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      A violent shattering of glass rang through the air and I didn’t even think. With a quick command to a customer in line for them to call the police, I rushed from my newly appointed spot as the doorman at the Wishing Well bar and ran toward the alley. Grunts, groans, and savage sounds of fists meeting bone greeted me.

      As the adopted Mexican child of white parents growing up near a dangerous city, I’d been lucky to avoid gangs during my teen years. That luck had run out when I got out of private Catholic high school and ended up in the wrong place, at the wrong time, with the wrong friends, and no money for a good lawyer.

      Being on the periphery of gangs and spending five years in prison had seasoned me to physical assault. Maybe I’d gone soft in my thirty-five years, but I wasn’t prepared to find the slim, frail young man being beaten in the alleyway.

      Remington was a fairly quiet town. Compared to the places I’d spent the past eight years, it was a mecca of peaceful solitude and welcoming, supportive friends. My new boss at the local auto shop, Jesse Thompson—he’d also gotten me the job at the Wishing Well—said there wasn’t much violence in the area.

      So, finding two men beating the shit out of what looked to be a kid took me by surprise and had my blood boiling. The young man had dropped to the ground, curled in a fetal position, as they kicked and punched at him, the remnants of a broken bottle dully reflecting the dim alley light.

      “Get the fuck off him.” I grabbed a piece from a broken wooden pallet leaning against the concrete wall. I hadn’t been in a physical altercation since before prison, and very few even then, but I barreled into the melee ready to kick some ass.

      The two men paused in their attack and backed away, hands up.

      Putting myself between them and the guy on the ground—who was moaning, so I at least knew he was alive—I held up the jagged piece of wood and sent up a silent prayer that the police would arrive soon. Doing my best to make a mental note of the men’s clothing and physical features, I willed the kid writhing on the ground to be okay.

      When the sirens blared, blue and red lights flashing around the alleyway, I glanced quickly over my shoulder to see two officers arriving. They approached slowly, taking in the scene as they moved closer.

      The morons in front of me squawked and fled, scrambling up the chain link fence and falling hard on the other side. Grunting and groaning in pain, they lurched to their feet and encouraged each other to run as they limped into the darkness.

      One officer took off toward the patrol car while the other handed me his card. “We’ll need your statement and his if he wants to press charges. Call for an ambulance,” he ordered before joining his partner. They sped off in pursuit of the two attackers.

      “No hospital,” the kid on the ground moaned. “Please.”

      I tossed my makeshift weapon aside and dropped to my knees next to him just as Jesse poked his head out the back door.

      “Holy shit, what happened? You need help? Did you call 9-1-1?” Jesse asked as he stepped into the alley beside me.

      “No, no ambulance. No hospital, I’m fine,” the kid grunted as he rolled to a sitting position and reached for a worn backpack a few feet away.

      “You were kicked and punched several times,” I said, “you may have internal injuries. You should let a doctor check you out.”

      “No, can’t go to the hospital. I’ve been hurt worse. Protected my head, face, and ribs. Arms and legs heal pretty easy. I’m fine.” He lifted his head as if it weighed a thousand pounds and gave a weak smile.

      “What happened?” Jesse asked.

      “The one guy offered me twenty bucks for a blow job and was all for it until his buddy showed up. They both went off on me, then you showed up.” He smiled at me again, a bit stronger this time. “Thank you for stopping them. Wasn’t a situation I was sure I’d get out of if you hadn’t come along.” He shrugged and his face clouded. “Been in a lot worse, but not for a while. Took me by surprise.”

      “You got a place to stay?” I asked, taking in his dirty clothes and generally unkempt appearance. “Someone to take care of those injuries?” I knew from my past that if a person was that adamant about not going to the hospital, there was likely a reason and no amount of arguing would change their mind.

      “I’ll be fine. Could I maybe use the restroom in there? Wash up and get some water?” The kid pointed to the back door of the bar. “I won’t take long, I promise.”

      I glanced at Jesse who shook his head.

      The kid’s shoulders drooped. “No problem, I get it. Thanks again for your help.”

      Jesse cleared his throat. “Take him to Bev,” he said quietly. “If the police come back, I’ll give them your number and tell them what I know.” He gave a nod before walking back into the bar.

