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Prologue





"So... what happened?" Nancy Carwell asked, her voice somewhat impatient. 

I kept my gaze fixated on my callous hands, ignoring the pounding of my heart as it tried to flee my chest. The lights surrounding me were insanely hot, causing sweat to drip down my spine. There was a pale scar running the length of my thumb to my elbow. It was deep and white with scar tissue and discolouration. I tuned out the grumble of the crowd, focusing on each breath. In and out. Out and in.

"You were the best player on the team," Nancy Carwell continued, tilting her head. "Hunter Davis, the quarterback who led the Granite Peak Gladiators to the championship game with a record-breaking season. You threw for 4,500 yards, 35 touchdowns, and a 70% completion rate. You had more game-winning drives than any player in the league's history… so, where did it all go wrong?"

I didn't respond. I couldn't. My eyes were fixed on the sheriff who had just arrived, his stance rigid and commanding, hands resting on his hips, jaw clenched tight. The sheriff’s presence was like a heavy fog rolling in, and it was clear: I was going to prison right after this interview. 

I thought of Skylar then. 

His pale blue eyes, deep and clear like the ocean, flashed through my mind. I remembered how his gaze had always softened whenever he looked at me, the way he’d smile even on the toughest days.

"Hunter?" Nancy asked.

My vision snapped back to the present, focusing through the haze of anxiety. I saw Nancy's concerned eyes, the reporter's camera flashes, and the shifting shadows of the crowd. My mind was a jumble of statistics and feelings, but one thought cut through the noise with precision: I had to set things right.

"You're a hero to this team, a Gladiator through and through," Nancy's voice broke through again, her tone almost pleading. "You led them to victory. You have to tell us what happened."

I drew a deep breath, feeling the air fill my lungs. I clenched my jaw, trying to summon the courage I used to have on the field, and finally, my eyes locked on hers.  Nancy wore a navy blue blazer, her blond hair was styled in a sleek bob, and her piercing green eyes held onto me and didn’t let go, not even for a second. 

I was about to make a decision that would change everything. 

"Look, hun, if you aren’t going to talk then—"

"I’ll tell you," I interrupted, making her freeze. The crowd held their breath and I could practically hear my father blowing a gasket. "I’ll tell you everything…" I paused, and then forced myself to continue. "It all started the day I killed my best friend."
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Hunter





Ten years ago…

Irolled my eyes at Skylar, trying not to be annoyed with him as he fumbled for the fifteenth time with his baggage. We were already running late for the bus and I was eager to get a seat near the back next to Lavinia, who’d been giving me flirtatious looks ever since we arrived. The area was bustling with students and teachers alike, all of them kissing their kids goodbye as they boarded the school bus on the way to Redstone Trails Summer Camp. 

I was so excited I was practically bouncing. The entire crew was here and I was anxious to get to them. Mason Reed, Jordy, Lavinia and E.J. were all waiting for me, leaning against the school bus without a care in the world. I met Mason, Jordy and E.J. at football summer camp last year, and we’d all become fast friends. Lavinia was a new addition to the crew.

Although I could tell, she wasn’t going anywhere. Lavinia Carter was a firebrand. She had hazel eyes and dark brown curly hair that framed her face, she had this look about her that she knew something about you before you could even speak. I’d been fantasizing about her for months and now that we were going away to camp alone, I wasn’t going to waste it. She wore a pair of white shorts and her T-shirt was too small, exposing her smooth belly. My throat went dry looking at her, and I hurried to round on Skylar to bark at him to hurry up.

Skylar flashed me one of his award-winning smiles. "Okay. Okay. I’m ready!" 

My jaw ticked when I stared down at him and suddenly, I felt pathetic standing next to him. Skylar had been my best friend since grade school. We did everything together. However, last summer my dad enrolled me in football camp and since then I’ve been feeling strange when he looks at me. Not that he wasn’t my best friend anymore, I just never realized what a loser he was until a few months ago. Mason, Jordy and E.J. all came over to play a game of football, we were hyped to the max, amped up like a couple of stereo sets ready to blow. We were just about to go onto the field when Skylar showed up. I was so excited that I asked him to join us and it was a big mistake.

Skylar was… scrawny. 

Not that we all weren’t scrawny at our age, I was only sixteen, but I had filled out over the summer and so did the rest of the guys, but Skylar kind of remained, short and skinny. E.J. and Jordy ran a play and Skylar couldn’t catch a damn thing. And the worst thing was, it wasn’t like he didn’t know how. Skylar was a sports enthusiast, he knew so much about football that it boggles my mind sometimes, but when it came to playing he was… well… useless on the field. I had been so embarrassed, that I told him to just sit this one out and let us play. Things didn’t really get easier from there. Skylar was still stuck in the mindset that girls were gross and we needed to stick together. He always wanted to play video games and eat junk food, but I was past all of that by now. I wanted to train. Lift weights. Be with the guys. Head to the gym. 

Sitting around all day discussing cheats for ‘Call of Duty’ just didn’t do it for me anymore. Skylar was different though. He hated school. Hated the teachers. They all turned a blind eye whenever he showed up with bruises and more than once I had to bandage his torso from when his foster father beat him with a wrench.

Skylar’s home life was a mess.

My father and I were working on a way to formally adopt him, but the process was very slow, considering my father was a single man and Skylar already had a home. I wanted us to be brothers because he had been my brother all my life and yet… another part of me wanted nothing to do with him. I felt bad thinking that. Skylar was amazing, the best friend anyone could ask for, but things were changing. Sometimes all of his problems felt like an anchor around my neck, dragging me down with him and at sixteen all I wanted to do was have fun. 

I grabbed Skylar’s bag and hauled it over my back in order to speed up the process. "Let’s go," I grumbled. 

A small flush spread across Skylar’s cheeks when he watched me, muscles bulging from the weight. I’d filled out well this year, standing several inches taller than him. I wasn’t as big as Mason, but I was still pretty fit. Hours at the gym and running suicides did that for me. Skylar used his index finger to push his golden-rimmed glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. It was a nervous habit, but I was so anxious to get on the bus that I didn’t care to find out what he was so worried about. This would be our final year at Redstone Trails Summer Camp. In the fall, we start high school,, and that would be that. Skylar and I had everything planned out, we’d head to WEU and then, I’d head to the NFL right after and Skylar would follow, doing… whatever it was he was interested in. To be honest, I stopped paying attention after WEU was mentioned. It was the best University in all of Texas with one of the greatest football teams in the league, so I had to go there. 

"You boys ready?" My dad asked as he stepped out of the truck, his lanky frame unfolding with an awkward grace. He had that intense look in his dark eyes like he was studying every detail of the scene before him. He turned to me, his gaze piercing. "Hunter," he said, his voice carrying an edge of command, "you keep your head in the game. No distractions. I want you in top shape when I pick you up."

"Yes, sir."

His words felt like a weight settling heavily on my shoulders. I nodded, trying to mask the anxiety that churned in my chest. I couldn’t afford to slack off this summer. Mason, Jordy, E.J. and I all developed a plan to stay in shape while we went to camp. Next to me, Skylar shuffled his feet, his pale blue eyes darting between my dad and me with an unreadable expression.

Dad’s gaze softened just a fraction as he looked at Skylar. "You take care of him, Skylar. You hear?"

"Yes, sir!" Skylar squeaked, his voice cracked a bit, causing several heads to turn. "I won’t let you down, sir!" 

