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​Chapter 1: Asexual
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“Things just aren’t working out.”

I kept my eyes pointed at the floor. “I thought we were doing alright.”

“Aden,” Katy breathed, holding back her bangs from her face. “I’m sorry, but I think it’s time we”—she sighed—“well, we broke up.”

I peeked up at her. “Did I do something wrong?”

She scanned the hallway. “No, Aden. You’re a great guy. The spark—it just isn’t there anymore.” Katy shrugged. “Sorry.”

Nodding, I adjusted the book bag strap on my shoulder. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I glanced at the group of students who had stopped across the hall. “It can be a fresh start for summer. I understand. Don’t worry about it.” I forced a smile. 

“We can still be friends if you want.” She tucked a blonde strand of hair behind her ear. 

“Yeah”—I gave a half-hearted laugh—“of course we’re still friends.”

She smiled and put her arms around me. “Thanks, Aden. I knew you’d understand.”

I hugged her back and stood there as she hurried off with her friends. Closing my locker, I banged my head against it. Why did this keep happening? 

“Hey.” A hand landed on my shoulder. 

I jumped and spun around. “Chris, a little warning.” 

“Quit daydreaming, then, and let’s go to class,” he laughed.

“I wasn’t daydreaming,” I muttered as I marched down the hall.

“What’s wrong?”

“Katy broke up with me.”

Grabbing my shoulder, Chris gave it a little squeeze. “Sorry about that, man. I thought you two were getting along. She seemed fine when we hung out last weekend.”

I shrugged. “I guess the spark between us is gone, or something like that.”

He slapped me on the back, which stung more than comforted me. “Oh well, there’ll be others.”

“I’m running out of girls,” I breathed as we entered the classroom.

“That’s your fault.”

“Hey,” called Katy. She waved and gave me an awkward smile. “Chris, can we talk about our next final?”

He looked at me.

“Go for it,” I said with a shrug. 

He slipped past me and went to sit in my seat. I bit my lip. I didn’t mean that! Trudging to the row of desks next to the wall, I plopped down in the one at the end. It was just a dumb seat, but the fact that I lost it because of Katy ticked me off. Laying my head on the desk, I wrapped my arms around my face to block out the world. Today sucked. I lost my girlfriend, my seat, and now I was going to fail math. Maybe it would start raining on the way home to top everything off. 

The bell rang, and Mr. Phillips walked to the head of the room. “Alright, clear off your desk except for a pencil.” He started passing the test packets down the row. 

I rolled my head to the side and waited to receive my death sentence. Math and I didn’t get along. 

Chris dropped the packet in front of me. “It won’t be that bad.”

“Says next year’s valedictorian,” I muttered under my breath. I heard Chris laugh, so he must have heard. 

“Alright,” said Mr. Phillips as he sat behind his computer. “You have until the end of class. Once you’re done, put your test on my desk and you’re free to go.”

Everyone around me flipped over the cover sheet and started writing. I stared at mine, reading the class section information over and over. Forcing myself to sit up, I turned the page and felt my stomach tighten. God had my number today and he just kept pushing it.

***
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FIVE MINUTES BEFORE class ended, I handed in my test, gave Mr. Phillips a death glare, and shuffled to the door with my backpack dragging behind me. That man hated me. It was the only possible explanation of why he would make the test ten times harder than any of the homework.

I threw open the door and left it wide open before marching off to where Chris was sitting with Katy on a bench by the wall. They were looking over Chris’s notes. The man was a genius, so it wasn’t a surprise. I had taken advantage of his brain plenty of times. 

I lay across the bench next to them. I had been to war and barely made it out alive, and they were having a great time—being friend-zoned sucked. Katy could have at least pretended to be a little upset that we broke up.

“So how’d you do?” asked Chris.

I crossed my fingers. “I’m praying for a C. I don’t want to have to retake it next year.”

“I think you’ll get at least that.” 

“Maybe.”

Chris went back to discussing chemistry with Katy while I lay there, defeated. I wanted to go home and whine to my mother about my horrible day. Closing my eyes, I heard the bell sound through the halls. Letting out a sigh, I sat up and slowly climbed to my feet. 

“English will be better, right?” said Chris with a smile. 

“Yeah,” I muttered as I shuffled away. Anything was better than math.

***
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I HANDED IN MY TEST to my English teacher and slipped out of the room. My brain was working on fumes. As soon as I got home, I was going straight to bed. I wandered through the hall, occasionally waving at someone as I passed. My head was done for the day, and I didn’t really know who I was saying goodbye to. 

“Aden!”

I flinched and glanced over my shoulder. Chris was jogging toward me with Katy close behind. I really didn’t want to see her at that moment. There should be an unwritten rule that says it took at least a week to shift from boyfriend to friend. I needed a grieving period.

“How’d it go?”

I shrugged. “Fine.” 

“Are you done now?”

“Yeah.” I glanced toward the door. 

“Well, so are we.” He motioned to Katy, who had caught up with him. “Katy asked for a ride. That’s okay, right?”

I let out a deep breath. “Yeah, that’s fine.” 

It wasn’t fine. Chris had just won the award for the worst best friend to ever exist. I didn’t understand why he thought putting me in the same car as my ex for maybe four hours was an okay idea. However, I didn’t feel like walking home, either.

“Great.” He led the way to the parking lot. 

I walked behind them, glaring at their backs. Their constant flirting and laughing were grinding on me. We reached Chris’s silver four-door truck, and I skidded to a halt when I saw Katy go for the passenger side. 

If people weren’t standing around, I would have blown up right then and there. She had given away my seat, and now, she was taking it. I stomped to the back door behind the driver’s side and flopped inside. Tossing my book bag across the truck, I put my knees against Chris’s seat.

“You’re on one today,” laughed Chris.

“I failed all my classes, so leave me alone.”

“I need to stop by the bank and deposit some money for my mom. Is that okay?”

I shrugged. “Yep.”

Chris laughed and pulled out of the parking lot. “Was he always this cheerful with you?”

I glared at the back of his head. “I’m right here.”

“Yeah, we know,” he chuckled. 

Katy started to laugh, too.

Chris was my best friend, so I was fine with him teasing me, but she could shut it down. I was not in the mood to be tormented by someone who had just stomped on my heart, which probably put out that stupid spark she said was missing. 

“Aden has always been that way. If he doesn’t get what he wants, he pouts about it,” said Katy.

“Dramatic.” Chris glanced at me. “Overreacts over the little things.”

“I do not.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

Katy giggled. “You should’ve seen the first time we kissed. He blushed so hard.”

“No, I didn’t,” I snapped, glaring at the floor. 

She wasn’t telling it right. She surprised me in front of a bunch of people, my parents being among them. My face reacted naturally. I couldn’t help it.

“Aden is the old-fashioned type,” said Chris. “He takes things slow, extremely slow.”

I shoved my knee into the back of his seat. “Not every guy is obsessed with sex.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Some of us have morals.”

“Ha!” Chris laughed. “Just admit you’ve never had a girlfriend long enough to reach that point.”

“Shut up,” I said through clenched teeth.

