? Ashlar repeated.

Ashlar, your boy is still innocent. He's still a virgin, Angel said. When you find out what happened, please don't get too upset. He's still in one piece. And I don't think you should worry too much about it or make a big deal about it. Don't let him think that it's a big deal, though it is.

Did Oberon try to rape him, Ashlar asked. Is that what happened?

Again, I'm not going to tell you, Angel answered.
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The police jeep pulled up to the gates of the boys’ home. Michael stared at the big house that he was going to be living in for the rest of his life. He had not wanted to leave his home, but he had no other choice. The police had decided that this was best for him. He had to stay away from his father. Michael didn’t press charges on the man, so his father was still a risk to him. The police had advised him that he should not stay home there. There was no telling what would happen if Michael was alone with his father again.

After one of the officers in the jeep popped the horn, they all waited for someone from the school to come out and open the gates for them. After a minute of waiting, an old man with large spectacles came out with a smile on his face. He was holding a large bunch of keys in his hand. When he reached the gates and opened it, Michael began to feel that maybe this home wasn’t so bad. The old man seemed very friendly. Michael believed that he could call this place home.

The old man walked up to the police jeep, looking into the back seat and then offering Michael a bigger smile than he had when he had walked out of the house.

“You must be our newest member. Michael, right?” the old man asked.

Michael nodded. “Yes, I’m Michael.”

“Nice to meet you, Michael. I’m Jonas,” the old man said with the same friendliness as before.

Michael smiled widely now. “Nice to meet you too.”

“Well, why don’t you come on out?” Jonas said. “These nice policemen have brought you here. Let’s not keep them waiting anymore. I'm sure they have to go back to the station to get down to more important work.”

Michael nodded, took hold of his bag, and got out of the vehicle.

“Come on, my dear boy,” Jonas said. “Let’s get inside and get you settled down.”

“Okay,” Michael muttered.

Jonas smiled at the two police officers in the front of the vehicle. “Many thanks for bringing another boy out of trouble and into our school. I’m sure he will be forever grateful.”

“I’m sure he will,” the driving officer said. “And if you need any information on him, feel free to contact the station, and we’ll assist.”

“Yes, I will. But I’m sure I have all I need,” Jonas said. “Anyway, thanks again.”

The officers nodded.

With that, Jonas nodded too, then he put a heavy hand on the boy’s shoulder as he urged him inside the yard.  

Once Michael walked inside the compound, he began to feel slightly intimidated when he looked at the big house. Now that he was much closer to it, he could actually see how big the place was. It was definitely a mansion to him. Michael began to wonder how many boys were in the home and how many boys were of his age. He had no idea what kind of people he would meet, but if they were anything like this friendly old man that was with him, he was sure he was going to be happy.

When Jonas pushed open the huge front door of the home, he urged Michael to go inside first. Michael did, then he waited for Jonas to enter too. When Jonas entered, Michael began to feel nervous around the man now. Looking at Jonas, he could see that the smile was gone from the old man’s face. All that was left now was a cold expression.

Jonas sighed deeply. “I hope you don’t give any trouble for your sake. This is a very strict home, and we all obey many rules here. Do you have any family or friends that will be visiting you here?”

Michael swallowed nervously as he watched the old man close the door and lock it with a padlock.

Jonas turned back and waited.

“I don’t know. If anyone visits, it might just be my mom and my brother,” Michael answered.

“Do you have a girlfriend or boyfriend that might be visiting?” Jonas asked.

Michael shook his head. “I don’t have anyone.”

Jonas smiled. “Good. I’m sure you will come to fit in nicely here then. As long as you follow the rules and do the chores that are assigned to you, everything will be fine.”

Michael nodded, but he could feel a sense of unease.

“All right.” Jonas looked at the backpack in Michael’s hands. “I think I should show you to your room first, so you can get your stuff packed out. Do you have all of your belongings in that bag?”

Michael shook his head. “No, I just have two suits of clothes here. I have more at home.”