      “Look, I’m not going to force you to go to the hospital, but I can’t let you go off on your own. I’ve got a room…”

      “Sorry, man. Most nights, I’d be up for it if it meant some money in my pocket, but my whole body is throbbing, definitely not sucking dick or bending over tonight.” He laughed bitterly as he struggled to stand.

      It took me a moment to wrap my head around what he was saying. “What? Fuck, no. I’m not asking you for sex. Fuck, kid. What type of person do you take me for?”

      He looked me up and down and shrugged, his eyes tired and his body sagging. “Most guys I know wouldn’t care as long as they had somewhere to shove their dick. You seem nice enough, I’ll give you a rain check, yeah? I can come back when I’m feeling better; not gonna lie, I could use the money.”

      Holy fucking shit.

      I ran a hand over my face. “Look, kid.”

      He snarled, “I’m not a kid. Be twenty-one soon. Probably done more shit in life than you could even dream of.”

      I scoffed. “You spend five years in prison just for being poor and caught up with the wrong crowd?”

      He narrowed his eyes and lifted his chin. “No. You lose your parents, bounce around foster care, and end up living with a woman who pimped you out to every willing dick she could find?”

      My gut roiled and I closed my eyes. “Sounds like we’ve both got some shitty pasts. Look, I’m not asking for sex,” I huffed. “I rent a room at this really nice house with this amazing old lady…”

      He bristled.

      “Not like that. She’s like a grandma. There are seven renters there. At least let me get you some food and have one of my roommates who’s an EMT check you out.” I wanted to promise a hot shower and place to sleep as well, but he looked ready to bolt so I stopped with the food for the moment.

      “I’m supposed to believe that you want to take me home just to feed me and make sure I’m not too banged up?” He wrapped long, thin arms around his slim torso.

      I gave a curt nod. “I’ve got a record, yeah, but I’m not a bad guy. Been out eight years. Not so much as even a speeding ticket since then. That guy that came out here? He hired me at his auto repair shop—ran a background check. This bar hired me—they ran a check, too. Hell, even the lady I rent from ran one and checked in with my old parole officer.” I stood and held my hands out in front of me. “If you won’t let me get you to a hospital, at least let me get you some food and bandaged up.”

      The kid looked like he was about to fall over, but he was fighting with himself to say no.

      “My name is Cruz Adams. I live with some of the kindest, most caring people you’ll ever meet. Let me get you some food. You don’t have to make any big decisions right now. Just a warm place and food.”

      His eyes darted down the alley. “The shelter is full tonight. That’s why I was here trying to get some money.” He dropped his head. “I don’t usually sell myself for money if I can help it. Shelters usually have okay food. Haven’t been in Remington long, but their place is nice; just fills up fast since it’s small.” His stomach rumbled. “I could eat,” he whispered, cheeks red in the dim streetlight as he hugged his backpack.

      “Let’s go then. I’ll give you my phone and my license to hold onto while we drive if that makes you feel safer.” I handed the kid my phone and ID, hoping to God I wasn’t making a huge mistake.

      He stared at the items in his hand as he followed me to my car. “Damn, that’s pretty dumb, mister.”

      “Call me Cruz,” I said. Shrugging, I continued, “Just want you to know you can trust me.”

      We climbed into the car and I started the engine. “Seatbelt.”

      “Never get in a car without putting it on,” he said quietly. “My parents were killed in a car accident when I was ten. They never wore theirs so I’ve always figured it was what killed them.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I never knew my mom, other than her last name was Cruz. No idea about my father. The couple who adopted me did their best to immerse me in my Mexican heritage—something I really appreciate—and gave me the name Cruz as a remembrance to my mother.” A wave of sadness washed over me. “They died when I was in prison. Mom first, she just slipped away in her sleep, and Dad the next year—I think from a broken heart. They weren’t rich, but they were good people. I miss them.” I glanced his way. “Sorry, that was a bit heavy.” I’d barely told all of that to Bev and Jesse, why was I telling a kid I just met?

      “No worries.”

      “You got a name?” I asked.

      He started to refuse, I saw the look of rebellion cross his face, but he dropped his head against the seat and sighed. “Logan Miles.”

      “Nice to meet you, Logan.” I pulled the car onto Pleasure Boulevard before turning right onto Remington Way. Parking in front of a large Victorian house, I gestured toward the place. “This is it.”

