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CHAPTER 1
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“Will you please give me the strongest stuff you have? A whole bottle, no glass.” The young man plopped down on a stool at the bar, pulling a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet and nonchalantly tossing it on the counter. It was the last of his last money, but he couldn’t care less.

“Son, is it only me, or do you intend to drink yourself to death? A bottle of that would put people twice as big as you into the ground.” One of the guys flanking the young man, well into his fifties and sporting a thick, long beard, cast a worried look in his direction. “Serge Mills.” He extended a big, calloused hand.

Not your goddamn business, the young man thought, but instead, he gave the other one’s hand an energetic shake and answered in a polite voice, “Brian Knight. Nice to meet you, sir. And yes, I intend to drink the contents of that bottle by myself; a one-man party to celebrate being fired and getting evicted at the same time.”

“It’s not the end of the world, you know,” the tall, solidly-built, black man — the soldier type — flanking Brian’s other side spoke in a low voice. “You look young. There’s plenty of time for you to start again. I’m sure that out there somewhere, there’s a position waiting for you to fill it in.”

“My good friend Mr. Parker, here, is right.” Serge nodded in approval, a wide smile spreading across his face. “With that long hair and glasses, you look geeky, the kind of guy who’d do a great job as a substitute teacher. I’m sure our Fergus can find you something to do at The Base.”

“The Base?” Brian’s eyes were shining with interest and curiosity. “Like on a military base? What makes you think they would need someone with my... qualifications?”

“That’s a small town a few miles outside of New York City’s limits, a place offering shelter and the chance for a fresh start to victims of domestic violence and child sex trafficking.” Serge’s answer came in a warm, affectionate voice.

“For security reasons, The Base doesn’t appear on any map, so you’ll need this to get there.” Parker offered Brian a small object similar to a business card. “Some basic directions.” He took the bill on the counter and gave it back to the younger man. “I think this is yours.”

“Pay attention to the dirt road; the bumps make it a bitch, especially if you don’t have good suspension.” Serge frowned. “Do you have a car, or should I send someone to get you?”

“Thank you for the kind offer, sir, but I have my own vehicle.” Brian blushed in shame thinking about the tin can he was calling a car.

“Perfect.” Serge gave him two thumbs up. “I already messaged Fergus about you, and he said the principal may have just the right job for you. The interview is tomorrow at nine o’clock in the morning. See you soon.” After a brief pause, the man continued with an amused smile, “You’re damn lucky you met me and Mr. Parker, son. Was it Leon instead of the two of us, you’d have had your ass kicked all the way to China and a bucket of ice poured over your head.”

But Brian didn’t ask who Leon was; he stood and waved to the bearded man and his massive friend, then left the bar, crossing the street to where his ancient car was parked. He opened the trunk and pulled two thick blankets and a pillow out of it, then opened one of the front doors and lowered the driver’s and passenger’s seat, making a comfortable bed for the night.

Once the work was done, Brian sighed in relief and let out a long yawn. It’s been a long, exhausting day, the young man said to himself as slid under the blankets. Daisy, his ten-year-old tuxedo cat, his constant companion and witness to all his ups and down, uncurled from the corner of the back seat where she was sleeping and soothed the young man’s aching soul with her sweet purrs.

Brian woke at six o’clock sharp, thankful for one of the rare nights when his sleep wasn’t plagued by nightmares. However, as he put the blankets and the pillow back into the trunk and brought the front seats into their original positions, a bad feeling overtook him, coiling into the pit of his stomach, heavy like a boulder.

Not even the giant mug of coffee Brian chugged down almost in one go at the bar or the loud purrs Daisy greeted him with when he came back to the car managed to silence the little voice whispering in his head. The sensation that something bad was about to happen and he would miss the interview became more intense, almost suffocating him.

To get rid of it, Brian put Daisy in the cat carrier on the backseat, got behind the wheel, and took off, even though it was just a little past seven o’clock. The young man kept his eyes glued on the dirt road Serge warned him about, but no matter how hard he tried, there were obstacles that couldn’t be avoided.

When the car hit something, stopped, and refused to start again, Brian knew it was the end. He couldn’t leave the vehicle in the middle of nowhere and walk the rest of the distance. All his earthly possessions and one of the souls who truly loved him were in that useless pile of tin, plastic, and whatnot.

Brian stepped down from the vehicle and went to the side of the road, hoping against all odds that someone who knew the way to that mystery place would show up and give him a ride. As the minutes passed one after another, the sliver of hope became thinner until it completely disappeared, the dreadful feeling the man had been trying to get rid of since early morning taking him over.

“Good morning!” A male voice made Brian flinch and turn around. “Are you by any chance the guy who’s supposed to meet Fergus MacNamara for a job interview?” The question came from a man sporting a thick beard and long, light-brown hair who was riding a custom-made motorcycle.

“Yes, that would be me. Wait, how—” Brian swept his gaze up and down the other man’s torso as the muscles flexed under the thin t-shirt, then he stared at the tattoos covering the man’s arms, the sight making him shiver.

“Dad’s a wise man; one look at your car is all it took for him to realize you wouldn’t make it very far, so he sent me to pick you up, but it was too late, so here I am now.” The biker smiled softly. “Name’s Xavier Mills; Serge is my father. Come on, take whatever you consider indispensable and hop in the saddle.” He gestured to the bike, grinning.

Brian stuttered. “There’s my cat, Daisy, in the carrier. I don’t know if...” He cast a doubt-filled look in the car’s direction and then put his sunglasses on. Most of the people he met ended up rejecting him because of his mismatched eyes.

“When there’s a will, there’s a way.” Xavier smiled encouragingly, dismounting from the bike. “There’s plenty of space for the carrier on the back, and I brought some cords with me, just in case. So don’t worry, Miss Daisy will have a safe ride.”

“I...” Brian fell silent for a few moments, searching for his words. “Thank you. Not many people would have done what you are doing for me, a total stranger.”

Xavier checked the cords keeping the carrier in place, a smile of satisfaction spreading across his face. “My darling Fergus likes punctual people, so we better go. Here’s your helmet.”