“So, it’s true.” Katy turned around in her seat. “You’re still a virgin?”

My eyes grew wide, and I felt my face heat up. “What?” I faked a smile.

Chris was having trouble breathing; he was laughing so hard. “Where did you hear that?”

Katy turned forward. “It’s Aden. Everyone knows he had a ton of ex-girlfriends, and they’ve all said he’d never take advantage of anyone. So we started to wonder if he’s even done it yet.”

I was shooting death rays at Chris.  

“Yeah—”

“Don’t you dare,” I snapped.

“So it is true?” said Katy, looking back at me. “You’re probably the only eighteen-year-old virgin boy in the whole school.” She stuck out her tongue.

“You’ve never been on overachiever. Kindergarten twice, right?” laughed Chris.

“My family moved, so my mom had me do it again! I didn’t tell you that to tease me about it.” I lay across the seat and hid my face in my book bag. “Not everyone is running around having sex, so you don’t know for sure.”

“Like I said, he’s old-fashioned,” chuckled Chris. “I guess holding on to his V-card goes along with it.”

“Shut up,” I shot back. “Losing it is not a requirement for graduation.”

“It explains a lot, though,” breathed Katy, facing forward in her seat. “Maybe you’re asexual.”

“Shut up!” I glared at them both. “My sexuality is none of your business.”

They gave me amused smiles as we pulled into the bank’s drive-through. A flaming red sports car zipped in front of us, and Chris slammed on the brakes. Katy was thrown into the dash, and I couldn’t help but smile. She deserved that.

“Idiot.” Chris cursed under his breath. “Stupid, faggot. He’ll get someone killed driving like that.”

The two kept complaining as I lay there. So what if I hadn’t done it yet. I didn’t see a problem. I hadn’t found the right person. Though, I’ve dated most of the girls in my class, and a couple older and maybe a few younger, too. Katy was right. I should just accept I might be asexual.
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​Chapter 2: I Hate Dogs
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“I hate dogs.”

“Aden.” My mother held her new puppy in the air. The Shih tzu’s tail went wild as it tried to lick her cheek. “How can you hate something so adorable?”

I would never understand dog lovers. “Easy, I just do,” I replied, not looking away from the computer screen. That tongue had been in one too many places for me to want it near my face.

“It’s been six years, Aden. I thought you were over it.” 

“It’s kind of hard when you have a scar on your leg that keeps reminding you.” I spun around in my chair with an eyebrow raised.

“Does this look like a vicious animal?” She held the puppy up.

“A dog is a dog. They all bite.” I turned around and clicked on a video. 

She walked over and placed the dog next to my head. “But look, you two match. You even have the same puppy-dog eyes.”

“Get that little demon away from me.” I dodged a flying paw as the puppy swiped at me. “He smells horrible.”

“He does not. They bathed him before I picked him up,” she stated, sitting on my bed. “I like that name, though, Demon.” She scratched the little dog’s head. “I think it fits him.” She laid the puppy down and started tickling its stomach. “Little Demon.”

“You’re not funny.” I clicked on a new music video. 

“I still like it. Right, Demon?” 

The dog barked.

My mother gathered the puppy in her arms. “So”—she sat up straight while petting the dog’s head—“what are your plans for the summer?”

“You’re looking at it.” I slumped down in my chair.

“Why don’t you go hang out with some of your friends? Sitting in your room by yourself doesn’t exactly sound fun.” 

“I don’t really have a choice,” I muttered. “Everyone ditched me.”

“What is Chris up to?”

“Family vacation before he heads off to some wrestling camp.”

“What about Jack, Andrew, or that blond boy that’s been hanging out with you lately?”

“Summer football training, and Jared moved. I told you that last week.” I turned around and watched as she searched for another name. 

“Emmet?” said my mother with a hopeful expression.

“Baseball tournament.” I slid lower in my seat, realizing my true loser status. All my friends were off doing something productive while I sat in my room watching random videos online. 

“Why didn’t we sign you up for one of these camps?” She placed Demon to the side, and the dog ran straight for my pillow. 

“Mom!” I jumped to my feet and shoved him away. “It’s going to shed. Get it out of my room.” I held the pillow to my chest and checked for dog hair. 

“Calm down. Demon is a non-shedding breed,” she stated proudly. “And even if he did leave behind a couple of little hairs, you wouldn’t be able to tell yours from his.” She stood and took the pillow from me. Picking up a wavy black hair, she gave me a smile. “Looks like yours, honey.”

I plopped down on the bed. “You’re not funny.”

“Aden, why didn’t you sign up?” She grabbed Demon, who had been jumping around on my bed. 

I placed my hands in my lap and stared at the floor. “You have to be on the school team, and I’m not exactly physically inclined.”

“What’s so special about this year? You didn’t have this problem last summer.” She scooted closer to me and brushed my hair out of my eyes. 

“They’re all on varsity now and trying to get scholarships.” My shoulders slumped forward. Being the nobody friend of the star-athletes club wasn’t something I liked talking about.

She turned my head, and I looked into her light blue eyes, something we shared. She gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s okay. We never expected you to do sports, and we’ve already talked about this. We’re going to help you with college.”

I fought to hold in a smile. “I still wish I had tried harder. I think Dad would’ve liked me to at least have done football.”

“Your father never cared.” She rubbed my back. 

“He played in college. I didn’t even make it through Little League.”

“Football isn’t for everyone.” She sat upright. “Katy!”

I flinched and leaned away from her. “What?” I hid my face. “No, mom.”

“She’s such a nice girl. I really like her.”

I flung myself back on the bed. “I’ve been friend-zoned. She dumped me.”

“What?” My mother pursed her lips. “You took her on a date last week.”

“That was last week; she dumped me yesterday.” I rolled onto my side. “I think she has a thing for Chris.”

“Oh, Aden.” She patted my leg. “There are plenty of girls out there. You’ll find the right one.”

I turned onto my stomach and buried my face in a pillow. “No, I won’t. Every girl I like wants someone like Chris. They end up dumping me when they find out my friends are better.”

“That’s not true.” She tugged on my shirt until I flipped over. “I heard Chris broke up with his girlfriend. You just need to keep looking until you find the right girl for you.”

“There’s a difference. He broke up with her.” I stared at the ceiling. “I bet you heard that at your book club.” I sat up and eyed her. “I thought you didn’t gossip and only discussed the flaws of literature in a cultural setting.”

She gave me a look that clearly stated she was not impressed. “We do not gossip. We simply talk about our family life.” She patted my leg as she stood. “You’ll be on next week’s topic list.”

“Mom.” I flopped backward. “Why is it necessary for you to share all my problems with a bunch of old women?”

“Excuse me. I’m a part of that book club, and I’m not an old woman.”

My head rolled to the side. “I wasn’t being serious.” I felt something touching my leg. “Mom!”

She snatched Demon before I knocked him off the bed. “Aden, he’s a small dog. You have to be careful with him.”

I rose onto my elbows. “Then keep him off my bed and out of my room.”