      We got out of the car and Logan giggled as he looked at the street signs on the corner. “Your address is 69069 Remington Way?”

      “Yep. Remington Place at 69069 Remington Way and Pleasure Boulevard,” I confirmed. “Most amazing address I’ve ever had the good fortune of laying my head.”

      “This place has to cost you a fortune,” Logan muttered.

      “Nah, you’d be surprised. Bev makes sure it’s affordable.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Logan murmured as he took in the massive old home.

      “Wait until you see inside.” I led the way to the back steps and hoped Jesse had called to tell Bev we were on our way.

      I’d been at Remington Place for about four months and—aside from the twenty-two years I spent with my parents—I’d never felt more loved or accepted; always wondered if Ronnie and Paula Adams would have felt the same about their precious adopted son if they’d known I was gay.

      When Bev met us in the kitchen, concern marring her face, I knew bringing Logan home with me had been the right move. For some reason, I was drawn to the kid—shit, I knew he said he was almost twenty-one, so legally an adult, but he looked like he was barely eighteen and seemed much younger than my thirty-five years. Something in his eyes, though, told me he’d seen a lot—been through a lot—and I needed to stop thinking about him as a kid.

      “I have Dre gathering some medical supplies. Khi is on shift or he’d help, too,” she said to me before wrapping Logan in a gentle hug. “I’m Bev King and this is my home. You’re safe and welcome here for as long as you need.”

      Wondering what Bev would think, but not sure what the other option would be, I ushered Logan toward the stairs. “He can use my room for now.”

      Bev gave a nod. “I think a shower is in order. Dre will be back soon with the medical supplies and I’ll get some food fixed.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Logan muttered, a mixture of pain, exhaustion, and too much shit in his young life evident in his quivery voice. “I won’t interrupt for long, but a shower does sound amazing.”

      “There’s no hurry here, son. You eat and rest. No rush to leave,” Bev told him and gave me a look that I knew meant she was going to offer him a place to stay. The woman had been a life saver for me, and I wanted that for Logan as well. He needed a safe place to sleep and Bev had that.

      In my room.

      I was the last to move in which meant I’d be the last to get a roommate. But all the other rooms were full, so that left my tiny room for me and Logan to share. I wondered if one of the twin beds in the basement storage would fit or if I’d need to downsize from my queen to a twin as well.

      A slight shiver of apprehension ghosted through me, but I pushed it aside. The only thing that mattered right then was that Logan had a safe place to stay.
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      “You can toss your bag in here,” Cruz said. “I’ll grab you some clothes. I’m guessing Spencer or Rai are about your size. Give me two minutes and I’ll be right back.”

      I watched him rush across the hall and knock on a door.

      Not putting down my backpack—it held all of my worldly possessions, which admittedly wasn’t much—I took in the room. I’d heard Cruz say it was his room and I could use it. A shiver ran through me and a knot formed in my stomach as I took in the queen bed. Would he expect me to fuck him for a place to sleep?

      Stop. He already assured you he wasn’t looking for sex. Is there anything about that man that seems creepy?

      No, there really wasn’t. I’d been used and abused by men, and a few women, for much of my life. I had a sixth sense about people—maybe I’d always had it, maybe it was honed during the years I was trafficked by Lilly.

      Fuck. I hated thinking about her, wanted to forget she’d ever existed, wanted to forget the horror she’d put me through. At first, I’d thought she was my ticket out of the hell-hole of foster homes—I’d not been the most cooperative or well-behaved kid at school or in the temporary homes and it showed in the way I was treated and bounced around.

      In my defense, I was devasted and traumatized by the fact that my parents left me home alone at age ten and never returned. I’d spent days scared out of my mind until the police showed up, told me my parents had died in a car accident, and taken me to foster care.

      For about four years, I was in and out of different homes—which often meant different schools—as the system tried to find my perfect fit. But it never worked out. I was too much work for the super crowded homes, too hard to handle for the quieter homes, and too damaged for the homes just wanting to look good in the eyes of the community. One home took me in and I was the only kid there, so I thought maybe it would be a permanent spot. Come to find out, they were only in it for the check and realized quickly that my attitude and nightmares weren’t worth the measly amount of money. Kicked to the curb again.