Jonas sighed. “Well, you will have to get your other clothes too, or we will have to give you some. I will tell you though, everyone here washes their own clothes.”

“Okay.” Michael didn’t even know how to use a washing machine.

Just then, he heard someone coming down the steps in the foyer where they were. He turned to the staircase to see who it was, wondering if it was another boy like himself. He just wanted to find someone similar, so he could feel comfortable. Jonas didn’t feel like home to him anymore. But instead of seeing a boy his age coming down the steps, Michael saw a middle-aged blond-haired man. Michael could see that the man was truly handsome. Michael then began to wonder if he was attracted to men. He had never been in a relationship before, and he believed he was only interested in girls.

But this blond man made him think differently. The man was clean-shaved, his hair was shoulder-length and parted in the middle, and his eyes were the prettiest brightest blue Michael had ever seen in another human being. As he stared at the man, he began to wonder if the man was even human. He looked like an angel.

The man smiled at him when he reached the bottom of the stairs, his eyes falling on him then on Jonas and then back on him. “Ah, I see we have a new student. Welcome to Saint Jude’s Home.”

“Thank you,” Michael replied softly, remembering his manners. “I’m Michael. Nice to meet you.”

The man smiled again.

Michael began to wonder if the blond’s friendliness was as fake as Jonas’.

“I’m Ashlar,” the blond man said. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

Jonas coughed as he tried to interrupt the two of them. Looking at Ashlar, he asked. “Why don’t you show this new boy to his room? I have some paperwork to see to.”

“Sure,” Ashlar replied. “Where do you want me to put him?”

Jonas shrugged his shoulders. “If there is any space in any of the rooms with kids his age, you can put him there. I’m not sure myself where to put him. You know these boys here are constantly changing their bedrooms. And I need to have a meeting about that to discuss what we do about it. I don’t even know why they constantly switch rooms like that.”

“They probably just want to be close to the friends they’ve made in here,” Ashlar said.

“Yeah, that could be the reason,” Jonas said. “Anyway, can you show him around the home when you’re done getting him settled into his room? I would really appreciate it.”

“Yeah, sure,” Ashlar answered.

“Good. Thanks.” Jonas looked at Michael. “If you need anything, you can meet me in my office.”

Michael nodded.

With that, Jonas departed, heading down the hallway. 

When Jonas was out of sight, Michael turned to Ashlar.

“Come on. The bedrooms are upstairs,” Ashlar said.

Ashlar, who was still standing by the staircase, waited for Michael. 

Michael walked over to the blond. He began to wonder where the man was headed before he was given the task to take him to his bedroom.

As they walked up the stairs with Ashlar leading, Ashlar asked. “So, how old are you?”

“Nineteen,” Michael answered.

“Nineteen?” Ashlar repeated, stopping momentarily on the steps. “You don’t look like nineteen.”

Ashlar stared at him briefly.

“Yeah, I’m nineteen,” Michael replied. “Do you want to see my ID card?” 

“That’s not necessary,” Ashlar replied. “I’m sure Jonas thinks you’re younger too. You look like fifteen.”

“I do?” This was the first time that someone had told Michael he looked younger than his age.

“Yeah,” Ashlar said, making it up the first flight of stairs. “The bedrooms are on the fifth floor. We have a long climb.”

Ashlar turned on the landing and headed up another flight of stairs. 

Michael followed closely behind. His eyes fell on Ashlar’s blond hair. He knew he could fall in love with this man if he wasn’t too careful. He wanted to look away but couldn’t. Ashlar was too much of a tempting beauty to look away.

“Isn’t there an elevator in the house?” Michael asked.

“Yes, there is,” Ashlar answered. “But Jonas insists we all use the stairs. He thinks we’re young and full of energy. The old ones here, though, are given permission to use the elevator if they want to. I can use the elevator too. I was given permission, but to be honest, I rather use the stairs. I don’t want to be considered old, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I can understand that.” Again, Michael wondered if this man was as fake as Jonas.