Brian nodded, cast a look of gratitude in the other man’s direction, put the helmet on, and mounted on the back, wrapping his arms around Xavier. All the way to what he hoped would be his next workplace, he wondered what kind of people his co-workers and his boss, the Fergus guy Serge and Xavier kept mentioning, were.

He sounded like a stern man who appreciated punctuality and most likely had high professional standards. Brian was determined to put all the cards on the table, mentioning all the things he knew, although he risked being rejected as overqualified as had already happened a few times before. The man shrugged. It’s all or nothing, he said to himself.

The bike stopped in front of two massive iron gates, pulling Brian from his thoughts. Two well-built men let them in, their attitude a mix of both respect and friendliness. While Xavier exchanged a few words with them, Brian looked around at the square, the buildings surrounding it forming a tall wall. He wondered what purpose each of them served.

Xavier started the bike again and headed to a long building at the far end of the square. Most likely there was still time because he slowed down, giving his co-rider the opportunity to admire the playgrounds, the mini-parks, and the small flower gardens in the center of the square. Numerous alleys and streets ensured access to one or another of the surrounding buildings.

“Here we are. I’ll keep Miss Daisy company while you’re busy with impressing the interviewer.” Xavier grinned. “Good luck, although I think the job is already in your pocket.”

Brian offered the other man a pale smile. “I seriously doubt it, but thank you, anyway.” He stepped into the building, walked down the corridor, and stopped in front of a door with the name ‘Fergus MacNamara’ written on a plate, knocking two times.

“It’s open.” The singsong voice coming from the room didn’t seem to belong to the man in his fifties who Brian saw when he entered the room. “Hello, you must be the candidate for the librarian position. Fergus MacNamara, nice to meet you. Please, sit down. The principal should be here any minute.”

“Brian Knight, likewise.” He took the hand the other one was offering and gave it an energetic shake, then sat on the chair Fergus had indicated, staring for a brief moment into his unusual turquoise eyes. “This is my resume.” He carefully took a neatly folded piece of paper from the inside pocket of his jacket, putting it on the desk.

“Good morning and sorry I’m late. Busy morning at the office.” A person in their late twenties stepped inside, a small smile playing on their lips. “Peyton Bloom-Hunter, nice to meet you.” They extended a hand to Brian, who took it and shook it vigorously.

“No worries. Mister Knight, here, just gave me his resume; from what I got to read, he’s the perfect candidate for the job. Of course, you have the final say in the matter, so please take a look.” Fergus extended his hand across the desk, offering the paper to the principal, who took a seat next to Brian.

“Whoa!” Peyton exclaimed, eyes wide with surprise. “But this is... Braille and ASL? Was it part of the curriculum at college? Here it says you graduated Educational Sciences at NYU, just like me, but I didn’t have either of those two as subjects of study.”

Brian cleared his throat. “Well, my mom worked as a teacher for special needs children, and most of them used sign language to communicate, so she was continuously practicing her ASL skills. She needed a partner, and I happened to be around, so...” He swallowed hard. “As for Braille, I was misdiagnosed with degenerative retinopathy when I was eight. I didn’t want to give up reading, so...”

“Oh...” Fergus spoke in a soft voice, offering Brian a compassionate look. “So that is what the sunglasses are for. You should have told me from the start, and I would have lowered the lighting.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not that. My eyes... they’re different colors, and people don’t seem to like to look at them, so I try to avoid unpleasant situations by... you know...” Brian blushed from embarrassment and left the sentence unfinished.

“We are not that kind of people. Here you are among friends, so feel free to be you.” A buzz coming from his phone interrupted the man, a smile brightening his face after he read the message. “The guy in charge of checking the background of prospective employees didn’t find anything on you, so now it’s the principal’s call.”

Peyton turned to Brian, his light-green eyes shining with excitement. “Can you start tomorrow?”
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FREE HOUSING, FULLY covered utility expenses, three meals a day at The Base’s kitchen, a generous medical insurance plan, and a decent wage. It’s got to be too good to be true, Brian said to himself as he read the contract for the fourth time. There must be a catch somewhere. He didn’t find any, though, so he finally signed the contract, to Fergus’s and Peyton’s relief and delight.

Before parting ways with them, Brian was informed by his new employers that a guard would be waiting for him outside the exit and was going to accompany him to what they called his living unit. The man thanked the two in a gratitude-filled voice, then left the office and walked out of the building, heading toward the long-haired guy who was leaning against a truck parked nearby.

The guard offered Brian a friendly smile and told him his name, Lawrence Barnes, or Digger as his friends called him. After shaking hands, he opened the truck’s passenger door, inviting the other man inside, then took off, heading to the gates. The vehicle left the enclosed perimeter, and after driving for about ten minutes, Digger stopped in front of a small house.

Brian let out a loud gasp when he saw his car parked in the driveway. “These guys moved fast,” he said, wondering if his belongings were also there. Thanking the guard, he hopped from the truck and headed to the vehicle. Heart thumping in his chest, the man opened the trunk, a sigh of relief leaving his chest when he saw that nothing was missing. Daisy was there, too, curled up in her usual spot on the backseat.

Brian let the tuxedo cat out and, with her in tow, headed to the house’s main entrance, excitement taking hold of him. The man unlocked the door with the key Peyton had given him and started to explore what he hoped would be his home for many years to come. A small kitchen, a bedroom, a living room, which also served as a dining room, and a bathroom with a shower. That was all, but for Brian, it was heaven.

He spent most of the morning carrying his things inside and putting them in the closets and cabinets, noticing he was running low on toiletries and making a mental note to renew the supply from the hundred-dollar bill and whatever change he had in his wallet. I also need some bananas and groceries, just in case, he said to himself, wondering where he could get those things from because there wasn’t a single store in sight.

The grumble coming from his stomach reminded Brian that he hadn’t eaten anything over the last twenty-four hours, and he wondered if the kitchen Fergus and Peyton mentioned was still opened. The car would come handy right now, the young man thought, then shook his head. Why would you need it when you have your two legs?