“Don’t listen to him.” My mother gently squeezed one of the puppy’s paws. “You’re adorable.” She turned to me. “I’ll have a word with your father. He’ll think of something for you to do this summer. I’m sure the Forest Service has some part-time jobs available.” She gave me a smile and stood there, looking at me.

I shrugged. “What am I supposed to say? I hate camping.”

Shaking her head, she adjusted the dog in her arms. “Demon, I don’t think Aden likes anything.”

I fell back. “Don’t talk to it like it can understand you.”

“Come on, Demon.” She walked to the door with the dog licking her face. “Let’s leave Aden alone. He’s not in a very good mood.” Before closing the door, she waved a little black paw at me.

I rolled my eyes. “I really hate dogs,” I muttered, rubbing my face.

Returning to my desk, I sat down and scrolled through my video lists. I wondered who the next internet sensation would be because it sure wouldn’t be me.
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​Chapter 3: Summer Job 
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“Aden?” My mother poked her head into my room.

“Hmm...” I replied, not looking away from the computer screen.

“Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.”

“‘kay.” I scrolled down the page.

She sighed. “You’ve been on that thing non-stop for a week. Get off the computer and do something, or I’m taking it away.”

“Whatever,” I whispered under my breath, slamming the lid shut. 

“Do you mind getting dressed for the day as well?” She folded her arms. 

I glanced at my sweats and baggy t-shirt. “What’s the point?” My head fell back. “The day is practically over.”

“Aden.” She narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “You will not spend the entire summer locked away in this room. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I breathed. 

“That’s what I like to hear. Hurry, put something else on, and come downstairs.” She left and closed the door behind her. 

Sinking in my swivel chair, I spun in a circle. I didn’t know what she expected me to do. I wasn’t an outdoors person, and I didn’t have a car. My options were kind of limited. 

My phone started to buzz on top of the dresser. I pushed off the desk and rolled across the room. Snatching it, I answered and stood. “Hey.” I walked to the window and sat on the ledge.

“Hi,” said Jack. “I’m just calling to see how you’re taking it.”

I glanced outside to see my mom with Demon. The little monster was hiding more surprises on the lawn.

“About what?”

“You don’t know?”

My stomach tightened. “No.” I sucked in my lips. “What’s going on? I thought you were leaving today?”

“I’m leaving tonight with Chris.”

“He’s back early from his family trip?”

“Yeah, Coach talked to his dad. They decided football was more important than Mexico. They went to Florida for a week instead.”

“Oh.” I glared at the floor. “Tell him thanks for calling me. I’ve been rotting away in my room since school let out.”

“Aden, if I didn’t have family things going on, I would’ve done something with you.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “It’s fine. Chris was probably busy, too.” 

“About that.” Jack fell quiet for a moment. “He has a new girlfriend. I went to a movie with them last night. I would have invited you, but...”

Closing my eyes, I braced myself. “It’s Katy. Chris is going out with Katy.”

“He said you were still friends with her.” Jack laughed nervously. “It’s not the first time he’s gone out with one of your exes. I’ve even dated one.”

I clenched my jaw. “Yeah, but it’s barely been a week after she dumped me.” I threw myself on the bed. “Whatever, it’s done. There’s nothing I can do. I knew they liked each other.”

“Don’t act like it doesn’t bother you.”

“It does bother me, but it’s also Chris. There’s not much I can do about it.” I placed a pillow under my head. 

“Yeah, because you let him get away with it. Maybe you should try standing up for yourself for once.”

“We broke up,” I muttered. “It happens.” 

“Do you ever think Katy did it because Chris said something?”

I sat up. “Chris told Katy to do it?”

“I’m not sure. I overheard some people talking.”

“He wouldn’t, though.” I felt my shoulders sag. “He knew how I felt about her.” 

“Hey, it’s just something I heard. Don’t let it mess with your head. It’s probably not even true.” 

I heard muffled voices in the background. I swore one belonged to Chris.

“I have to go,” said Jack. “Talk to you later, Aden.”

“‘kay,” I said softly. “Bye.”

The line went dead, and I rolled onto my stomach. I lay there and wallowed in self-pity for a moment. Turning to my side, I stared at my phone. Chris wouldn’t do that. He’d never tell someone to break up with me. We had been friends since elementary school. He’d put me before some girl—at least, I hoped. 

Shoving my face deeper into the mattress, I groaned. 

The door opened. 

“Aden?” My mother gave me a weird look. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” I kept my face buried in the sheets.

“Well, at least you’re not on the computer,” she breathed. “Dinner’s ready, and your father has just pulled into the driveway. So come and eat.”

I dragged myself out of bed and shuffled after her. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I barely stopped myself from falling over Demon as he raced by. I despised that dog.

My dad opened the door. “Hold up.” He grabbed Demon before the puppy could escape. 

“Thank you, Quint.” My mother took the dog from him and stood up on her tiptoes. 

My father leaned down and gave her a peck on the cheek. Seeing the six-foot-two Italian man next to a five-foot-nothing, fair-skinned, blue-eyed blond woman was always a funny sight. They loved each other. Even though I didn’t think their genes were compatible. 

“How was your day?” my mother asked as she led the way into the kitchen.

“The regular,” said my father as he took his seat at the head of the table.

I slipped into the chair by the wall and sank as low as possible without falling onto the floor. 

“We fixed a few fences up by the ridge. Hunters must not be able to read No Trespassing. They keep cutting the wire.”

“Well, hopefully, you’ll catch whoever is doing it.” She placed a roast on the table and took her seat. 

“It looks great, Karen. Thank you.” He smiled at his wife before serving his plate. 

My mother put a napkin across her lap and glanced at me. “Aden.” 

I quickly sat up straight. 

“I told you to change.”

“Sorry, I forgot,” I replied with a shrug.

She shook her head. “Did you figure out if you could get Aden a job?”

“Mom,” I moaned, laying my head on the table. “I hate the woods.”

“Aden.” She nudged me with her foot under the table.

I sat up and let out a deep breath.

“It’s either that or you can get one at a fast food place. You’re not sitting around in your room any longer.”

“I don’t have a car,” I muttered, putting food on my plate.

My father cleared his throat. “I actually did find one.” He sat up proud in his green forest ranger uniform. “They’re looking for a campground tenant. You’ll ride out with me a couple of times a week and clean up the grounds. Mostly pick up litter and make sure the toilets look decent.”

“Dad,” I whined. “That’s disgusting. I’d rather flip burgers.”

“It’s a job, Aden,” he said sternly. “It’s part-time and ends when school starts back up. It’ll be the perfect job for you. I don’t see a problem.”

“You might love the outdoors, but I’m more of a city person,” I replied. “Bugs and dirt aren’t my thing.”

“What is your thing?” said my mother, cutting up a piece of meat. 

I shrugged. “I’m using the summer to figure it out.”

“Doesn’t matter. I already told my boss you’d do it.” My father smiled.

My mouth dropped open. “You didn’t even ask me.”

“Work is work. It’ll be a good character builder.” He pointed his fork at me. “Sometimes we have to do things that we’re uncomfortable with, and I think this is a great opportunity for you.”