Ashlar didn’t say anything after that, and they walked on in silence for a while until Ashlar decided to break the silence. 

He asked, “So, would you like to know what I do here?”

Michael suddenly began to feel sad. He didn’t know what to tell Ashlar. He suddenly felt like crying. And not only that, he could even feel the tears welling in his eyes. When he didn’t answer, Ashlar stopped and looked at him.

“What’s wrong?” Ashlar asked.

Michael knew Ashlar could tell he was on the verge of crying. Michael shook his head. He feared speaking, knowing that if he did so, he might break down and cry. He couldn’t even bare to look at Ashlar. Looking at him might make him cry too. So, he kept his head low. Michael knew it was impolite to do so, with this teacher that he was going to be living with, but he wasn’t used to being on his own. He had never been away from his family either.

“Hmm. Well, if you’re not going to say anything, I guess I will be the one to talk,” Ashlar said, turning back to continue his climb. “Come on. I’m sure you’ll fit in. I know you’re worried about being here, but it’s not so bad. It can be bad at times, but everywhere is like that these days.”

Ashlar momentarily looked over his shoulder to see if Michael was following. The teenager was, and so he continued on.

“Anyway, I’m the Math teacher here. And I will be teaching you Math in due time,” Ashlar continued. He paused for a moment to see if Michael would say something. When Michael didn’t, he continued, “I hope you like Math. A lot of the boys here don’t like that subject. You’re nineteen, and that means you will be schooled here. Only boys over twenty-five aren’t schooled. I know being twenty-four and still in school sounds ridiculous, but those are the rules here. The home teaches up to diploma level in education.”

To Michael, this was interesting.

Ashlar continued, “The diploma level starts when you’re twenty-one and lasts four years. And the classes here usually run three days a week. Normally, on the outside, you can obtain a diploma certificate faster, but in here, it’s a slower process. And that’s because of the fewer days tutoring per week.”

Michael still didn’t want to say anything. After a few minutes, they finally reached the fifth floor. Michael couldn’t believe he had walked all those steps. And he hated to think that he would have to do so every day. He knew it was good exercise, but to him, he believed that Jonas should let everyone use the elevator. As they walked down a corridor, Michael saw a few boys talking with each other. They eyed him but didn’t say anything. They didn’t even offer him a friendly smile, or at least a fake one.

When Ashlar neared the middle of the corridor, he stopped by a door. He knocked gently on it then opened it and entered.

Michael followed Ashlar inside the room. Upon entering, he saw a few boys in the room while peeking around Ashlar’s right side. He smiled when they caught sight of him. Some of them smiled back.

“Good evening, boys,” Ashlar greeted. “We have a newcomer here with us today, and he’ll be sharing this room with you all. So, I want you all to make him feel comfortable and welcome here. And I want you all to show him some kindness too.” He turned and pulled Michael gently to the front. “This is Michael.”
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“How old is he?” Richard asked.

Ashlar watched Richard but didn’t answer him.

Michael looked at Ashlar. He knew Ashlar knew his age, but from the look on the man’s face, Michael could tell that Ashlar didn’t like Richard. It didn’t look like Ashlar wanted to answer Richard’s question. It made Michael wonder why Ashlar would even think about putting him in a room if he didn’t like certain boys there. Michael looked more closely at the boys in the room. He could tell that they were of his age. There was one boy though. He looked very young. Michael imagined him to be about fifteen years old.

As he stared at the young boy, he began to wonder what the youngest age was in the home.

“Richard,” Ashlar began. “You know what Jonas says in this place? It’s his number one rule here.”

“I haven’t forgotten. I just wanted to know his age... Eventually, I will find out about it,” Richard said.

“What’s so important about his age?” Ashlar asked. “Can’t you tell he looks around the same age as everyone in here? Except maybe for Jordan.” Ashlar looked at Michael while pointing at Jordan. “That’s Jordan. He’s fourteen. He’s the youngest boy we have in the home right now.”