      A really nice couple took me in when I was thirteen, but when I got caught kissing a boy at school, they reported to the agency that they hadn’t signed on for a gay child. What would their church say?

      The night a social worker removed me from that home, I vowed to never again get my hopes up that a family would want me. My own parents hadn’t been stellar, but at least I’d had a warm place to stay and food to eat. Before they died, I’d liked school—and been good at it—and had some friends. Their deaths took all of that from me.

      And then I met Lilly.

      “Hey, man. Gotcha some clothes from Rai. Let me show you the bathroom,” Cruz broke into my thoughts. “Towels are in the closet. Soap and shampoo are in the shower, use any of them you want. Should be some new toothbrushes in the drawer, pick one.” He gestured toward the bathroom before casting a glance at the backpack I still held—no way was I leaving it out of my sight. “Door locks. Take your time. I’ll be back in the room you were just in. Dre is an EMT, he’ll take a look at you and make sure you’re not too banged up and then you can eat.”

      Nodding—because it was all my sore body and foggy head seemed capable of—I went into the bathroom and clicked the lock before leaning against the door and sighing in relief. The house was gorgeous and there were no alarms going off in my head like in the past. Earlier in the evening, I’d known the offer of twenty bucks was going to get me in trouble, but I’d ignored the warnings pinging in my mind.

      The red alerts in my head weren’t perfected way back when I’d met Lilly—no, she put those into place, albeit unintentionally, as she groomed me and sold me to the highest bidder.

      When Lilly had just so happened to be working in the store where I stopped on my way home from school nearly every day during one of my longer—and final—foster placements, I’d taken no notice. She seemed like a nice lady who worked behind the counter. By the end of a month, thanks to her little gifts of free snacks and download codes and the coolest sneakers—which she said she’d bought her nephew and they didn’t fit—I was convinced Lilly was the best thing ever. Why couldn’t she be my foster mom?

      And then Lilly offered me a place to stay. Said I had to keep it secret, of course, because the agency wouldn’t allow it. But she took me to her apartment a few towns over—looking back, I wondered why I never found it suspicious that she lived in such a nice place but drove nearly forty miles to work at a shitty corner store—and said I could have the spare room.

      Pulling myself from my thoughts long enough to grab a towel and turn on the water, I brushed my teeth while the water warmed and then climbed in.

      The hot water was fabulous and took me back to the first time I’d showered at Lilly’s. She had a fancy double shower and I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.

      Lilly promised me no more school woes and set me up with an online education program. Of all the things she put me through and took from me, I remained grateful to her for that program because I worked through it quickly and earned not only a GED, but also the equivalent of an associate’s degree during the four years she trafficked me.

      My gut roiled at the thought of how much those four years cost me, but I really was appreciative of the education.

      Could have had an education and not been a sex slave.

      Yeah, that would have been ideal.

      I shampooed my hair and sighed as the warm water rained down.

      Lilly had spent nearly a year showering me with gifts and making me feel like the luckiest kid around—found out later that she was able to spend that much time on me because she had several other kids she was already making money on.

      And then the bottom fell out of my world.

      Refusing to give much thought to the horrors she handed me over to, I soaped up and let water ease my aches and pains. I didn’t know the ins and outs of all the working parts of her business, but suffice it to say that Lilly was a child predator who sold me to men, and a few women, who were willing to pay top dollar; there were likely a lot more people involved in the murky transactions, but Lilly was the only one, aside from buyers, I had any contact with.

      By the time it all started, I was so indebted to her, so fearful of going back to foster care or being homeless, and so convinced that it was what I deserved, I had no choice but to do her bidding. When I balked, she threatened with the police. If I tried to refuse, she always sent me to the meanest buyers.

      I learned quickly to just do as Lilly and the buyers asked and everything was a lot easier.

      And then, when I was seventeen, everything changed.

      As the water began to cool, I swallowed down the lump of fear threatening to overtake me and turned off the shower. I dried off and dressed, doing my best to style my hair with my fingers before picking up my ratty bag and heading back to Cruz’s room. I wondered if Bev would let me wash my clothes and bag before I left.