My parents exchanged approving nods. 

“Why does everyone hate me?” I whispered, resting my head on my hand and poking at my food. “First Chris, and now this.”

“What happened with Chris?” asked my mother.

I mentally kicked myself for letting that slip out. This was a book club topic that would end in disaster. Mrs. Harper, Chris’s mom, ran the whole thing, and I didn’t think she’d want to hear about her son stealing my girlfriend. It wouldn’t reflect well on the notorious Harper family’s reputation.

“Nothing.” I took a bite. “He got home early from their vacation and didn’t bother calling me.”

“I thought they were spending a month in Mexico?” said my father.

I shrugged. “He’s the football team’s all-star. The coach talked them into cutting their vacation short.”

“He’s a good player.” My dad dished himself some more meat. “He’ll get scouted for sure. James told me the other day that a couple of colleges have already expressed interest.”

“Yeah, he’s amazing.” I took a bite of potatoes. “When does this whole job thing start?”

“First thing tomorrow morning.”

I wanted to crawl back into bed and sleep until school started again. Nothing was turning out right for me today. 

My parents continued to talk about their day for the rest of dinner. I slipped away with a simple goodnight and went to my room. Demon came charging up the stairs behind me, but I slammed the door in the little rat’s face before he could get inside. 

“Aden,” my mother yelled. “Don’t be mean to him.”

“I wasn’t!” 

I trudged over to the chest at the end of my bed and sat down. Drawing in my knees, I stared at my reflection in the mirror hanging on the closet door. 

I had tried. In grade school, I kept up with my friends fairly well. But, five-foot-eight didn’t scream basketball star. One hundred forty-seven pounds wasn’t exactly football material, either. The best I could do was probably water-boy. Shifting my gaze to the floor, I felt a mixture of frustration and anger. My dad was a giant, so why did I get stuck with the scrawny white boy genes?

I laid my head on my knees and closed my eyes. If only I could be more like Chris, then life wouldn’t be so damn difficult.
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​Chapter 4: The Wonders of Mother Nature
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I was going to be sick. 

“It’s not too bad once we get past these potholes!” yelled my dad over the truck's rattling. 

“We should probably get someone to come fix them.”

I didn’t dare reply because more than words would come out of my mouth. My hand was pressed to the ceiling while the other gripped the door handle.

“I guess we should’ve remembered your medicine,” my father chuckled. “I forgot the road was in this bad of condition.”

The truck dropped into a large divot, throwing me into the dashboard. My hand went straight to my mouth. My dad slammed on the brakes, giving me barely enough time to kick open the door and dive out of the vehicle. I was gasping for air as I squatted above a pile of vomit.

“You lasted longer than I expected.” My dad appeared at my side with a bottle of water.

I snatched it from him and twisted off the lid. I washed out my mouth and slowly stood. My stomach was still turning.

“Well, at least you feel better now.” He slapped me on the back. 

I wiped my mouth with my jacket sleeve. “And you wonder why I hate camping.” I took a drink of water. “I get sick every time because of these stupid roads.”

“I’ll call your mom and tell her to meet me at the junction with your meds.”

“You couldn’t have thought of that before? I thought we were going to a campground, not the backwoods on some beaten-up old road.”

My dad smiled. “It’s not that bad. I know quite a few worse, actually. We just need someone to come and dump some dirt on it. The runoff roughed it up a bit.” He walked around to the other side of the truck. “Come on, let’s go.”

“I’m not getting back in there. That thing is a death trap.” I took another drink of water.

“We’re building character. One day, you’ll look back at this and laugh.”

“That’s not today,” I stated. “I’ll walk. There’s less chance of me puking again.”

My dad stood on the foot railing and looked over the truck. “You sure? It’s still a ways off.”

“I’m not getting back in there.”

“Alright, stay on the road. Watch out for cars and ATVs.” He pointed up the road. “You’re going to walk around the bend and see the lake. There are a couple of trails that cut down by the shoreline to the campground. Got it?”

I nodded. “I’ll hurry.”

“Don’t wander off and get yourself lost, Aden.”

“I’m not five, Dad. I think I can handle it.”

“Still,” he breathed. “Be careful.”

“I’m fine. Just go.”

“Alright.” He climbed into the truck and started down the road. 

I watched his head bounce around and felt my stomach turn. There was no doubt in my mind that I would’ve thrown up again.

After finishing off the water bottle, I started down the path. It had rained recently, and all the potholes were filled with mud, but there wasn’t any dust. It was kind of nice outside. It wasn’t too hot, but the bugs were starting to swarm. I flipped my hood up and zipped my jacket to my chin. 

I heard engines behind me and hurried out of the middle of the road. Two teenagers zipped by on four-wheelers. Shoving my hands in my pocket, I continued on. 

Something flashed in the corner of my eye. I froze and scanned the surrounding trees. Another reason I hated the woods was that there were too many places for man-eating creatures to hide. I should’ve stayed with my dad. 

A large dark form zipped through the trees and stopped in the shadows. My breath hitched when I recognized the outline. Canine—that was all I needed to know. I broke into a run. I glanced over at the tree line to see it was chasing me. This was it. I was going to be eaten by some monster on my very first day.

My heart was pounding. Approaching a bend in the road, I prayed the lake was on the other side. I turned the corner and was thrown face-first to the ground by an upturned root. Groaning, I felt the water seep into my jacket sleeve. The entire left side of my body had landed in a puddle. 

Voices sounded ahead from the two kids on the four-wheelers. They were calling for someone. I heard footsteps behind me and covered my head. The dog jumped over me and ran to its owners. I sat up and glared at them. 

A dog—a stupid dog, and now, I was wet, the mosquitoes were attacking me, and the lake was nowhere in sight. That settled it. My life sucked, and the universe hated me.

Climbing to my feet, I took off my jacket. “This is unbelievable,” I said, wringing out the water. A small portion of my pant leg was wet, but my shirt was dry.

My mood was getting worse with every step. I had better be getting paid more than minimum wage. I trudged along, and finally, the lake appeared ahead. As much fun as I was having, I wanted to finish so I could go home.

I found the trail my dad had mentioned and slid down the hillside to the dirt trail below. While dusting off my pants, I noticed a rip forming on my knee. My mom was going to kill me. She had told me not to wear my nice clothes, and I had ripped a hole in my good pair of jeans. By this point, I didn’t really care. If there was something that could go wrong, it would. It was just one of those days. 

As I walked along the edge of the lake, the grass became higher. It parted at a sandbank. I was covered in mud, so I walked over to a larger rock and took off my shoes. I stepped into the water and found out it was freezing. Bending down, I washed off my arms and splashed water on my face. 

The grass rustled behind me, and I shot up straight. The noise stopped.

“Dad?” There wasn’t a reply, so I went back to washing off. 

A branch snapped. 

“Dad? This isn’t funny.” 

No reply. I climbed on top of a boulder to take a look around, but didn’t see anyone. With a deep breath, I sat down and patted my feet dry. It was probably a small animal running through the grass. As soon as my feet were dry, I wedged them into my shoes. Tossing my wet jacket over my shoulder, I went back to the trail. 