Michael nodded. “What does Jonas say?”

Ashlar hesitated before speaking. “There's a no love relationship policy here. But there are many students that continue to break that rule. We’re all males in this home, and sometimes, hormones can start acting up. And before you know it, there are homosexuals in this place. People who don’t even consider themselves homosexuals or bisexuals will eventually become that way, and when that happens, they will deny it. They just do it for the sex.”

Michael wished he had not asked anything now. Ashlar was a little too forward with his response. Michael wasn’t gay or bi, but he did believe in love. He was a virgin and wanted to find someone special. He began to wonder if he could do that in here. Everyone in here was male. Then he began to wonder if they were allowed to go outside the home. His future love could be out there waiting on him. It was something he wanted to believe in. He contemplated asking Ashlar more.

He had to. Knowing the occupants in the home were having sex with each other though they didn’t love each other was enough to put a damper on his quest for love.

“What about outside? Are we allowed to go out and meet people?” Michael asked.

Ashlar narrowed his eyes at Michael. 

Michael felt that it was a question he shouldn’t have asked from the look on Ashlar’s face. 

“We’re allowed to go out but only on field trips,” Ashlar answered. “We’re not allowed to go out there on our own.”

“Even you?” Michael asked.

Ashlar nodded. “Even me. These are Jonas’ rules. He runs this place. Most of the rules are for the boys, but there are rules for the teachers as well. And although staying here is a rule, you can leave if you want to, but if you do so, you aren’t allowed back in.”

Michael wanted to say that sucked but didn’t. This was something he needed to sit down and think about.

“So, you can understand now how some boys here will try to have sexual relationships with one another?” Ashlar asked.

Michael nodded.

Richard coughed to catch their attention. When they did, he said, “Jonas just needs to lighten up. I don’t see what the problem is if the boys here want to have some fun. In my opinion, he probably needs some as well.”

“Watch your language, Richard,” Ashlar warned.

“What are you going to do if I say more?” Richard asked.

“I’ll report you to Jonas myself,” Ashlar answered.

Richard grunted and leaned back onto the propped pillow on his bed, staring at them.

When Richard said no more, Ashlar turned back to Michael while gesturing to an empty bed on the far left of the room. “Why don’t you take that last bed there? There’s a small cupboard next to it where you can put your stuff inside.”

Michael nodded and began to head over to that end.

Ashlar followed him, eyeing the others in the room. He began to wonder if he had made the right decision in putting Michael with these set of boys. Michael would be sleeping next to Jordan whose bed was right next to his. The only one that posed a problem in the room was Richard. All the other boys were decent boys. Ashlar believed he should have a talk with Jonas about transferring Richard to another room. But then he remembered Jonas’ words earlier on—the boys were always switching bedrooms.

As they both made it to the end of the bedroom, Michael put his backpack down on the bed. He could see that the bed was already made up, so he sat down on it and looked up at Ashlar who was staring at him.

“Are you feeling better now?” Ashlar asked.

Michael lowered his head. He didn’t want to answer Ashlar’s question. He would only start tearing up again if he looked at the man. He thinned his lips and said nothing. He heard Ashlar sigh.

“You’ll get used to all this eventually. Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on you. You can come to me and talk to me if you need anything,” Ashlar said, trying to soothe Michael’s worries away.

Michael found the nerve to look up at him again. “Do you like it here?”

Ashlar smiled. “Yes, I do. I like teaching. It’s my passion.”

“But you can teach anywhere,” Michael said, “Why here? There are so many rules here.”

Ashlar sighed again. “It’s not that bad. Besides, the boys here are all special boys. Just like you. They all have a reason for being here.”

Michael lowered his head. He didn’t want to talk about his father if Ashlar wanted to know the reason for him being in the home.

“Well, why don’t you leave your backpack here, and I’ll show you the rest of the school. I still have to show you where the bathroom is and where your classes are,” Ashlar said. When Michael didn’t look at him, Ashlar continued, “If you’re not up to it and you’re tired, you can rest here for a while. I’ll come back and show you later on. So, what's your answer?”