My dad laughed, ruffling Skylar’s curly blond hair. A strange jealousy flared in my chest. My dad had no problem treating Skylar to a meal, pulling him in for a hug or ruffling his hair, but he never did those things with me. That was another reason a part of me didn’t really want to be around Skylar anymore, because it almost seemed like my father liked him, more than he liked me. 

"No stray behavior. Keep your focus," my dad clipped. "All right boys, be safe."

We both nodded and I took our things to the bus and loaded them in the back. Skylar was already talking a mile a minute about some new species of birds he was looking forward to spotting on the trip, but as soon as I locked eyes with Lavinia everything around me became white noise. She was leaning against the side of the bus sucking on a red lollipop, her gaze slanted to mine in a way that made heat blaze across my cheeks. 

"Hey, are you listening?" Skylar peered up at me, his pale blue eyes making me start.

"Yeah…ugh…" I cleared my throat. "Just shut up and get on the bus. I’ll be there in a second." 

Mason snickered nearby and so did the rest of them. Skylar flushed, chewing his bottom lip. "Okay. See you on the bus." He boarded the bus and the second he disappeared Mason pounced on me.

"Damn! Finally away from the troll!" Mason laughed, throwing his arm around my neck and dragging me into a headlock. I laughed, shoving him off. "I thought that guy would never shut up." Mason was tall and athletic, with short, wavy brown hair that was often a bit tousled from practice. His bright blue eyes sparkled with confidence, and his strong build made him stand out anywhere he went. He was a damn good linebacker and it wasn’t until after we went to summer school that I realized his father was the District Attorney of the state of Texas, Johnathan, otherwise known as, "Jack" Reed. 

"Don’t talk about him like that," I said, but there was no heat to my words. "He’ll be my brother soon."

"I pity you, my friend." E.J. or Ethan Jones was lean and fit, with straight, sandy-blond hair cut short for easy maintenance. His green eyes were always sharp and full of laughter. He always wore designer clothing, but I couldn’t let that fool me, he was a skilled cornerback and I knew if we ever played at WEU we’d be headed straight to state nationals. "Being a loser can be contagious, you don’t want to catch that."

"E.J., you must be the MVP of being a loser. Do you have a trophy for that, or is it just a lifelong achievement?" Lavinia muttered, rolling her eyes. 

"Ouch," E.J. said, putting his hand over his heart, feigning hurt. "So much for friendship, Lavinia."

Lavinia cocked a brow at him that said they were anything but friends.

Mason laughed, then said, "Come on, we’re going to miss the bus. Did you watch the game last night? Tyreek was a beast! The guy’s like a video game character—warp speed and all!"

"Boo-yeah!" Jordy interjected, throwing his arms around both of us. "And I’m going to smash his record!" Jordy was a bit shorter than us but stocky, with a round face and curly black hair that was always a little wild after a game. His warm, brown eyes were full of energy, and his big grin made him a dynamic wide receiver.

"Sure, Jordy, but let’s be real—you’d need a time machine to catch up with Tyreek. Last time I checked, your top speed was tripping over your own shoelaces! Maybe you should start with breaking your own record for most missed tackles!" E.J. laughed hysterically at his own lame joke.

"Shut up E.J.!" We all said collectively and then burst out laughing.

Mason kept his hand on my neck, talking a mile a minute about the game and the cool plays we were going to do once we arrived at camp. We boarded the bus and I couldn’t wait to discuss my ideas with them, but then realized with a start that I had promised to sit with Skylar. He waved me over, grinning like mad. I frowned, pausing with Mason right behind me.

"What’s the hold-up?" Mason asked, then snorted when he caught sight of Skylar. "You’re choice, man." He plopped down into a seat near the front, along with the others. 

"Oh no!" E.J. snickered. "A one-way ticket to loser town, all aboard!" He hollered and I flushed, my jaw tightened. 

"Shut up," I hissed at him, then grabbed a seat beside Mason, ignoring Skylar. 

Shit. Guilt clawed at my chest, but it was immediately eased when I realized I was sitting right in front of Lavinia, her hazel eyes landed on mine and a smile curled her plump lips. "Hey."

"Hi." My throat felt like sandpaper. "How was your summer?"

"Good." She racked her eyes over me. "Better now." 

Throughout the entire bus ride, I didn’t look back once.


      ***When we got to Redstone Trails Summer Camp, the bus was buzzing with excitement. The camp was surrounded by big, tall trees, and the cabins were cute but old-fashioned, with wooden walls and flower boxes under the windows. We made arrangements to meet up for a game later and I was overjoyed to learn that we’d have a lot of free time and not be smothered by the counselors. Since we were older, the events they had were mostly outdoors and I was pumped for it.

"Where are you headed?" Mason asked me. "We’re all bunking in Cabin 9."

"Yeah, we’re the Niners, get it?" E.J. laughed. "You know, as in the San Francisco 49ers?"

"I think I want to punch a hole through his head," Lavinia said.

"I second that motion," Jordy replied.

"Don’t," Mason warned. "That would just give him another hole to talk out of."

"Come on, you guys, that was gold!" E.J. snickered. 

I shook my head. "Nah, I’m at Cabin 4 with Skylar."

"And the loser strikes again," E.J. said. "Welp, good luck bro."

"I told you not to call him that," I said through gritted teeth.

"Touche!" E.J. crackled. "I didn’t realize you were aiming for a ‘Loser of the Year’ award. You’re really going above and beyond, Hunter."

"Whatever. It’s amazing how you manage to make being average look like an achievement," I replied, hiking my duffle bag up higher. "We’re best friends."

"Not for long," E.J. laughed again, grating on my nerves. "And certainly not if you want to continue your winning streak." He threw his arm over my shoulder. "A word of advice, Hunter. Don’t let losers weigh you down. You’ll regret it when you’re trying to reach the top and all they do is claw at your feet."

I shrugged him off. "Like I said, Skylar is my best friend. I’d explain it to you, but I left my patience and crayons at home." 

Jordy and Lavinia burst out laughing. "Burn!" Mason said, chuckling.

I waved them goodbye still smiling, but it slowly waned when Cabin 4 came into view. Shit. I hadn’t even said a word to Skylar even after I left the bus. I didn’t know if he’d gotten his bags or how he carried them to the cabin. I hurried over, guilt eating away at me. Opening the door, I saw that  the cabin had two plain beds and some old furniture. Skylar was sitting on the edge of one bed, messing with the worn-out sheets and biting his lip like he was nervous. 

"Shit. Sorry, did you get your stuff?"

Skylar shrugged and I saw that his clothes were bunched up in the corner near his bed. "I had to make several trips, but… it’s cool." 

I scowled at the mess, then threw my bag onto the bed and started unpacking. We lapsed into silence, neither of us talking. I changed into some basketball shorts and a jersey, eager to get out of there to meet the guys for a game. "Are you… going somewhere?"

"Yeah, the guys invited me for a game. We’re going to play and head to the cafe after."

"Oh." 

I froze, hating the sound of hurt in his voice. Every year we’d come to summer camp together, but this year I really wanted to spend it with my new friends. "Sorry." I turned to him. "Rain check? We can see those birds you were talking about before."

Skylar tucked a stray blond hair behind his ear. "It’s fine. Have fun with your friends."

"Sure," I muttered, then hurried out of the room. I got maybe ten feet when the ache of guilt in my chest grew too much and I slowed to a stop. Shit. I considered going back for him, telling him to join us for one game but I didn’t want him to embarrass me in front of Lavinia. Maybe it had been a mistake going to camp together this year. Skylar was just… not at all like my new friends and I wanted to make a good impression with them. Was that so bad? I huffed and darted off, shoving those thoughts back down into the abyss. 