Brian walked out of the house and started to run. He used to be a track runner in high school and college, back when things were so... uncomplicated. He loved how his lungs filled with fresh air that was pumped into his veins; how his mind cleared, giving him a better perspective on the problems he considered unsolvable before; the sensation of freedom running offered him every time.

Some twenty minutes later, Brian walked into what Digger had called the kitchen building but which turned out to be a spacious dining hall. “Hello, I know I’m late, and it’s my fault, but do you by any chance have any leftovers from breakfast?” The question came in a hesitant voice.

“Hi, kiddo.” A man in his late twenties, wearing a white apron over a uniform of the same color appeared from somewhere in the back, hand extended. “I’m Winter, and my job is to feed you whenever you’re hungry. Please take a seat, and I’ll fix you a plate right away.”

“I’m Brian, and thank you very much.” He took the offered hand and shook it. “I’m happy with whatever you can find. I was never a picky eater.” Seeing the other man didn’t reply, he went and took a seat.

A group of boys in their late-teens to early-twenties stepped into the dining room. “Look, a new kid.” One of them with platinum-blond hair and dark-blue eyes pointed in Brian’s direction. “Let’s sit with him so he won’t feel lonely. It sucks.”

A blond, curly-haired boy facepalmed himself, then dramatically rolled his eyes. “Maybe he needs space? But, of course, you didn’t think about that.”

Winter came back carrying a large plate filled with an omelet, fried bacon and sausages, toast, butter, and a mug filled with steamy, aromatic tea. “Here you are. Enjoy.” He turned to the boys, speaking in an affectionate voice. “Thank you, Crazy Bunch. I knew I could count on you to help me this time, too. You all are the absolute best.”

Brian thanked Winter with a smile, then waved to the group. “I don’t mind; on the contrary, I’d love to have you guys here to keep me company.” He started to dig into the food.

The boys and young men flanked Brian, and one of them, who had jet-black hair and sapphire-blue eyes and seemed to be their leader, extended his hand. “Welcome to The Base. I’m Elias Bloom, and these are my friends and cousins. In random order, they are the Bloom-Ballard triplets, Emery, Julien, and Lochlin, the geniuses of the group; my pesky cousin Jeroen, also known as Whitey; Gavin, Lorcan, and Cian, the legendary MacNamara boys; my younger brother Abernathy; and last, but not least, Tarrin and Ira, the bestest friends a boy could wish for.”

“Brian Knight.” Between two bites, he shook hands with all the members of the group, then turned to Elias. “I’m really glad to meet you. As you suspected, I’m new here, and I could use some insight about this place and those running it. I think you are the right people to turn to.”

“You’re a smart fella.” The boy called Whitey grinned and gave Brian two thumbs up. “Uncle Ardan and Great-Uncle Fabian are the leaders, but they’re helped by many others. My papa is one of them, and there are also Lothier, Brennan, and Xavier, the guys in charge of security. Oh, and let’s not forget about Sergeant Mills and his Steel Raiders, the biker gang that gives us many of our guards.”

“And there’s Uncle Leon, of course.” Another curly-haired blond kid, the carbon copy of the one who’d spoken earlier, exclaimed in an affectionate voice. “I don’t know how you could leave him out.” The last sentence was accompanied with a tsk.

“Leon?” Brian flinched a little when the name was mentioned. “Isn’t that the guy who pours buckets of ice on people’s heads?”

“Of course not. Where did you get that crazy idea from?” one of the three blond, curly-haired teens interjected, staring at Brian in disbelief. “Leon is one of the sweetest, most affectionate guys who ever walked the face of the Earth. He’s everyone’s older brother and uncle.”

The group murmured their approval, then the one named Tarrin, who looked younger than the rest, changed the subject. “What are everyone’s plans for the weekend? Besides sleeping, I mean.” With a soft sigh of contentment, he buried his head into Elias’s chest.

“Dream on, little brother.” Lorcan gave Tarrin a sympathetic look. “Pater and Granddad have plans for us. I heard them saying that Peyton and Uncle Fergus finally hired a librarian, and we’re expected to help with labeling the books and sorting them into their proper categories.”

A choir of whines and protests followed Lorcan’s words, but another blond boy, Julien, put an end to it when he spoke in a dreamy voice about the joy being surrounded by piles of books gave him. The young men’s eyes started to shine with excitement and curiosity as they wondered what was in the latest boxes they got as donations that were still as of yet unpacked.

As Brian worked through the delicious food on his plate, he was listening to the youngsters’ conversation, the passion in their voices when they spoke about books warming his heart. The little group surrounding him was formed from avid readers, the best kind of people he could wish for as friends.

The conversation changed its course again, the young men wondering what kind of guy the new librarian was. After a short but heated debate, they concluded that the person in question must be a gentleman in his late fifties, well-read and patient, especially with the small children and teens who were victims of child trafficking.

There was no way for a young guy to possess those qualities, Whitey said, earning his friends’ approval. He had to be someone like his Great-uncle Fabian, who loved children of all ages and was an expert in all things books. The other young men enthusiastically cheered the platinum-blond boy, who earned a tight hug and a kiss on his forehead from the one named Gavin.

Tarrin, who was still cocooned in Elias’s arms, told the others he met Digger just before he joined the group, and the guard told him the new librarian had very long hair and mismatched eyes, which everyone in the group saw as being very cool. Emery, one of the three identical looking blond boys, said it was possible for the new librarian to be non-binary or gender-fluid.

At that point, the boys turned to Brian, asking him what he thought about the identity of the new librarian, to which he just shrugged, saying he was a newcomer himself and didn’t have any idea. Then, the man excused himself, thanked the group for their company and Winter for the tasty food, and left the building.

As he was running his way back to the little house, Brian let out a wild fit of laughter. It had been a long time since he participated in such a funny conversation, and it felt so good. Most likely, the last time was when Eddie was still around, he thought, touching the locket hanging from a thin golden chain around his neck.