      “Feel better?” Cruz asked from the recliner in the corner. The room was tiny, but it held the bed, recliner, and a dresser easily, just not a lot of extra room.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      I jumped when someone knocked softly on the doorframe.

      “Logan, this is Dre King, Bev’s nephew,” Cruz said. “Dre, this is Logan Miles.”

      “Hi, Logan. I’m an EMT. Cruz said you may have some injuries that need checked out?” Dre walked into the room with a box of medical supplies. His calm presence put me at ease and I couldn’t help but return his soft smile. With his long, thick braids pulled back from his face, soulful brown eyes that matched his brown skin, and kind smile, I immediately liked Dre—the satin scarf, sharp black shirt, and fitted pants he wore didn’t hurt either. “Can I take a look?”

      I nodded and sat on the bed.

      “I can leave,” Cruz said as he stood from the recliner.

      Immediately, I hated the idea. “Can you stay, please?” I asked in a whisper.

      Cruz shot a look to Dre who nodded. Cruz sat back down.

      “Thanks.” I turned my attention to Dre. “I like your scarf. Actually, I like your whole outfit.” It had been a long time since I’d been able to relax and just chat about something as mundane as clothing.

      Dre smiled as he wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my arm. “Thanks. They’re all Dre King originals.”

      I processed what he said and my eyes grew wide. “As in, you made them?”

      “Dreamed up, designed, created, yep. I’m an EMT, but I’m also a fashion designer.” Dre finished up with the blood pressure. “BP is normal.”

      “Like Hollywood?”

      He shook his head. “No, I mean, I love all the red-carpet fashion and whatnot, but I want to make fabulous clothes for the everyday person. I’m not really a big city type person and I want to stay in Remington for a while, but I have big dreams of selling my designs and seeing my creations on regular people.”

      “That’s awesome.” I winced as Dre poked and prodded at some contusions.

      “What do you do?” Dre asked.

      I tensed. “Oh, um, nothing right now. I’m new to Remington. My plan to suck dick for a twenty didn’t pan out so well tonight, so I’ll be looking for another job hopefully sooner rather than later.” My cheeks heated, but I figured it best to be honest.

      “Stick around here and we’ll get you set up,” was all Dre said as he dabbed some ointment on an abrasion near my elbow.

      “Oh, I can’t stay,” I said.

      Dre glanced over at Cruz.

      “I think Bev would like if you’d at least stay for a bit,” Cruz said.

      I frowned. “Why?”

      Dre chuckled. “It’s what my aunt does. She couldn’t have children. After her husband died, she moved into this place with the thought of opening a bed and breakfast, but soon decided on a boarding house. She’s a helper, a caregiver, and nothing makes her happier than providing a safe place for those who need it.”

      “So, everyone here is a loser like me?” I scoffed. “Seriously doubt that. Would I be the token sad case—the broken gay boy in need?” It was easier to be abrasive than to think about how badly I wanted to stay at Remington Place and how there was no way I could ever afford it. Sucking dick for twenty a pop barely kept me fed, let alone rich enough for a place like this.

      Cruz cleared his throat and Dre laughed.

      “Without going into a lot of details that aren’t mine to tell,” Dre began and fit a small bandage over a cut on my head, “you definitely aren’t the only LGBTQ person here. Not the only person with a shitty past. Not the only person needing help. Guarantee it.”

      “You?” I asked.

      “I’m queer, yeah. Can’t decide on the label for me, but I’m not straight. Grew up in a super religious house and couldn’t even admit it to myself until after high school. Traveled around trying to escape demons, tried college, nothing really fit. Decided on EMT and fashion—love helping people, but I use it as money to support my fashion—not that I make much. Came out to my parents recently, they told me I wasn’t welcome at their home, so I ended up here with Aunt Bev.”

      I glanced toward Cruz, not allowing the question, but wondering.

      He smirked. “Knew I was gay from the time I was a kid. Never acted on it or came out—church school and highly religious parents didn’t lend to that type thing, ya know?” He shrugged. “Then I ended up in prison, parents died, haven’t ever been somewhere longer than a month or so. Moving around so much doesn’t exactly make for easy relationships. Always kinda felt like survival was more important than finding someone to fuck, ya know? Finally feel like I’ve found a home here in Remington.”