Great, this is going to be a long summer.
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Hunter 





Skylar shoved a magazine underneath his pillow the second I opened the door. I paused for a moment, breathless and slightly sweaty from the game. Skylar flushed, looking guilty. We stared at each other before I decided I didn’t want to know and shrugged off my jersey shirt from earlier. The game had been amazing, playing with Jordy, E.J. and Mason was like an otherworldly experience, we all used each other's strengths and weaknesses and played off them. By the time the season started, we’d be more than ready. I quickly went to shower and as soon as I got out I shut off the lights and went to bed. 

Skylar didn’t speak to me, and I didn’t talk to him.

There wasn’t much to say. I felt deep down we didn’t have much in common anymore and with football, I wanted to be the best that I could be. Redstone Creek was a dump compared to most towns, however, it was their football team that put the town on the map. The Texas Granite Peak Gladiators were one of the best teams in the leagues, a team of legends and now I had the chance to be one of them. That dream stuck with me until my eyes felt heavy and I drifted off to sleep. 

I woke early the next morning while Skylar was still snoring away and headed out to meet the guys for a run. Afterwards, we had breakfast in the cafeteria. 

"Oh, man," E.J. groaned. "I feel like my arm is going to fall off." He rolled his shoulder and Mason laughed at him.

"Don’t throw so hard next time, idiot," Lavinia huffed out.

"Why don’t you kiss it better, Lavinia?" E.J. made kissy faces at her and she shoved him off.

"Ew," Lavinia scoffed. "As if I want your diseased mouth anywhere near me. I’d rather get a hug from a cactus."

"Come on, Lavinia, you know you can't resist me," E.J. teased, winking.

"Oh, sure," Lavinia rolled her eyes. "Just like I can’t resist a root canal. Keep dreaming, E.J."

I laughed at their banter then stiffened when Skylar entered the cafeteria. He looked even more pathetic with his sunscreen still not fully dried, running in a long stripe down his nose. His shorts were bright red and inched high on his scrawny legs and his shirt was tucked in. Skylar used his index finger to shove his glasses higher on his nose and shot me a shy smile when we locked eyes.

Shit. Shit. What should I do? I gripped the table until my knuckles were white, silently begging him with my eyes not to come over. I felt like a total douchebag, but E.J. and Mason would tear him to shreds and I wasn’t sure I was ready to listen to it.

"Hey." Lavinia’s voice broke me out of my stare and I turned to her. "Are you okay?"

"Fine," I replied gruffly.

She turned to see what I was looking at then scoffed, her cruel gaze eyeing Skylar up and down. "Oh, look. It’s Skylar. Maybe he can show you how to fail at everything without even trying."

I laughed, playing along but my stomach churned. "Yeah, maybe he’ll teach me how to blend into the wall so well that no one even knows I’m here. Think I could use that to sneak out of class?"

Lavinia chuckled. "You wish. But hey, if you want to practice being invisible, you’ve got the perfect mentor." She glanced at me, a sly smile playing on her lips. "Let’s see if you can make it through camp without losing your mind."

Skylar was close to our table now and my jaw tightened. I’d never outright tell him to get lost, but shit this would ruin my time with my team. 

"Oh, no," E.J. cackled as soon as Skylar approached with his tray of food. "You look lost, little rabbit. Did you wander out of your safe, cozy burrow?"

Skylar’s cheeks flushed, but he said nothing, focusing on balancing his tray.

"Careful, E.J.," Mason added with a smirk. "If you scare him too much, he might just hide under a table for the rest of lunch."

E.J. laughed, eyeing Skylar’s tray. "Yeah, because nothing screams ‘winner’ like avoiding everyone. What’s next, Skylar? Gonna show us your impressive talent for making your food disappear without making eye contact?"

Skylar's eyes flickered to mine briefly, full of hurt, before he quickly looked away. Lavinia’s laughter rang out, and I forced myself to join in, even though a part of me felt a pang of guilt.

"Assholes," Skylar muttered, then walked to another empty table.

E.J. picked up his napkin and tossed it at Skylar’s head, he missed, but everyone else started laughing around them. "Okay. Knock it off," I muttered.

E.J. snorted and went back to eating as did the others. I chanced a look at Skylar, but he had his back to me, slightly hunched over his food. Damn, I felt like such a dick. How could I do that to him? I groaned inwardly and swore to myself I’d make it right before the day was over.


      ***The day passed in a strange blur. The camp counselors decided that we kick off the first day at camp with an intense game of flag football. I was totally here for it. Mason, E.J., Jordy and I were all pumped for all things physical and we went straight to task. Since most of the kids there didn’t care much for the physical aspect, our team dominated the game. Until the counselors realized our advantage and split us up. 

Lavinia, E.J. and  I were together, the rest were on a different team. I tried not to stare at her too much, but Lavinia was really too beautiful, especially in a pair of tight jean shorts that hugged her curves. She smiled brightly at me and we went to war.

"Alright, try not to trip over your own feet, E.J.," Mason teased.

"Oh, haha," E.J. shot back. "Just wait, I’ll be the one scoring the winning touchdown

while you’re still figuring out which direction to run in."

"As long as it leads me to the direction of your mom's house then I’m good, bro!"

Mason fired back. Jordy and E.J. went to grab each other’s flag and ended up in a sprawling heap.  

E.J. managed to untangle himself, glaring at Jordy. "You’re a hazard, man."

Meanwhile, Lavinia and I darted towards the other side. I spotted an opening and went for it, but Lavinia’s foot hooked around mine, sending us both sprawling to the ground. She ended up on top of me, our limbs tangled awkwardly. I felt my face heat up, and for a second, all I could do was stare into her eyes. Lavinia’s entire body was pressed up against mine and my throat went dry.

"Enjoying the view down there?" Lavinia asked, raising an eyebrow with a smirk.

I quickly helped her up, my face still flushed. "Just making sure you’re comfortable," I said, trying to play it cool. The game was less about winning and more about the ridiculousness of our attempts. As the sun set, we finally called a truce, collapsing onto the grass, laughing and breathless.

"I think I broke something," E.J. complained with a groan. 

"I second that," Jordy replied. "You good Mason?"

"Shut up," Mason said, staring up at the sky. Everyone else had left the field by then, it was about midday when the game finished, but we decided to stay before lunch. I sat beside my friends, still smiling from their antics. As I scanned the field I saw no signs of Skylar and wondered if he’d been playing the game. The likelihood of that was slim, but I was still curious as to where he was. I rubbed my face and sighed. I was a total ass to him for no reason, I’d have to find some way to make it up to him. 

"I’m going to take off," I said, then stood, dusting off my shorts.

"Where are you going?" Lavinia asked, shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun.

"I ugh… need to call my dad. I forgot to check in yesterday, you know how he is," I lied.

"Okay." Lavinia chewed on her lower lip. "I’ll see you for dinner?"

I felt my face warm and I nodded, then started walking away. "What? No sympathy for me? I’m heartbroken," E.J. whined, inching closer to her.

"Did something bad happen to you, or are you just naturally this irritating of a person?" I heard Lavinia bite back and stifled my laughter. 

"I’m all-natural-baby," E.J. purred and Lavinia shoved him off.