Michael thought about Ashlar’s suggestion. He looked at the other boys in the room. There were four of them. He now realized the room was made for five boys. It couldn’t hold anymore. He noticed the room had five beds too. He had gotten the last spare bed in the room. He suddenly wished he could be alone, so he could cry out the sadness he was feeling. He knew he couldn’t face those other boys yet. Ashlar seemed to understand him though, so he decided to take his chances with the beautiful blond stranger for now.

He looked at Ashlar again. “I’ll go with you now.”

Ashlar smiled. “Good. Just leave your backpack here. You’ll unpack your stuff later on.”

Michael nodded and together, they both left the room. Richard didn’t say a word while they were on their way out, which Ashlar couldn’t help but feel glad about. He really didn’t like that boy. Richard was nearing twenty-five. He would be done with school soon. Most of the boys left the home after finishing their diploma. They’d go out into the world, find a job, and live on their own. Most of the boys wanted their freedom. And he figured Michael would also feel the same as he got older.

When they had made it outside the bedroom and Ashlar had closed the door, Michael asked him, “So, how old are you?”

Ashlar smiled, looking down at him. Michael was an entire foot shorter than him. “I’m thirty.”

“Are you married?” Michael asked.

Ashlar narrowed his eyes at this question, wondering why Michael would ask such a thing. “No, I’m not married. Never have been either. But why did you ask?”

“Just curious,” Michael answered.

“Come on. The bathroom is down the hall,” Ashlar said as he began heading that way.

Michael followed. “Don’t you want to settle down with someone?” When Ashlar didn’t answer, Michael continued. “I know it’s none of my business, but I don’t think anyone likes to be alone.”

Ashlar smiled. “I’m not alone. I have all the students here to keep me company. I told you, teaching is my passion.”

“So, you like being single then?” Michael was more than curious now about Ashlar.

He was such a handsome man that it made Michael wonder if he didn’t have a lot of admirers. Michael was sure a lot of boys at the home had a crush on Ashlar. He wanted to ask him about it, but he knew that would surely be pushing it. Ashlar was still very much a stranger to him.

“I don’t like being single,” Ashlar said. “No one likes to be alone. But I guess friendship to me is all that matters.”

Michael couldn’t believe he was hearing this from a man. If it was a female, he could understand.

“Friendship is important,” Michael agreed after a moment of awkward silence.

By then, they had made it to the end of the corridor. Ashlar pushed open the last door, revealing a rather large bathroom with many stalls.

“Do you want to use the bathroom?” Ashlar asked, but before Michael could answer, he said, “You should. I’ll wait right outside here for you.”

Michael nodded and stepped into the bathroom. He headed to one of the stalls. When he looked back at Ashlar, Ashlar smiled at him. Ashlar had left the door open and was standing in the doorway. Michael turned back to the stall. He wondered if there was anyone else in the bathroom with him, but he didn’t think so. It was quiet. He entered the stall. When he was done using it, he walked over to a sink and washed his hands.

When he did so, he imagined the school to be truly magnificent. It was like a mansion with a rich man owning it. And that rich man was Jonas. When he walked back to Ashlar, who was staring at him, a weird feeling briefly came over him. It was like nothing he had felt before. Michael couldn’t understand the feeling that had come over him. He just hoped he wasn’t falling in love with Ashlar.

It was something he didn’t want to happen. He was nineteen, and Ashlar was thirty. That meant Ashlar was eleven years older than him. And then there were the rules of the home. It was against the rules to love someone else in the home. And it’d be really bad if he had fallen in love with one of the teachers.

When he walked outside the bathroom, Ashlar pulled the door to close it. 

Michael asked as they began to walk down the corridor, “So, what happens if you’re caught having a relationship with someone in the home?”