      “So, you’ve never had sex?” I couldn’t help being shocked. Sex was such a conundrum for me. I wanted it and enjoyed it when it was my idea—or at least that’s the way it seemed it would be in my head…I’d never had the chance for much sex outside of what Lilly sold me into—but loathed it when it wasn’t within my control. I’d never been in a relationship, but I had wild fantasies about what being a boyfriend to a caring, loving guy would be like.

      “Nah, I kept up appearances in high school. Didn’t date a lot, but enough to never get questioned. Bad enough to be one of the only brown-skinned guys in the Catholic school, didn’t need all the jocks getting any idea that I might be gay.” Cruz glanced at Dre and I had a feeling maybe it was the first he’d shared that much with that particular housemate.

      Dre nodded. “I think you’re all good, no stitches needed and just some bruises that will heal.”

      “I’ve got food ready!” Bev hollered up the stairs.

      “Let’s go. We don’t keep Bev waiting,” Cruz said.

      “Thank you, Dre,” I said as he packed up his supplies. “Lucky me to get rescued by someone with an EMT roommate.”

      “Actually, he’s got two medical roommates,” Cruz said.

      Dre rolled his eyes.

      Cruz laughed. “Much to Dre’s dismay, our newest roomie, who is Gabby’s brother, is a paramedic and came to town to work on the same ambulance crew as Dre. Khi moved in right after I did.”

      Dre huffed. “He may have more schooling, but I’m the better roommate and first responder, don’t forget it.”

      Cruz smirked. “You and Khi still putting all your efforts into avoiding each other?”

      “Yep,” Dre snapped. “Thank God we’ve been on different rigs, different shifts. When we’re here, if we happen to be here at the same time, we stay out of each other’s way.”

      “That’s gotta be difficult when sharing a room,” Cruz said.

      “You and your roommate don’t get along?” I asked.

      “Understatement of the year,” Cruz teased.

      Dre cleared his throat. “We, um, knew each other back in high school. Ran with different crowds, spent our time differently, completely contrasting personalities. No love lost between us.”

      I cocked my head. “That has to suck. Can you move rooms?”

      Dre rolled his eyes. “No way, no how. Aunt Bev is convinced that Khi and I will eventually become friends if we’re together enough.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Bummer. Well, best of luck with that. Thanks again for patching me up.”

      “No worries, hope you’re feeling better soon.” Dre left the room.

      “You okay?” Cruz asked.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Just wanted to say thank you again. For stepping in and for bringing me here.” I dipped my head and tried not to let my heart get fluttery about Cruz’s dark hair, dark eyes, scruffy jaw, and broad shoulders. He was like protector incarnate. Despite my past, there was no doubt I found guys attractive—maybe it just happened a little less because so many men set off my red alert. Cruz set off warnings of a different sort, the kind that said he was just a nice guy helping me out and I needed to keep that in mind and not throw myself at him. But the thought of being warm in Cruz’s arms, protected and safe, had me imagining all sorts of sexy scenarios.

      Whatever. Look at you and look at him. He’s clearly just a good Samaritan helping you out. He thinks of you as a kid. Even if you were closer in age, do you think a guy like Cruz would ever go for a guy like you?

      “Not a problem. I really hope you’ll stay for at least a while.”

      I bit my lip. “If I stay, will you be here?”

      Cruz cocked his head. “I mean, I work next door at the auto shop and a few evenings and late nights a week at the Wishing Well, but other than that, I’m here pretty much all the time.”

      “And I’d stay in here with you?” I hitched my bag on my shoulder.

      “I’ll either take the floor or recliner or we’ll get another bed in here.” Cruz gestured.

      “I’m going to sound pathetic, but for some reason, I feel safe with you. I can’t afford to stay here, but if I were able to, I’d want to be in here with you.” I glanced up and caught Cruz’s eye.

      “Let Bev talk about rent. But yeah, if you stay, I’ll stay with you.” Cruz’s eyes shone bright. “But I promise, I’d never expect anything from you.”

      “I know. I don’t know how I know, but I trust you completely. I know I’m safe with you.” My cheeks heated.

      Cruz reached out and ran a finger over the strap of my bag. “You can leave your bag in here. I swear, no one will touch it.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded as I placed the bag in the far corner of the room just as my traitorous stomach grumbled.