A large part of me wished I could’ve stayed, but I was kind of worried about Skylar. I never meant to be such a dick to him, especially when I knew he didn’t have anyone else to eat lunch with, I was just trying really hard to impress Lavinia and having him around would kill that for me. Maybe I should explain that to him? Just so he didn’t hate me so much. I opened the Cabin door and saw Skylar on the floor, his back pressed up against the bed while he was playing a video game. His shoulders were hunched in a way that I knew he was pissed at me and I sighed. I slumped on the bed next to him and sat in silence for a while. Skylar ignored me, in favour of killing zombies and other alien creatures. Chewing on my lower lip, I debated what I should say to him and wondered if he’d even care anyway, but decided to take a shot.

"Look… uh…" I rubbed the back of my neck. "I’m sorry about the cafe. I just… I panicked."

"You seemed to be doing that a lot," Skylar bit out. "Especially when it comes to those assholes."

Irritation sparked within me. "Don’t call them that."

"But they can call me a loser and make fun of me?" Skylar spat. "Even earlier, your friend Mason tried to–"

"I know they aren’t perfect, but they’re my friends, Skylar," I pleaded with him. "I just… I feel like we don’t have anything in common anymore."

Skylar leaped to his feet, his hands curled into a fist, nostrils flaring. "Well, who’s fault is that? When I try to talk to you all you want to talk about is fucking football! Or something those idiot knot-head jocks said! They make fun of me constantly and you say nothing about it!" 

Guilt squirmed in my belly. Shit. He wasn’t wrong. I was a dick to him and for no reason other than the fact I was trying to impress Lavinia. "I’m sorry." I tugged on his wrist, trying to get him to calm down. My thumb brushed over the long scar that ran down his wrist. "I’m sorry. I get it. I got the douchebag of the year award."

"More like the century," Skylar muttered. He relaxed and sat down next to me on the bed. "I just don’t get what you see in them. Their brain capacity is severely lacking."

I chuckled at that. "I don’t know, they just get me. I really want to make it to WEU and join the Granite Peak Gladiators. They’ve won the National Championship three years in a row, and their quarterback threw for over 2,000 yards last season. Their defence only allowed an average of 10 points per game. Playing for the Gladiators would mean training with the best, getting scouted by NFL teams, and maybe even securing a future in pro football. It’s everything I’ve dreamed of." 

Skylar sighed. "I get that, but does it have to be with those baboons? And don’t even get me started on E.J.!" 

"True, but he’s got some serious skills on the field," I countered.

"Sure, if you consider running in circles and tripping over nothing as skills," Skylar said. "Honestly, watching him try to catch a pass is like watching a squirrel on caffeine."

I couldn’t help but laugh. "You know, you’d be great at roasting people professionally."

"I’ll think about it in my next life," Skylar replied, then flopped back down on the bed. "You don’t need them to make it, you never did. I’m sure if they collectively put all their brain cells together they wouldn’t even equal a fraction of greatness."

"Like I said, they’re my friends. It’s hard to explain, but I don’t want to lose them either."

"But losing me is okay?" Skylar scoffed. "Whatever."

"I didn’t say that!"

"Not in so many words," Skylar replied. "I see the way you look at me like I’m…" He gritted his teeth. "I’m not like them and I never will be, either you accept that about me or you don’t, Hunter." 

I swallowed hard around the knot forming in my throat. He was right. I was the one with the problem, Skylar had always been like this. "Fine. How about until I make it to Nationals? We can still be friends, but I don’t think you should hang out with us. I’m not saying it to be rude, I just… yeah, I think that might be better."

Skylar went very quiet, then his pale blue eyes turned to mine. "Will you still be my friend in the meantime?" 

The sheer desperation in his voice startled me. Damn, was I that horrible to him that he doubted that I would stop being his friend? The question to that was obvious. I knew I had been a total ass but this was beyond next level. "Of course," I said right away with pure conviction. "We’re brothers. No matter what, Skylar. I promise."

Skylar looked doubtful, but his face smoothed out in a neutral expression. "Whatever. I’ll be a CEO and E.J. will be a fat janitor. That’s usually how things end up in the movies, so I don’t understand why it can’t be real life."

I scoffed a laugh. "Sure. Good luck with that fantasy."

Skylar eyed me. "You too… so Lavinia, eh?"

I felt my face burn. "Shut up."

"She’s hot, in an objective way, but she looks more like a shark than anything else," Skylar mused. "I also heard that she and E.J. —"

"She’s a good person," I interrupted. "That’s all I care about. Plus, I heard she wants to be on the Squad as head cheerleader, so it’s only natural I try to make my move."

"Right. Natural," Skylar scoffed. "Whatever. I won’t pretend to know ape mating rituals, but I wish you the best of luck in your endeavours."

I chuckled and wrapped my arm around his head, bringing him into a tight hug. "Thanks, Sky. I needed that."

Skylar flushed and pulled away. "Anytime. Just remember, no matter what, don’t let those guys turn you into one of them. You’re better than that."

I smiled, feeling a little lighter. "I’ll keep that in mind."

"So… how about a game of Grand Theft Auto?"

My mouth curved into a smile. "You’re on."


      ***Skylar and I were huddled in front of the TV, the intensity of our Grand Theft Auto game filling the room. We traded insults back and forth, laughing way too loudly until my sides were splitting. Every time one of us messed up, the other would pounce with a sarcastic comment.

"You drive like my grandma," Skylar jeered, narrowly dodging a virtual pedestrian.

"Your grandma must be an undercover stunt driver, then," I shot back, my fingers flying over the controller.

Hours flew by in a blur of laughter and digital chaos until a knock on the door interrupted us. I shoved Skylar, whose face was red from laughing so hard, and ordered him to answer it. He stumbled to his feet, still chuckling, and opened the door to reveal Mason, E.J., Jordy, and Lavinia standing there. 

"Hey, are you coming to eat dinner?" Mason asked, looking between us.

I froze, then glanced back at Skylar. The laughter had died down, and he was suddenly quiet, no longer smiling. "Yeah. I’ll be there in a second." I grabbed a clean shirt and quickly changed, avoiding his eyes. "I’ll see you later."

Skylar was frowning, but he nodded. "See ya."

I slammed the door shut and forced a smile on my friends. As we headed out, guilt gnawed at me. I should’ve asked Skylar to come with me, but then Lavinia smiled at me, and all thoughts of Skylar fled my head.
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"Want to come to the forest with us later tonight?" Lavinia asked. 

Lavinia and I were hiking with the rest of the camp. The Texas sun was beating down on my neck, making me sweat. The trail was dusty, and we had to watch out for rocks and cactus. I felt my face get warm whenever Lavinia looked at me, but I tried to play it cool. The trees were tall and provided some shade, but mostly it was just fucking hot. We could hear birds singing and see lizards darting across the path. Every now and then, Lavinia would smile at me, and my heart would race. It was hard to focus on the trail with her around.

"What will we be doing in the forest?" I asked.

Lavinia kinked a brow. "Wouldn’t you like to know? How about it’s a secret? I won’t tell you unless you agree to come."

"And if I don’t?" I said, teasingly.

"I’ll make you," Lavinia responded, grinning at me. 

I pressed my lips together, just about to respond when E.J. waved us over. "Come on slow pokes!" He called.

Lavinia rolled her eyes. "I hate that guy."

I stared at her. "Seriously?"

"He’s so fucking annoying. I don’t even know why Mason hangs out with him," Lavinia muttered. "Sure, he’s a great CB but his personality is shit. His jokes are so lame and he’s super pervy. Ugh." She made a gagging noise in the back of her throat and I laughed.

"He isn’t that bad, but yeah, I can tell him to back off if it bothers you so much," I told her, my expression turning serious.