Melancholy, then sadness replaced Brian’s lighthearted mood from earlier as he remembered the last conversation he had with his brother Edward the very evening when the then-fifteen-year-old was kidnapped and vanished into thin air. First the police, then the family friends, and eventually even their parents gave up on any hope of finding the teenager.

Everyone except Brian. Deep down inside, he was convinced Edward was somewhere out there, most likely battered and bruised, starved and abused, but still alive. He spent hours almost every night under the identity of a fifteen-year-old, engaged in conversations with potential sexual predators, hoping he would find something, anything, that would lead him to Edward.

Brian’s ex-boyfriend Cole wasn’t supportive at all; on the contrary, he mocked his efforts to find his brother and called him an unrealistic fool and other cruel names. The man could never stand the teenager because, in his opinion, his boyfriend spent much more time in Edward’s company than with him.

As he stepped inside the small house, Brian shrugged thoughts about Cole off; he was no longer a part of his life and had to stay in the past where he belonged. Daisy came to greet him, tail high in the air, and rubbed her black and white fur on his legs, purring loudly, as if she were approving of him.

Brian smiled and wanted to pick the cat up when his phone buzzed, signaling an incoming message from Principal Peyton, as they insisted to be called. It was a reminder about the meeting with the carpenter who would be making the shelves for the new library planned for the next day, followed by a general inventory of the books. Peyton warned that going through all the books would most likely take two full days but assured him there were a lot of volunteers who would be happy to help.

That message came as a confirmation of Brian’s thoughts from earlier. His life was at The Base now, among people who accepted him as he was and surrounded him with understanding. Half an hour and a shower later, he slid under the covers, Daisy purring at his side, and with a sigh of contentment, he drifted to sleep.
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Two years later

Bartholomew Hastings, III. The boy hated his pretentious name with a burning passion, and had he the option, he would have changed it to something less posh. But, of course, no one asked him when they registered his birth. Having a cool nickname would have made the situation more bearable, but the teen wasn’t that lucky.

For a good while, he really liked the short form of his name, Bart, mainly because the person who called him that for the first time had a special place in his heart. That was until he realized that what he thought to be a term of endearment was, in fact, a reference to Bart Simpson, who wasn’t exactly the smartest of Marge’s and Homer’s kids.

The guy Bartholomew considered special said he preferred Lisa, the brightest of the Simpson kids. Coincidence or not, a few days later, the whole school was talking about the hot, passionate kiss that boy and one of the most beautiful girls in school, who’d ignored him for a long time, shared at a mutual friend’s birthday party by the pool when they thought no one saw them. As an irony, her name was Lisa.

Bartholomew was also there, hoping to get himself noticed by the one who’d captured his heart. Winning that teen’s affection was the only reason he frequented the social gatherings, especially those organized by the popular kids at school. He couldn’t stand the arrogance, ignorance, and superficiality the so-called “elites” of the school wore like badges of honor.

Bartholomew was a loner who loved to read, enjoyed the company of small children, and aspired to become a kindergarten or elementary school teacher. However, because he came from a rich family, he continued to accept invitations to popular kids’ parties; otherwise, his schoolmates would have started to gossip and isolated him, something Bartholomew wasn’t ready for yet.

Graduation was a couple of months away, just after the moment he dreaded the most: the prom. Finding a date when one is the only openly gay kid in an ultra-conservative school was impossible, but not going at all would have turned him into the butt of all his schoolmates’ jokes, and he risked being remembered by them as the loser who didn’t go to the prom.

Bartholomew’s parents and his three sisters embraced him without thinking twice three years earlier when he came out and supported him all the way. His older brother Trent, on the other hand, subjected him to a verbal attack so violent that it made him shake and cry until he puked. It was the first time his father raised his voice to his until-then favorite son, which earned Bartholomew Trent’s eternal hate.

The teen’s older brother warned all Bartholomew’s friends about his so-called perverted nature, and they left him one by one without giving him the chance to tell them his side of the story. Bartholomew could have gone to his father and complained about Trent’s malevolent actions, but after a short internal debate decided to not bother him with his little dramas.

Instead, he continued to accept invitations to parties he didn’t really want to go to and hang out until the wee hours with people he couldn’t stand. Over the weekends, Bartholomew woke up late and often skipped breakfast with his family, which was one of the traditions his parents cared very much about.

He appeared at lunch, eyes still heavy with sleep, the dark circles surrounding them making him seem much older than his eighteen years. Mumbling an unintelligible excuse, Bartholomew plopped down on a chair and started to pick at his food. His parents didn’t say anything, but the teen could sometimes sense the tension in the air.

The nights he spent pretending to party took a toll on the adolescent, and he started to treat his essays and other school assignments superficially. Bartholomew spent less time documenting his homework and studying for tests, and it wasn’t long before his grades dropped. For someone who’d aced all objects of study like him, it was a sign that he’d gone too far and it was time to make a drastic change in his way of life.

Bartholomew also expected his parents, especially his father, to react in some way now that they had a legitimate reason to worry, so he wasn’t surprised when, after another missed breakfast with the family, his father called him into his office. He nodded and, head lowered, braced himself for what was about to come.

“Sit down, son.” Bartholomew Sr. gestured to one of the small armchairs across the desk. “You’ve changed a lot lately, and not in a good way. I don’t mind you saying the F word every thirty seconds; I had that habit myself, and I still do it, usually when no one’s around.” A weak smile briefly played on the man’s lips.

Bartholomew III leaned forward. “Yes, sir, I know, and I’m very grateful that you haven’t stifled this part of my personality. Those parties... I can’t refuse the people who’ve invited me, they are my friends, and I can’t leave early, either, because they would laugh at me.”

The teen’s father nodded in understanding. “You need a change of a scenery. A new school, a new entourage, an environment that would make you more responsible and would change the way you see certain things.” The man paused. “There is this respectable gentleman, Fabian Bloom, the father of one of my business partners. I talked to him about your case, and I made the arrangements for you to be transferred to The Base’s high school.”

Bartholomew III almost fell from his armchair, disbelief written all over his face as he stared at his father. “But that’s... you can’t transfer me now only a couple of months away from graduation. What would my teachers and classmates say? Besides, military school? Did I screw things up that badly?”