      “Come on, let’s get you something to eat.” Cruz chuckled and led me down the stairs.
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      My heart hurt as I watched Logan eat. He was too thin and I knew he’d likely been forced to skip meals when he couldn’t get to a shelter.

      “You’re new to Remington?” Bev asked Logan as she handed me a sandwich.

      I wasn’t starving, but I knew Bev wanted me to eat so Logan would feel more comfortable. She was magical when it came to making people feel welcome in her home.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Logan said around a bite of food.

      “I’d like to talk to you about staying here with us,” Bev hedged. “Cruz, could you give us a moment?”

      “Can he stay?” Logan asked, almost panicked.

      Bev nodded. “Of course.” She let him take a few more bites before continuing. “If you stay, you’ll eventually find that several members of our little family have a bit of baggage they carry with them. We’re all unique and we all have different needs. My offer of a place to stay isn’t pity, I simply want to help when I can. I don’t believe that anything happens randomly.” She patted Logan’s hand. “I think Cruz ended up at Remington Place so he’d be in the right place at the right time to help you. And I truly believe that you need this place as much as we need you. Why? Well, that remains to be seen, but I feel it in my heart that you belong here with us.”

      Logan’s eyes were wide and he blinked rapidly against shiny tears. I had a feeling the evening and his past were catching up to him and he’d crash soon. “Ma’am, as much as I’d love a safe place to stay—truly haven’t had that in a very long time—I have no job, not sure how I’ll even get one, and no way to pay rent at this time. I’d like to stick around Remington for a while, the shelter here is really nice.”

      “How did you end up in Remington, if you don’t mind me asking.” Bev moved from his side and busied herself slicing pie and brewing tea.

      Logan’s eyes cut to mine.

      “I can leave,” I offered.

      He shook his head. “No, may as well hear it as well.”

      Logan launched into a horrific story of losing his parents, moving from foster home to foster home, being trafficked by a woman named Lilly, and eventually escaping her at age seventeen.

      I got the feeling he left out a few details—especially the part about how he got away from Lilly—and my gut clenched as he skimmed over the specifics of the nightmare he’d lived through. Suffice it to say, Logan had been forced into four years of cruel treatment and I wondered how he’d survived.

      By the time he finished his story, all I wanted to do was wrap him in my arms and keep him safe from the world.

      “Logan, I’m truly sorry for what you’ve been through. All the more reason for you to be safe and loved here.” Bev cleared the dishes before handing Logan and me a slice of pie and gesturing toward the counter. “Grab your tea. Doctor it up if you’d like and meet me in the living room.”

      Logan dumped a few spoonfuls of sugar into his mug and I emptied a sweetener packet into mine before we followed Bev into the living room.

      She sipped her tea before opening a notebook. “Rent for a room here is based on need. At this point in time, you have no means to pay rent, so we’re going to bypass that for a moment.”

      Logan glanced toward me. I just nodded and gestured to Bev with my chin. I recalled the evening she offered me a crazy low rent and how surreal it had been. I knew exactly what Logan was feeling.

      “You need a job, or multiple jobs, to start bringing in some money. Do you have special skills?” Bev wrote on a page in her notebook.

      Logan shrugged. “I have a GED and a general associate’s degree. I like helping people and animals. I’m a good worker, but getting a job has always been hard because I don’t have an ID or a permanent residence, plus I haven’t stuck around any one place very long.”

      “Okay, we’re going to talk to Jesse about getting you on at the Wishing Well to bus tables.” Bev scribbled something. “I have a friend at both the animal shelter and the homeless shelter, I’ll ask if they have an hour or two a day for extra help.” She made another note. “What about the library?”

      “I love libraries. Can’t imagine a job at a library would be hard or unenjoyable,” Logan answered.

      “Do you think Cooper could give him some hours at the preschool?” I asked.

      Bev pointed the pen at me. “That’s a great idea.”

      “Preschool? I’d rather not work around kids—seeing kids in happy situations can sometimes trigger me and seeing kids in rough situations always triggers me, so it’s best if I’m not immersed in kids—but I can do any kind of before or after-hours work.”

      “Cooper and Jesse have a daughter, Hadley, who spends a lot of time here.” Bev glanced up with concern in her eyes. “Will that be a problem?”
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