"Nah, I’m good. Just stay close to me and everything will be fine." She beamed up at me, then linked our arms together. My entire face burned, but I didn’t let go and neither did she, the entire hiking trip. Mason and Jordy kept sending him knowing looks, but I noticed E.J. had gone suspiciously quiet. We headed back to the camp and I immediately went back to my Cabin to relax and wind down until dinner time. 

The minute I opened the door, I saw Skylar tucking that same magazine behind his pillow. His face was flushed and sweaty, even though I knew he didn’t go anywhere. Huh. I eyed his pillow, wondering if I had time to screw with him or just let it go. "Hey."

"Hi," I responded. Meh. Better to let it go. I was too tired anyway. "You should have come, exercise won’t kill you."

Skylar smirked. "Yeah, but why take the chance? Did you know that about 2,000 people a year get hurt exercising? I might become a statistic trying to lift a dumbbell."

I snorted. "Yeah. Whatever…" I flopped on my bed, staring up at the ceiling. "What does it mean when a girl links your arms?"

Skylar went quiet for a moment. "That she wants to link arms…?"

"I’m serious."

"I don’t know," Skylar said, flinging his arm in the air. "I know less about girls than I know about the entire species of deep-sea anglerfish."

I rolled my eyes. "Never mind. Forget what I asked."

Skylar inched over to my bed, twiddling his thumbs. "So, I guess linking arms is something akin to second base?"

I laughed, shoving his arm. "No. She just… I don’t know. She linked my arm and never let go, like the entire hike. It was… amazing."

"Who knew?" Skylar squeaked. "Well, maybe you should do something nice for her?"

"Really? Like what?" I asked, turning onto my stomach to stare at him.

Skylar’s entire face flushed. "Ugh… I don’t know! Girls like flowers. You could pick her one… or maybe get her some candy from the vending machine. I know a can of Pepiso cola is your kryptonite."

"Great idea," I said dryly. "Nothing says ‘I care’ like sugar water and wilting daisies. She’ll be swooning in no time."

Skylar shifted his feet. "It was just a suggestion."

And not a bad one, I thought about turning it over in my mind. Maybe sweet and simple was the best way to go. It wasn’t like Lavinia didn’t get shit from guys all the time, but I wanted it to be special. I knew she was incredibly smart, and she expressed wanting to study law when we reached WEU. "I mean, the worst-case scenario is she calls you a creep and never speaks to you again, so I think it’s worth a try," Skylar muttered.

"Mhmm…" I hummed, then flopped back down on the bed again. "Maybe you’re right. I can head there now and meet them later tonight."

"Sure."

I got off the bed, pulling off my shirt and then my shorts, hurrying to get dressed. I went for a quick shower, then did my best to smooth down my wild sandy-brown hair. I should’ve kept short ringlets that framed my face, I don’t know why I let it grow out so long. Huffing a sigh, I went back into the bedroom, tidied up the mess that Skylar made, and then sprayed some cologne on my chest. "So, how do I look?"

"Like the douchebag of the year," Skylar muttered.

I barked a startled laugh. "Seriously?"

"What? I am serious. Where did you get those clothes from? They look like they’re from the Gap."

"They are from the Gap," I said, suddenly feeling defensive. "What’s wrong with it? It’s cool."

Skylar scoffed. "You look like a Mason mini-me. Very original."

"Jealous much?" I said, rolling my eyes. "You know, maybe if your head wasn’t so far up your own ass you’d be able to make more friends and you wouldn’t have to cling to me all the time." 

"Hold on, let me write that down. I wouldn’t want to forget such wisdom," Skylar spat.

I stared at him, not sure what the hell we were even fighting about. He’d been so moody lately and I wasn’t sure why he was behaving like a total ass before my date with Lavinia. 

"Whatever. I’m going for a walk." He stood up and walked out of the Cabin, slamming the door shut. I checked the time and realized it was still a few hours before dinner, so I sat down on the bed and booted up one of my favorite video games. 


      ***I had been playing video games for hours, totally lost in the action, when I suddenly realized I was going to be late meeting them. I grabbed my jacket and headed out the door for dinner. When I got to the café, I noticed it was empty. I remembered Lavinia mentioning something about meeting in the forest later on, and it clicked—I knew exactly where they’d be.

I ran to the vending machine and bought a pack of sour peaches for Lavinia, then picked a bunch of wildflowers. I made a beeline for the forest. It was getting pretty dark, and I tripped over a few roots while I walked, trying to see where I was going. The forest was so quiet, except for some muffled voices in the distance. I thought I heard Skylar's voice among them.

I picked up the pace, my heart pounding in my chest. When I finally reached the clearing, I saw a huge keg and a fire crackling in the middle. Whoa, cool. But then I noticed Mason standing in front of Skylar, looking all tough and mean. Mason took a threatening step toward Skylar, and I felt my stomach drop.

Without thinking, I shouted, "Hey! What's going on?"

All their heads turned towards me and I frowned as I approached. "Tell your dog to back off," E.J. muttered, but the vein in his neck throbbed. 

"What do you mean?" I turned to stare at Skylar who was flushed red, glaring at all of them.

"He said he would tattle on us if we told you about the keg. Which is totally not cool," Lavinia replied, arms crossed over her chest. 

"You’re underage!" Skylar hissed. "If they find out–"

"Which they won’t because you’ll keep your Goddamn mouth shut. I went through great pains to get this into the camp, so you better keep your damn mouth shut, loser, or you’ll regret it," Mason snarled.

"Oh, brilliant. Did you come up with that all by yourself? Newsflash, I’m not afraid of you or your steroid injections. Everyone knows you’re just a muscle-bound show-off who needs a little extra help to look tough," Skylar scoffed.

Mason’s eyes flared with anger. "Oh, so you think you’re so smart? Maybe if you didn’t let your jealousy get the best of you, you’d see that it’s not my fault you can’t keep up without your little excuses."

Skylar’s face reddened. "And you think that makes you superior? Maybe if you spent less time juicing up and more time being a decent person, you wouldn’t have to threaten others."

"All right enough!" I said, stepping in between the two of them. "It’s fine. I’ll handle it."

Mason’s dark eyes fell to mine. "See that you do." They all walked away and I rounded on Skylar. 

"What the hell are you doing? We were planning to have a party tonight! You can’t just ruin it–"

"What if someone gets too drunk? Or sick? You can’t control these people. Then what? Everyone will find out and you could be expelled from camp!" Skylar said, his face flushing. "You’ve never drank alcohol before what if—what if it changes you and you turn into–"

"It’s a keg, Skylar! Not a barrel of Vodka!" I flung back at him. "Jesus, I don’t even know what the hell is wrong with you. Why are you trying to ruin my summer?" 

Skylar flinched. "I’m not. You’re just–you’re different around them, Hunter. I don’t even recognize you anymore. You said… after I told you what happened to my foster father that you wouldn’t drink. That you wouldn’t be like them."

Foster father? I stared at him incredulously. How could he even link those two things together? So what if I had a couple of drinks? I wasn’t anything like that horrible man. "So, you think because I’ll have a couple of drinks I’ll start hurting you?" I barked back.

Skylar shot me a strangled look and I realized I said the words louder than I thought and Mason and others were still nearby, no doubt listening to our conversation. I sighed hard and lowered my voice. "Skylar, we’re just having fun. I’m sorry you feel that way, but this isn’t the same thing. You can’t stop us from having fun."

Skylar’s mouth twitched. "This isn’t fun. It’s dangerous. Stupid. Reckless–"

"Oh my God!" I almost screamed. I scrubbed hard at my face wishing I could grab Skylar and shake him. "When did you become such a fucking loser!" 