The man left his seat, went to the other side of the desk, and crouched down at the foot of the armchair where his son sat. He started to talk in a soft voice, which had an edge of determination. “I already talked to the principal at your school and everything has been taken care of. And don’t worry, The Base is anything but a military school; according to Mister Bloom, there are a lot of well-mannered, well-educated gay teens and young men there who would be happy to become your friends.”

Bartholomew III ignored his father’s last sentence; suddenly, he didn’t care if he had friends or not as long as he could graduate with the crowd he knew for four years. “But father, the school I’m currently attending is very close to home, while this other one doesn’t seem to be. Think about all the precious time I’d lose commuting instead of using it for study.”

“I talked to Mister Bloom about this, too.” The man gave his son a warm, reassuring smile. “They have dorms with two beds and individual bathrooms, and also a kitchen where the residents are offered three meals a day.” He cleared his throat. “Of course, you can come home over the weekends if you miss us enough, but I think you are going to love it there.”

Young Bartholomew didn’t reply this time; he was aware that, no matter what argument he would bring, his father’s mind was already made up, and he would only irritate the man. The teen should have been happy that he would no longer be the target of Trent’s homophobic slurs, but in that moment, he didn’t feel very grateful.

With a polite nod, young Bartholomew stood and left his father’s office, going to his room where he plopped down on the bed, then lay flat on his stomach. No matter what angle he was looking at the picture, one thing was sure: his parents were so disappointed in his actions that they were sending him away.

A few months earlier, after talking to his parents, Bartholomew decided to stay on campus once he was attending college so he could feel the pulse of the academic life and experience what his sisters called a real student’s life. The teen could consider the months he would spend away from home at The Base as a useful practice for when he would go to college, but he was too frustrated to see that aspect of the situation.

Well, I won’t go down without a fight, Bartholomew thought, balling his hands into fists and tightening his jaw. Gay kids who would be happy to befriend me? The teenager huffed out a laugh when he remembered his father’s words from earlier. No way in hell. I won’t like anyone at that fucking place, and I’m going to let them know it.

**********
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BRIAN PASSED THE GATES separating The Base rescue complex from the rest of the town and sprinted down the alley leading to the administrative building. All the way there, the librarian wondered what the new leader had to talk to him about that he wanted to see him in his office first thing in the morning.

Of course, Brian thought, mentally facepalming himself, how could I forget about it? The night before, a team of rescuers led by Ardan MacNamara, The Base’s founder himself, raided a small child trafficking ring, bringing the victims to the sanctuary and taking those who operated it to be interrogated. Brian hoped with all his heart and soul that his brother Edward was also among those rescued from the traffickers’ filthy claws.

“Good morning! Please, sit down.” Elias spoke in a warm voice, a friendly smile on his full lips as the man in charge of The Base Town Library stepped into his office. “We didn’t get to speak very much recently. How are you?”

“Good morning, boss.” Brian returned the smile as he sat in one of the three chairs in the room. “You know, the usual, work and pretty much nothing else.” Although the man tried to sound relaxed, his body was tense. “Any news?”

“No, I’m sorry. We searched that deposit building up and down, but there was no trace of your brother.” The light in Elias’s sapphire-blue eyes dimmed. “We interrogated the sick fucks running the operation and also talked to some of the kids who were willing to cooperate, but none of them saw Edward.”

“That’s...” Brian let out a shuddering breath, trying to hide his disappointment and pain. “I shouldn’t have held my hopes so high, anyway. Five years is a long time, and I don’t think—”

“No.” Elias cut the other man short in a somewhat harsh voice. “Don’t do that to yourself and Edward.” He inhaled sharply. “There is a big possibility that he’s alive and well. During the interrogations, a scumbag said that the boys who turned eighteen were auctioned off one last time to pervs who are keeping them for personal use, no sharing. Sometimes, the buyers are federal agents in disguise or even one or our own people.”

“Well, I don’t think that’s Edward’s case.” Brian’s voice had a tinge of defeat. “I mean, he turned eighteen two years ago. We would have known if the buyer was someone compassionate, but, since no one contacted you...” He waved his hand dismissively. “Anyway, enough of this. Why did you want to see me?”

Elias cleared his throat, somewhat embarrassed. “I’m not the type who asks for favors, but this is an exception. A new kid just landed at The Base, and he refuses to engage in any of the activities that aren’t part of the school curriculum. He’s an avid reader, though, and I was wondering if...”

“Of course,” Brian exclaimed in a lighthearted voice that contrasted with the sad tone from earlier. “Send him to the library. I’m sure I can find him a job.” The man grinned. “The kid’s problem is that he’s never met someone more stubborn than himself before.”

Elias huffed a laugh. “You may be right. From what I understood, he has a language problem, too, so I see a lot of kitchen duty in his future.” He gave the other man a gratitude-filled look “Thank you for understanding. I knew I could count on you to take care of this.”

“You, the guys in the Crazy Bunch, the principal, Ardan, Advisor Bloom, and all the others here at The Base have stuck with me through thick and thin over the last two years; you are my family and helping you in any way I can is always a pleasure.” Brian’s voice was thick with emotion. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a stubborn teen to tame.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Bartholomew stepped into the library, letting out a low whistle. “Fucking impressive. I’ve never seen so many fucking books in a single place. I want to live here. Alone. Undisturbed by all the people swarming all over this fucking military camp. I fucking hate it.”

“Fuuuuuck, man, you better watch your tongue, or you’ll end up living in the kitchen and doing the dishes and mopping the floors if Elias hears you talking like that.” Julien shook his head from behind the computer screen, exchanging an amused look with Brian.

“Tell Elias he can kiss me where the sun doesn’t shine. It’s a free country, so I can say whatever the hell I want, and if he tries to stop me, I’ll sue him for censorship.” The teenager extended the hand in the blond’s direction. “Bartholomew Hastings, but I hate my name. You seem like a cool guy, blondie.”