Ashlar looked down at him. “Why would you ask that? Are you planning on having a relationship with someone here?” Michael didn’t answer, so Ashlar continued, “It isn’t Richard, is it? Don’t you dare get involved with that boy? He will take you down a path of misery. Trust me when I say that. The other boys that he’s been with have not been able to get over what he did to them.”

“What did he do to them?” Michael asked.

“The obvious,” Ashlar answered as if speaking to a toddler. “Don’t you know what I’m talking about?”

Michael looked up at him and shook his head.

Ashlar shook his head. “Sometimes, I forget I’m talking to young people in here. I think they know about perverted things and how twisted the world can be. But I guess there are still a few that don’t know. But I’m warning you again, don’t get involved with Richard, okay?”

Michael nodded. “I won’t.”

“So, why did you ask about getting caught with someone?” Ashlar was still curious.

“I was just wondering,” Michael answered. “I might slip. I might make a mistake. I just wanted to know what will happen if I did slip,” Michael explained. “If I fall in love with someone, I can’t help that, right?”

Ashlar stopped, causing Michael to stop too. “Michael, what are you saying?”

Michael lowered his gaze, feeling embarrassed. “I’m just saying I might fall in love with someone here.”
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Ashlar stood in silence, staring at Michael. There had to be a reason for Michael thinking he might fall in love with someone in the home. But who was it? Ashlar began to wonder who Michael had met so far. There was Jonas, there was Richard, and then there were the other boys in his room. He was sure Michael had not met anyone else in the home. Then it dawned on him. He felt stupid for not thinking about it earlier on. Michael had also met him—Ashlar. 

Ashlar shook his head. “Well, come on. I’m sure we'll be able to deal with the situation when the time comes. Whoever you fall in love with, you can come to me, and we can talk about it.”

Ashlar began to walk again. He was heading toward the staircase. He looked back to see Michael following. From the look on Michael’s face, he could now tell that Michael was attracted to him. He smiled, shook his head, and continued on. He couldn’t believe such a thing would happen between them, especially so fast. But he told himself if that was happening, he would talk to Michael about it.

As they began to go down the stairs, Michael asked. “So, what floor are the classes? I hope we’re not going back down to the first floor.”

“No, the classes are on the second, third, and fourth floors. Your classes will be on the third floor. Then you’ll be moving up to the fourth floor to do the diploma,” Ashlar answered.

“What if I fail my classes? What happens?” Michael asked.

Ashlar smiled before answering. “You know you do ask a lot of questions when you’re in the mood to talk. But that’s okay. If you fail twice, then you don’t have school anymore. Every semester, there is a test. Each student is allowed two chances. If you fail both chances, you’re not allowed to move up. Jonas thinks that the students who fail are only hindering the other students that want to excel. So, do you think you will fail?”

“I don’t think so. I was pretty good at school,” Michael answered.

“Then, I’m sure you will do well here,” Ashlar said.

When they made it to the third floor, Ashlar led Michael down a corridor.

“How come there are hardly any boys here?” Michael asked, noticing the corridor empty.

“They’re mostly in their rooms or in the library,” Ashlar answered. “Classes start at 9 in the mornings and finish at 2. You get an hour break between 11 and 12. It’s now after 5, so you won’t see the boys around.”

“So, only four hours of class?” Michael asked, doing the sum mentally in his head.

“Yes, not much,” Ashlar answered. “Classes are also Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. You’re allowed Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays to do homework. On Sundays, there are chores to do.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard Jonas mention the chores. He said I have to wash my own clothes,” Michael said.

“Oh, he told you about the chores,” Ashlar said. “Yeah, Jonas is strict and wouldn’t hire some maids. He also has the boys tidying up the place. He thinks we’re all capable of taking care of ourselves here. So far, everything seems to be working out in his favor.”

Michael noticed that they had passed a few doors walking down the corridor, yet Ashlar didn’t say anything about the classrooms. “So, where are we going?”

“I’m taking you to your home room. It’s just up ahead,” Ashlar answered. “I’m sure you’re tired of all the walking. It is a big home for the boys here.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Michael replied.