Skylar looked like he’d been slapped. Shit. His entire face flushed red and his chin wobbled. "Wow, I’m in awe. You should really consider a career in stating the obvious." He turned and walked away without another word, disappearing into the forest. 

Mason clapped a hand on my shoulder. "I thought he’d never leave, his voice is like nails on a chalkboard."

"Flamer," E.J. scoffed. "Do you think he’ll tell anyone?"

I stared after Skylar feeling a strange tightness in my chest. I shouldn’t have said those things, I shouldn’t have yelled at him like that. He was right, it was reckless to have a keg here where anyone could see and walk in on us. I should apologize. Tell him that I’m sorry and that I never meant to break my promise and turn into his foster father who was a nasty drunk. 

Damn. I sighed, running a hand over my face.

"Hey." Lavinia touched my arm. "Don’t worry about it, some kids are just prudes by choice. He’ll get over it."

I nodded, then realized I had crumpled the flowers in my hand while I was yelling at Skylar. Shit. "Sorry. These were for you."

Lavinia’s entire face brightened and she took them from me. "Sour peaches? How did you know?" 

Skylar told me. I swallowed around the blockage in my throat. She linked my arms and steered me towards the keg. "Forget about him," Lavinia said, then leaned up against me. "I want to hear all about your plans for WEU."

I grinned and Mason poured me a drink. The first sip almost made me gag, but when I saw how other guys didn’t even blink at it, I kept drinking. "Yeah." I forced a smile as she launched into a triad about the cheerleading squad and pretended to listen. However, my gaze kept straying off the forest in the direction where Skylar had walked off.


      ***Skylar ratted us out.

I stood there frozen with shock as I sat in the director's office while he spoke to my father over the phone and told him what I’d done. The threat of expulsion hung like a guillotine over my head, but in the end, the director was used to these types of antics and we all got off with a stern warning never to do it again. Rage quickened my blood and I was practically boiling with it the second the director set me free. 

The others were waiting for me in stony silence and we headed to our clearing in the forest in order to speak freely. Mason was so mad he was pacing like a bull. "That damn reject got me grounded for a week! A week!" He smashed his fist into the tree trunk. "I’ll kill him!" 

"My parents are going to skin me alive when I get back," Jordy said, his knees practically shaking. "Aw man, why did he have to go and tell on us? We weren’t hurting anyone."

"You need to get your boy in check!" Mason snarled at me, getting in my face.

"You think I haven’t tried?" I shot back. "I don’t know why he would do something so stupid–"

"He just needs to be taught a lesson," E.J. replied.

What lesson? What were they talking about? "He’s just pissed off at me," I said, not liking the direction of the conversation. "He’s harmless. Just leave him alone. I’ll talk to him."

"Because that worked out so well the last time," Lavinia said, giving me a bored expression. "Come on Hunter, he hates you just as much as he hates us. That’s why he told on us." 

"He’s a Goddamn rat!" Mason spat with so much force I startled. "You better keep that jockstrap away from me!" He punched the tree so hard that the bark went flying and then he stormed off. My brow furrowed as I stared after him, wondering why Mason seemed more upset than the others.

"It’s his Dad," Lavinia replied, answering my unasked question. "He’s the District Attorney of Texas. If he finds out Mason is doing anything illegal he’ll be in big trouble." Her hazel eyes met mine. "Not just grounded… like lock you in prison trouble."

"His Dad wouldn’t really do that… would he?" I asked.

Lavinia shrugged. "I’ve only met him once and I was almost shaking. He’s scary. Just… tell your poodle Skylar to back off. This isn’t a game. If Mason’s Dad gets angry enough he’ll pull him from the football team." 

Shit. That was a fate worse than death, especially since Mason lived and breathed the game, the same way I did. I nodded. "Don’t worry, I’ll talk to him." 

Lavinia looked doubtful but shrugged and walked away with the others. Damn, Skylar! I seethed, why did he have to screw everything up? What the hell was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he just shut up and keep quiet like the rest of them? I gritted my teeth and stormed toward the direction of my Cabin.


      ***I slammed open the door, my anger bubbling over. My fists were clenched at my sides as I walked in, ready to let Skylar have it for spilling the beans. The room was dim, but I could see Skylar sitting on his bed, trying to shove a magazine under his pillow as I walked in.

Without a second thought, I marched straight over to him and yanked the magazine out from beneath the pillow. Skylar yelped, "Hey!" and tried to leap up to snatch it back, but I was faster. I held the magazine high, ready to let him have it with a nasty retort.

But as I stared down at the magazine, my anger fizzled into shock. The images on the cover were of—of—I dropped the magazine as if I’d been scalded. Skylar’s face was flushed so red he looked like a tomato. He was stammering, speaking so fast that his words seemed to blend together. I didn’t hear a sound.

I couldn’t think.

I couldn’t breathe.

All the things he said came rushing back to me in a torrent of rain. Girls are like a different species to me, he’d said. Those lingering looks I’d ignored whenever I got changed. Or how his face flushed every time we locked eyes or I stared at him longer than necessary. 

"It’s not what you think–I–I was going to tell you—don’t hate me please—" Skylar was babbling but there were genuine tears brimming in his pale blue eyes. He was trembling so hard, wringing his hands together. I swallowed around the dagger in my throat and stared at him as if I’d seen him for the first time. The more I looked at him, the more I realized that it was probably true, and something Skylar desperately wanted to keep from me. I gave him one last look before I walked out.
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Sweat dripped down my face as I got ready to kick again. I focused on the ball and swung my leg with all my strength. The football soared high, and I felt a sharp pain in my leg, but I didn't stop. I couldn’t stop. Images of that magazine came into my mind, flooding me with a revulsion that twisted my stomach. Skylar was–I choked back the words. No. I didn’t want to think about it. The whole concept of it was absurd. My mind ran on a loop how many times I’d seen him tuck that magazine away like it was some sort of prized treasure like it was precious to him. God. I almost doubled over. Each kick was harder than the last. I lined up, took a deep breath, and kicked the football with all my might. 

It felt like there wasn’t enough space to move, and my heart started pounding really fast. I was scared, but I knew I couldn’t stop. I took a deep breath and kept going, even though everything felt too close.

Skylar was going to ruin everything for me.

I could see it. The horrific sneer in Mason’s eyes or worse, E.J. and Jordy. If anyone on my team even suspected I was anything other than straight my entire world would crumble before it even had a chance. Panic made my hands clammy with sweat but I powered through. I went harder. Harder than ever before. Trying to drown out the hammering of my heart and growing anxiety that threatened to suffocate me. What the hell am I going to do?

Skylar couldn’t be like that.

I’d spent a lot of my time defending him against Mason and the others. Irritation sparked in my chest. How dare he do this to me? When I was so close to getting everything I’ve ever wanted. 

And Lavinia.

She’d never look at me ever again if she found out about this. She’d hate me. She’d think I was sick. And wrong, just like Skylar. I kicked the ball so hard that my cleats slid on the grass and I skidded, nearly toppling over but I managed to catch myself at the last minute. 

I was breathless with rage. Trembling from the force of it.

Skylar was my best friend and I had no idea he was that way. I curled my hands into fists, gritting my teeth so hard I thought my jaw would snap. He’d ruin it all just for spite, just like what he did when he ratted on Mason and the others. I gasped out loud breaths, my heart thundering in my ears. I had no idea what to do. Who to turn to? My father wouldn’t stand for it, he’d grown up in a Christian household and would probably kill Skylar for his impure thoughts alone. I forced myself to calm down. To think rationally, but for some reason, I couldn’t.