“Julien Ballard-Bloom. And I’m the boring one. My brothers Emery and Lochlin are cool. You can call me T-Ball if you want.” Julien took the hand, squeezed it softly, then blinked a few times. “Why don’t you shorten it to Bart? Your name, I mean. It’s also the short form of the baronet title, so it would confer an aristocratic air.”

The other teen smiled brightly. “Well, T-Ball, if you’re boring, I wonder how great your brothers are. I’m really happy to know you.” After looking around for a few seconds, Bart continued. “Can you please tell me who’s in charge of this place?”

“That would be me,” Brian finally said after finishing adding the entries into the library’s main computer. “You must be that little troublemaker who doesn’t like to do anything.”

“And you must be the ugliest chick in the world.” Bart gave the man behind the counter an annoyed look, then huffed. “Scratch that, you are the ugliest chick on the face of the Earth.”

Brian grinned, took an apple from the little basket on the counter, and offered it to the newcomer. “Here, a treat on the house. It’s healthy, fills you up, and keeps your mouth busy. Oh, and my name’s Brian Knight, though I can’t say yet if I’m happy to meet you.” He turned his attention to the door, showing his teeth in another grin. “Perfect timing, boss.”

“Oh, I see you’ve already met Bartholomew, who’s going to be our resident for the next few months. I’m sure you’ll find something for him to do around here.” The young man who’d just walked into the library offered Bart his hand. “Elias Bloom, nice to meet you. Welcome to The Base.”

The newcomer took the hand and squeezed it hard. “So, you’re the one who doesn’t like cursing and swearing. The fuck with all the censorship? What are you, a fucking plantation owner and all these people are your slaves?”

“Fuuuuck, man!” Julien whispered softly, facepalming himself. “Now you’re royally screwed. You’ll spend the rest of your life doing kitchen work.”

“Move your little ass into the kitchen, Mister Hastings. You, too, Mister Ballard-Bloom, as soon as you’ve finished whatever you’re doing here.” Elias turned to Bart. “You also have an appointment with the Principal Bloom-Hunter scheduled for later in the afternoon.”

Bart opened his mouth to protest, but eventually he just shrugged and followed Elias out of the library, mumbling something under his breath about people who had privileges just because they shared the last name with the boss. However, the teen soon discovered that, deep down inside, he didn’t hold a real grudge against the blond with sky-blue, innocent eyes.

As he and Elias headed to the dining hall and kitchen, Bart noticed that all the people they met, regardless their age, showed respect to the young man accompanying him. Well, he probably deserves to be treated with consideration, the teenager, who had a deep sense of fair play, thought when he saw Elias responding in the same way.

Bart also looked around, pleasantly surprised at the sight of the playgrounds and alleys with benches shadowed by old trees, perfect spots for a quiet afternoon of reading. A group of small children no older than six came running from a building, two women in their early-thirties hot on their heels. The children’s and ladies’ giggles and laughter mixed, filling the air with happy sounds.

Bart’s heart melted at the scene. Who knows? I may end up liking this place and the people living here, he said to himself as he followed Elias into the great dining hall. A group of young men enthusiastically greeted them, and two kids in their late-teens came and put their heads on his shoulders, sighing in contentment.

They must be his brothers, Bart thought, but gasped in surprise the next moment when Elias kissed both teenagers softly on the lips. The other guys present in the dining-hall surrounded Bart, talking all at once and leaving him to have an in-depth analysis on the mystery represented by the real nature of the relationship between Elias and the two young men he was still holding tight in his arms.

Eventually, the teens joined the group in welcoming Bart to The Base, while Elias discreetly left. The blond was introduced by the others in a tone mocking medieval solemnity as Tarrin, son of Ardan, and the one with raven-black hair and sapphire-blue eyes as Abernathy, brother of Elias.

Tarrin, the less shy of the two, told Bart that he and Abernathy were going to be his classmates. The newcomer was happy at the news because, although he’d only spent a few minutes in the teenagers’ company, he felt strangely connected to them and liked them very much. It was the same with the case of the kids’ older brothers, friends, or whatever they were to each other.

About fifteen minutes later, Julien also appeared, and he burst into a wild fit of laughter at the sight of Bart. The others patiently waited until the blond calmed down, then listened to him tell them about Brian giving the newcomer an apple to keep his mouth busy after he called the librarian an ugly chick.

Instead of being amused, the young men and the two teens cleared their throats, discreetly indicating Bart, who was paying attention to Winter explaining to him what kitchen duty involved. Julien lowered his head, shame and guilt washing over him. When the new resident of The Base finished and went back to the group, the blond offered him his hand and a sincere apology.

Bart discovered he wasn’t angry at Julien and did everything in his power to make him feel comfortable. After thinking for a brief moment, he offered his own version of the story, enriched with exaggerations that added a comic effect. This time, everyone laughed until tears sprang from their eyes and their ribs hurt.

Time passed by fast, and, to his surprise, Bart had really enjoyed working in the kitchen in the company of his two future classmates, Tarrin and Abernathy, and the other young men who were all chatty and funny. Before going back to their schedule for the day, the members of the group advised Bart to include kitchen duty on the list of extracurricular activities the principal would give him later.

Julien, who had a different program than the rest of the group, stayed behind and helped the newcomer to set the tables for lunch. He joked that their habit of cussing would send them to kitchen duty so often, that Winter might as well make them members of the permanent staff, to which Bart laughed from all his heart.   
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“WELCOME TO THE BASE.” Peyton gave a friendly smile to the new youth who stood in the doorway, a somewhat confused look on his face. “Is something wrong? You seem a little disoriented,” they continued in a worried voice, the smallest frown creasing their forehead.

Bart swallowed hard a few times. “To be honest, I don’t know. I was supposed to meet the principal, but it seems I got the directions wrong. Sorry for the inconvenience.” He turned around and went to leave.

“Actually, this is the principal’s office, and I’m the one you are looking for.” Peyton gestured to the inside of the room. “Come on, take a seat and let’s chat a bit.”

Bart extended a hand. “Bartholomew Hastings, III, nice to meet you.” He coughed embarrassed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I keep starting on the wrong foot with the people here. First, it was the guy at the library who I called an ugly chick, then Elias, who apparently is a boss of sorts, and now you.”