The grass rustled again. I stopped and glanced over my shoulder. Something bigger than a squirrel was hiding out there.  

“Aden.”

I jumped when a hand landed on my shoulder. My dad grabbed my arm before I fell.

“Dad,” I breathed. “God, a little warning.” 

He laughed. “I thought you heard me. I’ve been calling your name for a while. I figured you stopped by the lake to have a look.” He scanned my appearance. “What happened to you?”

My shoulders dropped, and I couldn’t look at him. “A dog,” I whispered. “I kind of panicked and well”—I looked down at my clothes—“yeah.”

“Your mother isn’t going to be happy.” He put his arm around my shoulders and led me down the trail. 

“I know.” I looked back but saw nothing. Maybe it was just my imagination. 

My dad squeezed me against his side. “Let’s hurry and get to the campground so I can show you what you have to do.”

He led me up an embankment to a cement building with vents along the roof. My dad pushed open the bathroom door, and the smell of rotting sewage hit me.

I covered my mouth. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

Flies were buzzing around inside, and a strand of toilet paper dangled over the seat. 

“Everything you need is in the shed across the road. There’s a hand pump over there. Mop it, and be sure to wipe everything down. Fill up the toilet paper container, and you’re good.” He flashed me an over-exaggerated smile. 

“This is disgusting.”

“It’s not that bad. There are five of these, and I want them all cleaned.” He let the door swing shut and walked back to his truck.

“Yes, sir,” I breathed, following along behind him.

“After you’re done with the bathrooms, get a garbage bag and walk around the lake picking up any trash you see. Also, if a campground is empty, clean out the fire pit. People are always leaving cans in them.” He opened the truck door and slid inside. “They haven’t figured out they don’t burn.” The engine started up, and my dad rolled down the window. “I can trust you not to mess around and actually work?”

“Yes, Dad,” I breathed. “Your toilets will be cleaned by the time you get back.”

“That’s what I like to hear. I’ll pick you up at four.” He dropped a keyring in my hand. After putting on his sunglasses, he shifted the truck into reverse. “Be good, and don’t wander off.”

“I’m not five. I can handle it.”

“Good to hear.” He looked over his shoulder and pulled out of the parking spot. 

I watched him leave before trudging over to the shed and grabbing a mop and bucket. Dragging everything over to the pump, I filled the pail with water and hauled it to the first restroom. The stench was horrible. Holding my shirt up to my nose, I entered the wasteland. 

I really hated my life.
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​Chapter 5: Cleaning Duty 
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After finishing my second lap around the lake, I tied off the half-filled garbage bag and tossed it by a tree. Exhausted, I plopped down in the sand close to the water. The smell of sewage still lingered on my clothes. The thought of having to do this all summer was depressing. 

I took my phone out of my pocket and found that I had no service, and another two hours to sit there. It didn’t take five hours to clean some toilets and pick up garbage. I couldn’t even text anyone to make the time go by faster. Not that I had anyone to text. 

My stomach started to growl, reminding me I had left my lunch in the truck. I took out my pocket knife and grabbed a stick lying nearby. After peeling off the bark, I started carving little designs like my grandpa had taught me. I worked on it for over an hour. It slowly morphed into a snake curled around a twig. I thought it looked all right. My grandpa would have been proud. 

The bushes rustled behind me. I turned around as a German shepherd barreled out of the trees straight at me. Cursing under my breath, I ran for the tree line. 

The dog didn’t chase me. Instead, it went to the lake, where a ball floated in the water. Sucking in my lips, I prayed that no one had been watching. 

“Hey, look at this.”

My eyes landed on two boys walking out of the trees. One picked up my pocket knife, while the other grabbed the stick I had been working on. I marched toward them, but felt my courage start to fade as I realized they were quite a bit taller than me. They gave me weird looks. I stopped a reasonable distance away. The dog, now dripping wet, had returned to its owner’s side.

“Umm... those are mine.”

The two boys exchanged amused glances. “Really?” said the bigger one.

I nodded. “Yeah, my name is on the knife.” I pointed to the handle. “Right there, you can see it. Aden Perri.”

The boy examined it. “Nope. I don’t see anything. Maybe you dropped yours somewhere else.”

“Just give it back.” I held out my hand. “It’s mine, and so is that.” I motioned to the carved stick. 

The shorter boy laughed. “No chance of that happening. Beat it, kid.”

“The knife is mine,” I stated. “It was a present. Give it back.”

“Like we’re going to listen to the garbage boy.” The taller one shoved me. 

I staggered back and rubbed my shoulder. “My dad is a forest ranger.”

The boys laughed and pretended to be scared. “What is he going to do? Give us a ticket?”

Bowing my head, I felt stupid. My dad really couldn’t do anything. 

“Get out of here, or you’re going to end up in the lake.”

Staring at my feet, I slowly turned and walked away. It wasn’t worth fighting over it. I’d ask my mom to buy me a new one. 

“Hey, garbage boy.”

I looked over my shoulder.

“Catch.” The taller one threw the ball at me.

I caught it and stared at the red object in my hands.

“Go get it, girl.”

My eyes grew wide as the German shepherd raced toward me. “Oh, no.” 

It leaped into the air and landed on top of me. I screamed and toppled into the sand, curling into a ball. The dog pawed at my chest and arms. It was only a matter of time before it took a chunk out of my arm or went for my neck. 

The dog yelped and was yanked off. I peeked through my hands and saw a shirtless boy standing above me with the dog’s collar in his hand. The German shepherd struggled to get away. The boy growled, showing teeth and making the dog freeze. I sat up, wide-eyed. He reached toward me and grabbed the ball trapped under my leg. Facing the other two, he released the dog. It lay down in the sand.

“Give them to me.” The shirtless boy held out his hand. 

“Here.” They handed over the knife and stick. 

“Umm...” The taller boy looked at the ball. “That’s ours.”

“Oh.” My rescuer tossed it in his hand. “I thought so.” He cocked back his arm and hurled it into the center of the lake. “Go get it.”

“What?” The shorter one asked.

He narrowed his eyes. “Now.”

The two stumbled over each other as they raced for the water. 

The shirtless boy dropped to one knee and patted the dog’s head. “Here.” He gave it something from his pocket, and it trotted off into the trees, its tail wagging. 

I looked away to hide my bright red face. 

The boy sat down beside me. “I think these are yours.” He held out the knife and stick.

I quickly took them. “Thanks.”

He started to laugh. “Don’t worry about it. I’m Titus.”

“Hi.” 

When was he going to leave? It was embarrassing enough that two seconds ago, he had heard me screaming like a scared three-year-old. 

“And yours is?”

I glanced at him. “Hmm...”

He took the knife from me.

I opened my mouth to argue.

“Aden Perri.” He handed it back to me. “Nice to meet you.”

“Oh... Yeah, I’m Aden.” I bit my lip and stared at the water. 

“Are you afraid of dogs?”

I bowed my head. “So you saw that?”

Titus laughed. “I think everyone in the campground heard it.”