All I kept thinking about was how everything was about to change and how I wasn’t in the least bit ready for it. I ran a hand through my wild sweaty sandy-brown curls and sighed through my nose. Shit. 

It was almost after four in the morning. I slowly began picking up the balls scattered around the field one by one, focusing solely on the task. At night, the old camp stadium was a ghost town. The metal bleachers creaked in the wind, and the field was uneven with patches of tall grass. The scoreboard was frozen with an old score, and the place smelled like wet grass and dirt. It was lonely but perfect for late-night practice. The guys liked to come here sometimes when we could find time and I was hoping to get in more practices as the season wore on, but now I didn’t even know if that was a possibility anymore. 

I put the balls back into the shed and slowly headed back to my cabin. I didn’t think. I’d forget everything I’d seen today and hopefully, Skylar would too, and God willing never acted on these… urges he had. I opened the cabin door, not expecting Skylar to be awake.

But there he was.

He stood from the bed, his eyes red-rimmed beneath his glasses. He wore an oversized gray sweater that almost swallowed his scrawny frame whole. His blond hair was a mess, sticking up at all angles as if he’d spent half the night running his hands through it. 

"Hunter…" he squeaked, his voice cracking.

I took a long look at him. His knobby knees, stick legs and the red shorts he wore that fell just above his knees. He was shaking all over and God, I hated him. I was so mad at Skylar that I couldn’t see straight. My hands shook, and I had to take deep breaths to keep from yelling. Every time I thought about what he did, it felt like a fire was raging inside my chest.

"Just go to bed," I barked at him. I went to take off my clothes and then froze. What should I do? Do I strip? What if he’s watching me? The thought turned my stomach. Could I even be naked around him anymore? Disgust roiled through me and I gritted my teeth. I threw myself onto my bed and pulled the covers up to my chin, not daring to look back. I didn’t care that I was sleeping in my sweaty clothes or that I was in desperate need of a shower. 

All I wanted to do was be away from Skylar. 

"I’m sorry…" Skylar whispered in the dark, his breath hitching on a strangled noise.

My chest clenched, but I ignored it. I had to. 

For both our sakes.


      ***I stopped talking to Skylar.

Ignored his attempts at conversation. Ignored his pleading looks and acts of desperation as he approached me even in front of my friends. I moved strictly on autopilot not thinking too deeply about anything. Everyone else noticed too, but the second E.J. commented on it, I shot him a look so nasty that even he slammed his mouth shut. Mason watched though, his cat-like eyes regarding me closely. I spent my free time on the field when I wasn’t with the other campers. I threw myself into the game. It was all I lived for. All I could see. 

I ran sprints down the field, the noise around me fading away. There was nothing but my rage burning inside me. I hated Skylar for what he did to us. I didn’t feel safe alone with him anymore and spent most of my time in Cabin Nine with the other guys. I pumped my legs harder and faster, trying to escape my feelings. 

Guilt started to creep in, but I pushed it away. Skylar was my best friend. I should accept him, right? But then I thought about Lavinia and the others. What would they think if they ever found out? A knot formed in my stomach, making it hard to breathe past the ache crushing me.

"Trouble in paradise?" a voice asked and I skittered to a stop.

Mason stood near a low-wired fence nearby, holding a can of beer. He sipped it, eyeing me in that knowing way that made my stomach flip. I huffed a breath and strode over to him, I swiped his beer and took a sip. "Help yourself," Mason muttered.

I drained it and almost choked when it didn’t go down right. "Easy there, you don’t want to throw up."

"I’m sure even my vomit tastes better than this shit," I replied, clearing my throat. 

"That’s my Dad’s favorite brewskis you’re talking about."

"It tastes like piss," I muttered. "Do you have any more?"

Mason’s mouth curled into a smile. 


      ***Mason and I sat on the old bleachers that creaked every time we moved. We were chugging down beers, and I was drinking faster and faster, trying to drown out my thoughts. Mason was quiet, just watching me with a steady look. I was too caught up in my anger about Skylar to say anything, so we didn’t talk.

The night air was cool against my skin as we stared out at the empty field. I knew Mason loved football just as much as I did. It was like our whole lives were about the game. I felt like a junkie who couldn’t get enough of football, always craving the next fix, no matter how much I played. "So, what’s on your mind, cowboy?" Mason drawled, taking another swig of his beer. "You’ve been stompin’ around like a mad bull most days."

I stared off into the distance, seeing things that weren’t really there. "It's like that first night," I said, my voice low. "When the lights are on you. Everything is so hot and blinding, your lungs cinching. You're hot and cold all at once." I took a deep breath, my grip tightening on the beer can. "Then you're on the field, and you score. You win the game. You're on cloud nine. But then, everything comes crashing down around you. It's like you're up in the sky, feeling invincible, and then suddenly, you're falling. It’s just—" 

I trailed off, the words stuck in my throat. The cool night air felt like it was closing in around me, the field stretching out endlessly in front of us. Mason didn’t say anything, he just sat there, letting me work through the mess in my head.

"Skylar’s gay."

The words burst out of me like a dam and suddenly I didn’t know how to stop them. I felt unhinged by it all. I felt pure rage whenever I thought about Skylar. My stomach twisted. It was like a red-hot anger boiling up inside me, making it hard to focus on anything else. I just wanted to make him pay for what he did.

"I know," Mason replied, almost as easy as breathing.

I rounded on him. "You knew?"

Mason scoffed. "Well, bless your heart," he replied, shaking his head. "The crush he has on you is bigger’n Dallas. We all saw that a mile away and I wondered how long it’d take for you to clue in." He shook his head, taking another drink. "He can’t change it, you know. The queerness." He spat the word with revulsion. "Don’t think you can straighten him out. Men like him will always be bent. Don’t even try."

I let the words wash over me, knowing they were true, but my eyes still pricked with tears. "What do I do? He’s my best friend. I–"

"Make new friends." Mason shrugged. "He’s not going in your direction, Hunter. I’ve seen you play, you’re going to make something of yourself. Do you really want someone like that dragging you down?"

Like an anchor. 

I sucked in a sharp breath. Staring off into the distance, everything felt like a crushing void. I wanted to reach through it, to grasp it. Grasp something, but it slipped through my fingers like smoke. Dump Skylar? The thought was almost inconceivable because no matter what he was, he was still my best friend. The person who knew me better than anyone ever could in this lifetime. I groaned, digging my palms into my eyes.

"Look," Mason said. "We have a spare bunk. I was going to tell you when we first arrived, but you seemed dead set on bunking with Skylar. It’s yours for the rest of the summer." He patted my back and then got up. He stretched, then tossed his empty cans onto the grass. "The choice is yours."

He left shortly after that, leaving me alone with nothing but the gaping darkness and my endless thoughts.


      ***I moved out the next day.

Packing my things in the dead of night and swiftly moving into Cabin Nine with the other guys. Mason, E.J. and Jordy welcomed me with open arms and I pushed all thoughts of Skylar aside for the time being. The days at camp passed in a strange blur. We did hiking activities, swam, drank, and had bonfires. It should’ve been the best and most exciting time of my life. Lavinia looked at me more; and sat beside me, her arm always looped around my bicep. She would stare up at me with honey eyes, her pink lip gloss making her lips look plump and delicious. Mason and Jordy would send me knowing glances, along with a few other guys who knew of her crush on me, but I was so fucking distracted I couldn’t enjoy even a second of it.