“Peyton Bloom-Hunter, nice to meet you, too.” They took Bart’s hand and gave it a warm shake. “Don’t worry, it happens even to the best of us.” The principal paused for a brief moment, the frown reappearing on their face. “The guy at the library? That must be Brian. What did he say or do to you? He’s the nicest guy on the planet.”

Bart vehemently shook his head. “No, he’s sarcastic, arrogant, and...” A delicate shade of pink colored the teen’s cheeks as his voice lowered to a whisper. “I don’t know exactly what the dude said, but he laughed at me and then gave me an apple to keep my mouth busy.”

Peyton made great efforts not to laugh, and they managed to keep a straight face. “Well, since you chose to volunteer at the library, I think you’ve found a way to get over the differences. Speaking of your extracurricular activities, did you think about what improvements you can bring to the library?”

Bart scratched the back of his head and cleared his throat. “I didn’t have the chance to look around as much as I’d wanted, but I suspect some of the children’s books aren’t in the best condition. I could glue back the torn pages and covers or even create new ones. Plus, I’d make sure the shelves are always clean.”

Peyton nodded in approval. “We buy new titles and editions every year, but for some reason, our little readers have their favorites. Kindergarten and elementary school kids are not the most careful readers, so a little help in this direction would be greatly appreciated.”

Bart showed his teeth in a wide grin. “You can count on me. My family is rich, but my father always says that when a thing is broken, you try to fix it before throwing it away for good. I often watched him repairing one or another of our favorite toys or putting back together the books which had fallen apart from how often we read them.”

“When Elias told me about you a few days ago, he described you as a heavy partier and a slacker, quoting your older brother who collaborates with his cousin, Martin-Cornelius.” Peyton fell silent for a long moment, his gaze resting on the teen in front of him. “I witnessed firsthand the devastating consequences of sibling rivalry, and even if Elias and Martin-Cornelius are two of my best friends, I took their words with a grain of salt.”

“Th—thank you for not thinking the worst about me.” Bart fought back the tears threatening to spill from his cobalt-blue eyes. “I made some poor choices and uninspired decisions, this is true, but I realized how wrong I was and I’m willing to give up those bad habits and wrong ways.”

“I’m going to keep an eye on you and make sure you remember these words.” Peyton examined the teenager’s face, then gave him an affectionate smile. “That’s all for today. You better go and have a nap; from tomorrow on, you’re on full schedule.”

Bart left the principal’s office, but not before thanking them once again for understanding and support. Home sweet home, the kid said to himself half an hour later after he’d inspected his dorm and unpacked his things, putting them away. I could actually enjoy my stay here...if it weren’t for that pesky librarian.
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Brian was tossing and turning in bed, unable to sleep after trying all the tricks in the book. The alarm clock on the nightstand read fifteen minutes past two, and the man felt grateful that the next day was Saturday and he didn’t have to go to work. It didn’t really make a difference, though; it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d worked a full shift after not sleeping at all the previous night.

Brian planned to visit his father the next day for the first time in three months, and a part of him was looking forward to spending some quality time in the company of his parent. Anthony Knight had always been supportive of his sons’ choices and loved the two boys immensely, working himself to the bone to offer them the best of everything.

The other part of Brian dreaded going to the house where he was born and grew up with memories of a happy, carefree childhood present in every corner. The face of his brother Edward and that of his mother were smiling from every photo, reminders of a time when everything was perfect but also of what Brian considered to be his greatest failure.

He couldn’t run fast enough to save his younger brother from the kidnapper’s claws, he wasn’t able to bring him back, and he watched, helpless, as his parents’ marriage was falling apart. On top of that, Brian couldn’t move on and go on with his life after splitting up with his former boyfriend, Cole, so he had to find new, creative answers for his father’s indiscreet but sweet and well-intended questions about his love life.

With a sigh, Brian left the bed, put on a t-shirt and a pair of shorts, got into his running shoes, and stepped out of the house, closing the door behind him. He started to run on the side of the road, heading to the child rescue complex. Lawrence, or Digger as almost everyone called him and the guard who’d driven him to the house he was living in on his first day at The Base, was on duty, and Brian hoped the two of them could sprint around the patrol perimeter.

The librarian had befriended many guards over the two years he’d worked there, but Lawrence was one of the closest, the older brother he never had. At almost forty, the gay former soldier slash biker gang member possessed a wisdom, empathy, and understanding specific to those who’d experienced loss, heartbreak, and pain from a very early age.

Lawrence was one of the selected few who Brian told about his brother being kidnapped and the one the librarian went whenever he felt his heart was heavy. Every time, the guard listened to him in silence, then comforted and soothed him with wise, warm words that went straight to his aching soul.

As Brian headed to The Base, his thoughts took a turn, the face of Bart, the big-mouthed volunteer at the library appearing before his eyes. The teen was a handful most of the time when there was no one around except for the two of them, but he became a sweetheart when children came to borrow books or read them there.

Sometimes, behind the defiant look in those cobalt-blue eyes, hidden by the mischievous smile on those sensual lips, Brian caught glimpses of loneliness and sadness. In those moments, he wanted to go over to the teen, wrap his arms around him, and hold him tight, but he was afraid he would be rejected and laughed at.

In all honesty, Brian wouldn’t have blamed the kid, had he reacted that way. A couple of times, the librarian noticed the boy staring at his mismatched eyes when he thought no one was paying attention to him. That feature, plus the ten-year gap between them, didn’t exactly make the librarian the ideal candidate for the position of that teen’s boyfriend.

What’s wrong with you, man? You and that high school kid won’t be together, not even should hell freeze over, so you better get these crazy thoughts out of your head, Brian scolded himself. Eventually, the image of the teen’s face with a mischievous shine in his eyes and that crooked, up-to-no-good smile vanished into the air, and the librarian could empty his mind of everything, enjoying the rest of the run.