After they had passed two more rooms, Ashlar stopped at a door on the left. He turned the doorknob and entered the classroom, waiting for Michael to follow him. Michael hesitated by the doorway, looking inside the room.

“Come on in. This is your home room,” Ashlar said.

Michael entered the classroom. He watched Ashlar close the door behind him. Then Ashlar walked over to the teacher’s desk and sat down.

“Sit down. Let me explain how we have classes around here,” Ashlar said.

Michael looked around the classroom. There were five rows of seats, each with four chairs and four desks. Michael walked over to the desk in front of the teacher’s desk and sat down. He took a deep breath when he began to feel the anxiety mounting inside. He knew he was nervous from being alone with Ashlar in a room. It brought back memories of his father. Michael quickly tried to push those memories away.

Ashlar noticed Michael’s discomfort again. He wanted to pry but thought it was best not to. He didn’t want to bring the boy to tears again. But as Ashlar thought about it, he realized they were alone. Was it worth the risk to talk to him? Was it worth the risk to bring Michael to tears? He thought about Jonas. If he made Michael cry and word got to Jonas, Ashlar knew he might have to deal with a very angry man. The task he was only assigned to was to show Michael around, not to pry into Michael’s personal problems.

But Ashlar couldn’t hold back. He was too curious. “Michael, why don’t you tell me what’s wrong? Maybe I can help.”

Michael stared into Ashlar’s bright blue eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Is it about the home here?” Ashlar asked.

Michael shook his head. “No, not really. It’s just that I’ve never been away from home. This is my first time away from home.”

“Oh? But that can’t be all that’s bothering you,” Ashlar said. He could tell there was more. Being in a new place was probably just the tip of the iceberg.

Michael shook his head.

“There’s a therapist in the school here if you feel like talking to one,” Ashlar suggested. “They’re confidential. Not even Jonas knows what goes on in there.” 

Michael shook his head.

“All right then,” Ashlar said. “Well, let me tell you about your classes. This is your homeroom. Most of your classes will be in here. The labs are for science students only, and they are also on this floor. Did you do sciences in your last school?”

Michael nodded.

“Okay, well, when you have labs, only those days will you be required to leave this class. The other times, you will be in here, and the teachers will come to you. We have most of the classes a regular school will have, but you may be doing extra classes or fewer. Have you gotten a timetable yet from Jonas?”

Michael shook his head.

“Well, I’m sure he’s working on that for you. It’s Monday today, so I guess he’s in no hurry,” Ashlar said. “You won’t have classes until Wednesday, so on your timetable, you’ll see you’ll have to be in this room at 9 Wednesday morning. This is room thirty-eight by the way.”

Michael nodded.

“Do you have any questions? You’re so quiet now. And I don’t like quiet,” Ashlar said.

“I’m sorry,” Michael apologized.

“Don’t apologize. It’s all right,” Ashlar soothed.

Michael couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. He began to cry. He wasn’t sure if it was from being alone in a room with Ashlar, remembering his father, or being away from home for the first time. But he figured it was for all those things. Everything was just too much for him to handle. He lowered his head and began to wipe the tears away with the back of his hands.

Ashlar didn’t think about his next actions. The moment he saw Michael crying, he reacted. He got off his chair, walked to Michael’s desk, and pulled Michael up to his feet. He pulled him against him and hugged him. Ashlar tightened his hold somewhat. The boy continued to cry in his arms. As he hugged Michael, he looked toward the glass window on the door. He was hoping no one would pass by and see them like that. He knew he shouldn’t have gotten close to Michael, but it was too late now. Michael was in his arms, right where he belonged.

Ashlar wanted to lock the door—it’d make him feel comfortable, but he wasn’t the one with the keys of the home. Jonas was. He was also at a loss for words on how to comfort Michael. He didn’t even know what was bothering Michael. If he knew what was wrong, he might be able to help, but for now, Michael was keeping all his problems bottled up inside.

For a few minutes, they
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