“Oh my god.” I hid my face behind my hands. I wished my dad would hurry up and get here so we could go home. 

“So, what’s your deal with dogs?” He leaned back and stretched his legs out in front of him. Along with his lack of shirt, Titus’s shoes were missing, too.

“When I was little, my family lived in a subdivision, and the neighbors had a couple of watchdogs. They got out once.” My hand went to my leg. “One bit me, and I guess I’m still not over it.”  

“I like dogs,” he said, letting the sand run through his fingers. “I bet if you gave them a chance, you would, too. They’re not all mean.”

I shrugged. “I guess, but I kind of panic when they get too close.”

We sat in silence for a moment. It was a little awkward, but it was worth it to watch those two losers swim to a distant bank with the ball in hand. 

“You smell good.”

I froze and peeked at Titus from the corner of my eye. “What?”

“I like your smell.” 

“What part: crap or wet dog?” I didn’t understand this guy. 

He brought his knees in and rested his arms on them. Turning to me, he smiled. “And your eyes, they’re not what I expected. They’re really beautiful.”

My creeper radar shot to extreme. “Okay,” I breathed, brushing the sand off my hands and standing. “I think I’d better be going.”

Titus stood as well. “Will you be coming back?”

“Umm... yeah. I clean the campground every Monday and Thursday.”

“Good, I’d like to see you again.” He gave me a cheesy grin. “Maybe I can come and visit you, too?”

“We’ll see.” I laughed hesitantly, backing away from him.

This guy was weird. One minute, he was growling at a dog and threatening people, and the next, he was giving me compliments and wanting to hang out. 

“Maybe some other time.” I shoved my knife into my pocket. 

“Did you make this?” He picked the stick up. “That’s really cool.”

I shrugged. “My grandpa taught me. It’s not that hard. Just something to do when I’m bored.”

“I like it.” He gave me another large smile. 

This guy was freaking me out. “Well, my dad should be here to pick me up, so I better go.” I slipped past him to get the trash bag I left by the tree line.

“Hey, wait, your stick thing.”

“Keep it.” I snatched the bag and hurried up the path.

“Wow, thanks.” He waved at me. “See you Thursday!”

“Yeah,” I replied, waving back. I jogged to the shed and was happy to see my dad’s truck coming down the road. 

He pulled up and rolled down the window. “So, how’d it go?”

“It was easy enough.” I tossed the garbage bags in the back. 

“Is there a reason you’re wet and smell like a dog?”

I bowed my head and marched around to the passenger side.

“Aden?” said my father, looking at me from over his sunglasses. “What happened?”

I climbed inside and sank into my seat. “Some guys were giving me a hard time at the lake, and their dog jumped on me. I’m fine. It’s no big deal.

“Twice in one day,” he sighed. “Dogs really like you for some reason. You’re okay, though?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”

“Alright. Tell me if it happens again, and I’ll do something about it.”

“Dad, don’t worry about it. I’m fine.” I put on my seatbelt. 

“Your meds are in the glove box.” He turned the truck around and headed for the deathtrap of a road. 

I quickly retrieved the white canister and popped off the lid. Taking out two pills, I tossed them in my mouth and washed them down with water. With a deep breath, I prepared myself for the ride ahead.
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​Chapter 6: Pitch Black 
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I opened the front door to find my mother standing there with her arms open. 

“Aden.” Her face scrunched up, and she dropped her arms to her sides. “Good heavens. You smell terrible.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I shuffled past her to the stairs. “Dad made sure to remind me all the way home.”

“Quint?” She looked at my father. “Are you sure this is healthy? I don’t want him getting sick.”

“We’re building character, Karen.” He wrapped his arm around his wife. 

She sighed. “Aden, hurry upstairs and take a shower. Dinner is almost ready.”

“On my way.” I trudged up the stairs to the bathroom and stripped off my clothes. After tossing them in the hamper, I stepped into the tub. I turned the water on as hot as I could stand and just stood there. Today had taken it out of me. 

“Aden.” My mother knocked on the door. “Hurry up, sweetheart. Dinner’s ready.”

“I’ll be there in a minute.” I grabbed some shampoo and quickly washed my hair. Examining my skin, I found little red bites everywhere. The mosquitoes had eaten me alive. I was going to be itching all night. 

I finished washing up and turned off the water. Grabbing a towel, I wrapped it around my waist and hurried to my room to throw on some clothes. I was still wrestling my shirt over my head as I walked down the stairs. My parents were talking in the kitchen, and I distinctly heard my name. My mother looked concerned when I took my seat by the wall. 

“Your father told me.” She patted my arm. “You need to be more careful. Some of those dogs may bite.”

“I will.”

I dished myself some noodles while my mom started to tell us about her book club. I guess they were reading a romance novel from the early 1900s. Chris and Katy hooking up behind my back had left me feeling rather bitter toward the topic of romance, so I wasn’t listening too closely.

“Aden?”

“Hmm...”

My mother glanced at my plate. “You need to eat something.”

“‘kay.” I had been stirring things around for the last couple of minutes.

She kept eyeing me until I took a couple of bites before she went back to explaining the complex love triangle to my dad.

“Aden, are you finished?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“Do you mind taking Demon for a walk for me?”

“Mom,” I whined. “It’s your dog.”

“Please, Aden.” She piled up the dishes. “It would really help me out.”

I scowled at the animal in the corner with its face buried in a bowl. “Fine.” I stood and marched out of the kitchen to the entryway. After shoving my feet into my shoes, I turned to see my mom holding Demon.

“Here he is.” She clipped on his leash. “Make sure you don’t bring him back too soon, or he’ll leave me a little surprise to clean up in the morning.”

“Got it.” I put on my jacket and zipped it up. 

She held him out to me.

“He has legs.”

She placed him on the ground and kissed my cheek. “Thank you, Aden. I really appreciate it.”

I let out a sigh. “It’s fine.” I took the leash from her and opened the door. 

Demon bolted and nearly ripped it from my hand. 

“Stupid mutt.” I stepped outside and slammed the door. 

He dragged me down the road by our neighbor’s cow pasture and started sniffing. At least there wouldn’t be landmines all over the lawn. I grew sick of his constant tugging and unclipped him. The puppy raced around my legs for a moment before running off to smell a bush.

“Hurry up.” I shoved my hands in my pockets to keep them warm. “It doesn’t take this long to piss.” I bounced up and down to keep the blood pumping. 

Demon circled the area, making sure to smell every rock and blade of grass. If he didn’t hurry up, I would tie him to a tree and return in twenty minutes. 

Two bright lights came toward us. I closed my eyes as a car zipped past. 

“Come on, Demon. You’ve had long enough.” I looked down and saw nothing. “Demon? Oh no, Demon!” I had lost my mother’s dog. “Demon, come here, boy.” I searched along the fence. “Demon, where are you?”

A soft bark sounded from up ahead. I jogged over but couldn’t see him anywhere. “Demon!”

He barked again. Dropping to my knees, I pushed back the long grass to reveal a small hole in the fence. Just on the other side sat two beady little eyes. 