I must have been a very good boy, Brian said to himself, a weak smile playing on his lips when he saw Lawrence’s silhouette from afar, patrolling along the gates on the inside. The guard must have sensed him, too, because he stopped and waved, then headed to the gates and cracked them enough for the librarian to slip inside the enclosed perimeter.

Without a word, Lawrence joined Brian, and the two men started a light sprint, touring the entire perimeter. From time to time, the guard stopped to check one thing or another or to exchange a word with his co-workers who were on duty, then got back into the rhythm. After a while, both men felt the need to rest.

“I’m getting too old for this shit, you know.” Lawrence plopped down on a bench, catching his breath. “So, do you have a sleeping problem, too? What’s keeping you awake at this hour?”

“Guilt, mainly. Tomorrow, or better said today, I’m going to pay my father a visit, and I’m blaming myself for not doing this more often.” Brian let out a heavy sigh and ran a hand over his face, wiping the sweat off. “On the other hand, you know how the situation is, and...”

Lawrence cut his friend short. “We had this talk before; yes, you are the one to blame, but not for the reasons you think.” The guard buried his face in his hands and stayed like that for a while. “You have to let it go, man; otherwise, it will eat you alive. Trust me, been there, done that. It didn’t do me any good, on the contrary.”

Brian put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I know, but I can’t stop thinking about that evening. Maybe if I hadn’t called Edward, he wouldn’t have been distracted and would have seen the kidnappers. Had I not wasted time calling the police first, maybe I could have saved him by myself. Maybe...” The librarian shook his head in defeat. “Who else can’t sleep at this hour?”

Lawrence grinned, appreciating his friend’s efforts of changing the course of the conversation. “The new kid.” He stopped for a few seconds, frowning in concentration. “Bartholomew, or something like that. Wrench, who patrols that section of the dorms, said he had to usher him inside two times.”

Brian rolled his eyes. “I’m surprised he listened. That one has a big problem with doing what he’s told. Not that he’s disrespectful, only... I don’t know... defiant, maybe? Plus, that one is definitely not the forgive and forget type.”

Lawrence huffed a laugh. “Give him a break; he’s still adjusting. And instead of criticizing the poor fella, why don’t you talk to him and see why he acts like that? It’s not like you to—” The man swept his gaze over his friend’s face, then gave him an incredulous stare. “You like the teen, don’t you?”

Brian shrugged, making efforts to seem indifferent to the guard’s insinuation. “Yes, I do. Enough to not strangle him when he drives me crazy with his arrogance and...”

“You know what they say: you can run, but you cannot hide. I think you really should talk to him. The two of you have a lot more in common than you think. For instance, the love for books and the way both of you act around children. I won’t say it would be one of those love stories that transcends time, but I think if it’s there, you should give this thing a chance.”

Lawrence’s calm but warm voice and the words he spoke brought the shadow of a smile to Brian’s face. “I’ll take your advice, but you should follow it, too. I’m sure out there, somewhere, there’s a guy who can’t wait to make you happy, and I’m sure you’ll do the same for him.”

It was Lawrence’s turn to shrug. “It’s a little too late for me; The Base is my home, the place where I found peace of mind and a purpose in life. Here is where all my friends are. I don’t need to search for happiness anywhere else.”

Brian nodded in approval, stood, and after warming up a little, started to run his way back, this time by himself because Lawrence had other things to do as part of his duty. As the librarian got closer to where he lived, his friend’s words about The Base being his home played in his mind on repeat, and by the time he slid back under the covers with Daisy purring at his side, serenity had descended upon him.

Next day, driving to his father’s house, Brian thought some more about the talk he and Lawrence had. Just like his friend, he felt strangely connected to the place, as if he had lived there his whole life. A smile playing on his lips, the librarian decided to talk to his father more about The Base and the life he had there instead of the usual walk down memory lane.

When he got to his destination, Brian gasped in shock and pleasant surprise at the sight of his mother, who greeted him in the doorway at her ex-husband’s side. Judging by the looks on his parents’ faces, they had spent quality time together, and their son wondered if his arrival interrupted an intimate moment between the two.

Nothing would have made Brian happier than his parents getting back together again, especially since they didn’t have irreconcilable differences and hadn’t gotten into arguments that turned into physical aggressions. After losing any hope of finding out something — anything — about Edward, dead or alive, the two spouses just drifted apart, and except a few short questions answered with monosyllabic words, they stopped talking to each other.

Brian had visited his mother, too, but even less often than he went to his father’s. Unlike her ex-husband, who was his own boss and had a flexible schedule, she still worked full-time as a kindergarten teacher and also collaborated with a special needs children’s center every other weekend. Her son suspected she kept herself busy to avoid thinking about the incident that had altered her life as she knew it.

“Look at you.” Brian’s mother enveloped him in a warm, tight hug, then examined him with a critical eye. “Is it only me, or you are skinnier than last time I saw you? What do they feed you there?”

“The food is excellent, almost as tasty as what you and Dad cook.” The librarian grinned. “I’m not skinny; I’m in top shape. However, next time I come to visit, I’ll bring you some food from The Base so you can convince yourself of the quality.”

“Good to see you again, son.” Brian’s father spoke in his deep, pleasant, baritone voice. “Let’s get inside. People may think we’re having a fight.”

The man’s ex-wife and their son nodded in approval, following him into the living-room where a large carafe filled with tasty and refreshing lemonade was waiting on a tray next to three glasses. “So, how’s work? Any new volunteers who are giving you a hard time?” His mother was the first who spoke once everyone had taken a seat.

Brian poured lemonade in one of the glasses, filling it almost to the brim, and lifted it to his lips, gulping it down in one go. “Delicious, thank you, Dad.” He turned to his mother with a cute grin. “No, no other troublemakers. In fact, I think that one is a good kid, too. He just... had a moment, I guess, and I treated him like a small child, which he obviously hated.”

“Whoa, if that isn’t a very sudden change of heart...” Brian’s father exclaimed in surprise, then he turned to his ex-wife. “On his last visit here, our son called that boy every name under the sun, and now... What made you see him in a different light?”

But Brian didn’t answer; he just stared ahead, a dreamy expression in his eyes.
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