“Demon, come here.” I reached through and tried to grab him.

He nipped at my fingers and stayed barely out of reach. 

“Demon, now.” I slammed my fist on the ground.

The stupid little dog turned tail and trotted off into the field. 

“Get back here!” I sat on my heels. “This is just great.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to think of how I was going to tell my mother I had lost her dog.

I searched for a way over, but Demon had to choose the one field with fences to keep the deer out. A large rock sat a few yards from me. I hurried to it and started to climb awkwardly over. I flipped to the other side and fell to the ground, landing straight on my back. Groaning, I rolled to my stomach and rose onto my hands and knees. I was going to kill that dog. 

“Demon, where are you?” I coughed, rubbing my shoulder. 

His collar jingled as he walked toward the middle of the field.

“Stupid mutt. You can forget me ever taking you for a walk again.” Slowly standing, I jogged after him. “Demon, come here, now.”

The little dog stopped and looked around.

“Now you listen,” I sighed, kneeling to grab him.

He darted away from me. I dove for him, but Demon escaped and ran toward the fence.

“Demon!” 

That was it. The mutt was on his own. I personally hoped a cow stepped on him. The ground started to rumble. I watched the herd run for the barn. 

“Great.” I stood and dusted myself off. “Now the Andersons are going to yell at me for scaring their cows. Demon—” I turned around and froze. 

A giant animal stood there with its teeth bared. Its red fur stood on end as it let out a low growl. 

“Oh my god.” I backed away. 

The mutant wolf jumped forward and knocked me to the ground. Swearing under my breath, I curled into a ball. This was it. I knew that it would be a canine that would finish me off. I closed my eyes when it probed me with its nose. It started to pace around me before stopping with its muzzle inches from my face. I could feel the heat of its breath on my skin. A soft whining silenced the wolf’s growl. I peeked over my shoulder to see the monster step to the side as another appeared. 

I hated dogs. I hated them so much.

The black-colored one nudged my cheek with its nose and started to lick my face. I didn’t understand what was going on. Why wouldn’t they leave me alone? The black one made a weird noise to the other, who then jogged toward the farmhouse. 

The remaining wolf sat down and cocked its head to the side. I rose to my knees and wiped my face. This seemed like some cruel game. Its tail started to beat the ground. What a strange animal. I glanced to the side to find the fence was about a hundred yards away. I slowly stood and watched the wolf for any movement. It just sat there with its tail wagging. 

Holding my hands out in front of me, I backed up. “Stay.”

It rose to its feet, and I stopped. 

My heart was pounding. “Please, stay,” I said in a shaky voice. “Stay.” I took a step back, and when the wolf didn’t move, I ran for it. 

Making it to the fence, I skidded to a stop and dropped to my knees. I slammed my fist against the boards, searching for a way to escape. Footsteps sounded behind me. Slowly turning around, I saw the black wolf standing feet away. 

I pressed against the fence. “Please, go away.”

It dropped to the ground with its tail still flicking back and forth. 

I scooted down the fence line, feeling behind me. My hand slipped through a hole, and I felt along the outline. It was just big enough. Flipping onto my stomach, I army-crawled through. I yanked my legs out of the way right before the space was filled with the wolf’s muzzle. 

Taking a deep breath, I sat up on my knees. I was still alive. Somehow, I was still alive.

Something scraped against the ground. The monster had started digging! Cursing under my breath, I leaped to my feet and raced down the road. I tore across the front lawn and threw open the door. Slamming it shut, I turned the deadbolt into place and rested my head against the wood. I made it. 

“Aden,” snapped my mother, looking over at me from the living room couch. “Was that necessary?”

Gasping for air, I didn’t move and waited for my heart rate to settle.

“Aden, what’s wrong, and where’s Demon?” She put her book down.

“Aden,” said a deep voice.

Two hands grabbed me, and I bit my lip to stop from screaming. 

My father turned me around. “Aden, what happened?”

“There’s this thing in the Anderson’s pasture!”

“What do you mean?” my father asked. 

“I don’t know.” I gasped for air. “It looked like a wolf, but not.” I clasped my forehead. “They were these giant demon creatures. It was all black and there was a red one, too.”

My mother hurried over and pressed the back of her hand to my face. “I think you’ve had a bit of a traumatic day, and your mind is playing tricks on you.”

Scratching noises sounded from the other side of the door. My dad reached for the handle, but I blocked him.

“Don’t open it! Those things could’ve followed me home.”

“Aden, that’s enough.” He grabbed me and moved me to the side. I hovered around the corner and watched as he unlocked the door. It swung open, and little Demon trotted into the house.

“Demon!” my mother said, relieved. She picked him up and kissed his head. “You naughty boy, did you scare Aden?”

My father peered back at me with a raised eyebrow.

I gave him a repulsed expression. “That thing was a hundred times the size of that stupid dog.”

“It is dark, Aden,” said my mother, bouncing Demon in her arms. “Your imagination could’ve gotten the better of you.” She scratched the puppy between its ears.

He barked at her and licked her cheek.

“I know what I saw.”

“It could have been a cow,” suggested my father, walking into the living room with my mother.

“It growled!” I stood in the entryway and glared at my parents. “I know what I saw.”

“Aden, I think you’ve had a long day.” My mother set the dog on the ground and took me in her arms. “Maybe you should go to bed. I think it might have been more than just motion sickness.” She brushed my hair off my forehead. 

I took a deep breath and slowly released it. “I guess.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’ll feel better in the morning. Goodnight.”

Nodding, I turned to the stairs and dragged my tired body to my room. I went to the window and checked the lock before placing a chair under the door handle. I’d rather be overly cautious than wake up with a giant wolf in my room. After changing into sweats, I slipped into bed and tried to forget what I had seen.
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​Chapter 7: He’s Definitely Different
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“Why am I here again?” I put my knees against the dash.

“Your mother thought it would be a good idea.” My dad turned onto a dirt road with a large sign reading Dry Wood Campground posted to the side. “It’s better than playing around on the internet, right?”

“I’d rather clean toilets.” I laid my head back and stared at the ceiling. 

“Come on, Aden. It won’t be that bad.” My dad pulled up to the campground manager’s trailer. “Is spending the day with me really that horrible?” 

“No,” I breathed.

He turned the truck off. “I probably could’ve left you home, but your mother worries about you.”

I sank lower. So, spending all of Tuesday sitting in my room wasn’t my best decision, but it wasn’t like I had anything else to do. “Nothing’s wrong. My friends have been busy lately. That’s it.”

“Have you ever thought of expanding your circle of friends?”

“What’s wrong with the ones I have?” I watched a dirty old man wander across the road to the bathrooms. I was glad I didn’t have to clean that toilet. 

“Nothing’s wrong with them,” my dad said, taking off his seatbelt. “I’m only saying it might be nice for you to find a friend who isn’t as into sports as you are.”

“So, a fellow loser?” I undid my seatbelt and opened the door. “That sounds just perfect.”

“Aden.”

I hopped out of the truck. 

My dad met me around front. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just thought it would be nice if you found someone you had more in common with, than say, Chris.”

Leaning against the truck, I folded my arms. “Chris and I have things in common.”

My father let out a deep breath. “It’s merely a suggestion. I need to talk to the manager. Following that trail’ll take you to the creek on the other side of the trees.” He motioned to a thin dirt path. “Something to keep you busy. I’ll try to be quick.”

I watched him walk up to the manager’s trailer and knock. An old man appeared and immediately started yelling.

“They won’t leave! The sign says the limit is fourteen days. They’ve been sitting there for over three weeks.”

“Calm down. We’ll figure this out,” said my father. 

This is exactly why I didn’t want to be here. Pushing off the truck, I marched down the path. I reached the creek and was glad it was far enough away that I didn’t have to hear the manager throwing a tantrum. 

Picking up a handful of rocks, I tried to skip them across the water. I had never been very good at it, and I was quickly finding out that I was still horrible. A stone rocketed up the water. My head snapped downstream.

“Hey.” Titus waved and waded across the creek. 

I simply stared. “What the hell? What are you doing here?”

He laughed and sat down on a grassy patch next to a boulder. “Good to see you, too.”

I sat a couple of feet from him. “Still haven’t found your shoes”—I slapped a mosquito biting my neck—“or a shirt.”

He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. I have really hard feet. I don’t feel a thing, and I guess you're just sweeter because the bugs don’t bother me.”

Fidgeting, I glanced at him. “You still didn’t answer why you’re here.”

“Just a coincidence.” He leaned back.

“We’re twenty minutes away from Beaver Lake, and you randomly show up at the exact same place as me?” I raised an eyebrow. “You’re not a stalker, right?” 

Titus started to laugh, and I couldn’t help but smile. I hoped this meant I wasn’t going to end up at the bottom of a lake. 

“In hopes of not appearing stalker-ish, my family owns property in these woods. And rather than sit at home, I drive around and enjoy nature.” Closing his eyes, he settled into the grass.

“Still.” I pulled at the weeds around my feet. “I don’t understand how you ended up here.”

“I was driving by and saw a green truck similar to your dad’s. I stopped and saw you get out. So I decided, why wait when I can see you again right now.” He smiled that same cheesy grin. 

“You live alone in the woods with your family?” I smiled to myself. “You’re starting to make sense.”

“So, where do you live?” He peeked over at me. 

I let out a shaky laugh. “Why do you care? I mean...” I rubbed the back of my head. “I don’t exactly know you.”

Titus looked away and started pouting. “I was just asking. I didn’t think finding out a little about you would hurt. I thought you might want to be friends.” He kicked at the dirt. 

Friends— that was an abrupt entrance into the conversation. But I wasn’t getting any weird feelings that he might be a serial killer hiding out in the woods. Titus seemed like a nice guy. I guess he could be considered the new friend my father mentioned.  

“I live in Harper’s Creek.”

His face lit up.

“My best friend is a descendant of the people who founded it. It’s weird, though.” I leaned back on my arms. “The creek is actually a river, so I never really understood the name.” Sucking in my lips, I glanced at him. 

Titus shrugged and sprawled out. Taking a deep breath, he clenched his abs. The more things I noticed about him, the more I concluded that he had to be an athlete. So, yet again, I was going to be the sidekick friend to another Chris. 

“What sports do you play?” I put my chin on my knees.

“What?”

“At your high school.” I lay my head to the side. “Are you on the football team?”

Titus laughed hesitantly and sat up. “I’m not on any teams.” 

“Really?” I looked forward. “Hmm... the coach at my school wouldn’t leave you alone until you joined. He did that to Chris. He won't let you quit once you’re on the team.”

“I’m not a sportsperson,” said Titus. “What about you?”

“I tried, but I’m not exactly football material.”

“Nothing is wrong with that.”

“I guess.” 

Titus went back to soaking in the sun. “So, are you in a relationship?”

“I wish,” I muttered under my breath. “I just got out of one. Things weren’t working out between us.”

With a smile on his face, Titus relaxed even more and sucked in his stomach. 

“Well, I think I’d better go.” I stood and dusted off my hands. “My dad will probably be ready to leave soon.”

He shot to his feet. “Where to?”

“I don’t know.” I backed away. “He’s dealing with all the camp managers’ complaints today.”

“Can’t you ask him if you can stay?” Titus moved in closer. “And he can pick you up later?”

“I don’t know.” I took a couple of steps back. 

“Please.” He hovered above me and grabbed my hand. “Do you really want to sit in a truck when you can hang out with me?”

“I can ask.” I pulled my hand free. 

Titus’s face broke into a grin. “Yes!”

“But I don’t know if he’ll say yes,” I quickly added.

“You’re going to ask, though?”

I didn’t know what to make of this. “Yeah, I said I would.” I rubbed my arm. “Umm... just wait here. I’ll be right back.” Slipping past him, I hurried to the truck. I was starting to doubt agreeing to do this. I didn’t really know Titus. 

My dad was waiting by the truck when I arrived at the campground.

“There you are.” He opened the door. “I’ve gotten everything taken care of here, so on to the next.” He motioned for me to get in. 

“Actually, I wanted to see if it was okay if I stayed.” I tugged on the bottom of my jacket. “I found this spot by the creek.” 

“Are you sure?” He leaned on the door. “A lot of these campers have dogs. Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I wasn’t as fine with it anymore after he mentioned that. 

“Okay.” He slid into the driver’s seat. “I’ll be back in two hours. Do you have your phone, so you know what time it is?”

I patted my pants pocket. 

“Be waiting for me by the road. I’d rather not have to come looking for you.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Alright, then.” He put on his sunglasses and, with a wave, pulled out onto the main road. 

As soon as the dust settled, I started back to the creek. Two hours, what was I going to do with Titus for that long?

“You stayed!” Someone jumped out of the trees and hugged me. 

“Titus, Titus, stop! Titus!” I turned around and pushed against his chest. “Let go! You’re overstepping every personal boundary invented. Let go.”

He released me, and I shot back, falling onto the ground.  

“What was that?!” I glared at him. “Titus, I don’t know how your family does it—” I took a deep breath as he gave me a confused look. “There’s this personal space thing.” I motioned to the area around me. 

He tilted his head to the side.

“I’m not a big hugger, okay.” I blew my hair out of my face. “Just don’t do that again.”

“Alright,” he said with a grin, offering me his hand. “I was simply happy to see you stayed.”

“I said I’d ask.” I grabbed it and let him help me up. 

“I know. I was still surprised you decided to.” He headed for the creek.

I felt like an idiot as I followed behind him. I didn’t think anyone would know how to react if a half-naked man jumped out of the trees and attacked them. We reached the bank. I went to sit down, but Titus grabbed my arm and pulled me upstream. 

“Where are we going?”

“I want to show you something.” He let go and stepped into the water. “Take off your shoes.”

I plopped down on the ground and yanked them off. I wasn’t into the whole barefoot thing, either. Titus waded over to a deep section of the stream.

“What are you doing?” I rolled up my pants and noticed the blurred fish swimming under an overhang. 
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