Because Skylar was everywhere now.

We didn’t speak, but he made a point to sit across from me so whenever I looked up our eyes would lock. Guilt would squirm in my belly, whenever I caught sight of his pale blue eyes, but then my rage would flare even hotter. I hated the sight of him. He just kept coming around.

Uninvited. Unannounced.

And it fucking grated on me. A part of me wanted to kill him. Drown him in the lake nearby just so I could escape the sheer guilt I felt trying to eat me alive. I told him I’d spend the summer with him, that we’d always be best friends and I had lied. 

I broke every single promise I ever made to him because I found out what he is. God, I swallowed hard and turned my attention back to Lavinia who was shooting me worried glances. Even now as we sat crowded around the bonfire, the flames licking toward the sky and I longed to be somewhere else, away from Skylar’s piercing gaze as he sat across from me on a log by himself, his knobby knees hugged to his chest, his head low, pale eyes gazing into the fire.

He had no right to look so damn pathetic especially since I was the one that would suffer for this. I was the one who could lose everything. My hands fisted my jeans, gripping the fabric until my knuckles turned white.

"Everything okay?" Lavinia asked.

"Fine," I clipped, then went back to staring into the flames. Mason passed me a beer masked in a red cup and I drank until the fire blurred, along with everything else around me. Campers left one by one shortly after that, but I wasn’t ready to stop drinking. "After party?" I asked Mason.

"Sure let me just–"

"I think you’ve had enough," Skylar said and suddenly he was very close. I almost jerked back in surprise. I didn’t even notice when he’d gotten up and was suddenly looming over us. I was shocked by his audacity, but then I saw the stubborn glint in his eyes and knew he wasn’t going to give up. "You should head back to your Cabin."

"Or else what rat? Are you going to tattle on us?" E.J. snarled.

"I should," Skylar snapped. "You guys were drinking. I can smell it on you. You should all be expelled for doing that."

"You fucking little bastard–" E.J. seethed. He leaped to his feet. "Do you know how much trouble my mom gave me because of your little dumbass stunt!" 

"I don’t care," Skylar replied and I was stunned by his boldness. "You shouldn’t have been drinking in the first place. You’re underage."

"Who gives a flying f–"

Mason raised his hand and E.J. quieted immediately. Mason stood, his entire body a solid wall of pure muscle and corded veins, the action forced Skylar to take a step back. Mason’s mouth curved, his slanted eyes making the shadows on his face more sinister. "What do you have against us anyway?" he drawled. "Ever since Hunter joined us, you’ve been trying to screw with us all summer."

Skylar’s nostrils flared, his face flushing red. "You guys are a bad influence. He’s never gotten drunk before he met you. He never behaved like this—"

"Come now, Skylar. We all know that if anyone is the bad influence it is you," Mason scoffed, circling him. "Can you blame Hunter for not wanting anything to do with your filth?"

"Filth?" Skylar muttered dangerously low. "If I’m filth then, what does that make you? Everybody knows what your father does, how he hunts the people he doesn’t like. How he destroys them. I see you aren’t any different. You think people don’t notice you’re on performance-enhancement drugs?" Skylar spat. "You’re huge. Which is fucking unnatural for a teenager your age and nobody would be stupid enough to pass it off as a growth spurt when you were smaller than me less than three years ago. Your pupils are always dilated." Skylar’s lips curled in disgust. "What’s wrong Mason? Can’t keep up?" 

"And you," Skylar said, turning to E.J. "Do you think your mom popping enough prescription medication like they’re tic-tac’s can hide the fact that your father’s an abusive bastard? That he uses her like a human pinyada? Then forces her to parade around charity events with two black eyes! You have two older brothers and none of you lift a finger to help her! Cowards!" Skylar’s nostrils flared. 

"Not to mention you," he rounded on Jordy. "You know why they keep you around right? It’s because you pay for everything. But when push comes to shove you’ll take the fall for everything won’t you Jordy? Just like the good little dog that you are." 

Skylar scoffed, then slowly turned his gaze to Lavinia. "And you… the doe-eyed harlot. You went from Mason to E.J. and now you want to dig your hooks into Hunter. What’s wrong? Two guys aren’t good enough for you, you have to keep hopping to the next dick?"

Lavinia was breathless with rage.

They all were. I sat there shocked, my jaw slowly opening at all the shit Skylar unearthed in one single night. How did he know all of this? How did he know that Mason took performance-enhancement drugs? Or that Lavinia had slept with Mason and E.J.? Then it struck me that Skylar always liked to watch people, it would be easy for him to pick up pieces of information and put everything together. The beer from earlier curdled in my stomach and I dropped Lavinia’s hand.

Mason laughed. It was a vicious, ugly sound. "Oh man, I knew I didn’t like you for a reason…" His jaw worked, and I could tell he was furious. Skylar had cut them open, unspooled all their secrets and laid everything bare. It was startling to realize that the guys I’d spent the last few months with, I barely knew anything about them. "Interesting little facts you have there, it’s just too bad you’re just a no-name dweeb."

Mason punched him.

A sickening crunch rang out as his fist smashed through Skylar’s glasses, shattering the glass as it concaved around his fist. Skylar wailed. The sound fractured my bones and I was on my feet in seconds, racing toward him but Jordy pounced on me, locking my arms around my back. Skylar crumpled to his knees, clutching his bloodied face with his trembling hands sobbing so loud my heart clenched.

Jesus, there was blood everywhere. 

"Tie him up," Mason muttered.

E.J. hauled Skylar to his feet, despite his cries and thrashing and Lavinia used the ropes they had for the logs and tied them around his chest and ankles. The glass embedded in Skylar’s cheeks and around his eyes glistened wickedly, each shard slicing into his skin as blood soaked his face and sweat, running in rivers down his body. Pieces were lodged in his neck and collarbone, turning him into a living nightmare. His screams were almost unbearable, and the sight of him made bile surge up my throat as I wrestled with Jordy to get to Skylar. Then Lavinia bent near the fire and picked up a log, still bright and red, sizzling with embers.

"Harlot you said…?" Lavinia whispered, her hazel eyes flashing with maliciousness. "Let’s see who’s the harlot now." She raised the log and pressed it into his skin.

My vision went white with anguish. Skylar’s eyes bulged and then a scream burst from his lips. "Keep him quiet!" Mason barked.

E.J. shrugged off his shirt and stuffed it into Skylar’s mouth. I saw red. I thrashed hard against Jordy, bucking like a damn bronco. "Stop it!" I screamed at them. "What the hell are you doing—"

A blunt object smashed against the side of my head, sending a jolt of pain through my skull. The world around me spun violently, and the blinding light became a chaotic blur. Sounds turned into a distant roar as my vision faded to darkness.
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Iwoke up in a sterile hospital room that reeked of cigarette smoke and antiseptics. My throat felt dry, like I hadn’t had water in days. My temple pounded insistently, and when I tried to move, white-hot pain stabbed through my ribcage, making me gasp. Where am I? What happened? Where's Skylar? Images of the previous night flashed before my eyes and I almost hurled. Skylar. He was hurt. They tied him to a tree and they used the log to… I nearly bit back a scream in agony. How could they do that to him? Just because he knew a few of their secrets they wanted to kill him for it? 

"Hello," a voice said from several feet away.

I turned my head slowly and saw Mason sitting on a bright red plastic chair, dressed in a hospital gown. The sight of him nearly made me recoil. His face was a mess. Two large black circles ringed his wide eyes, and his nose was completely busted, taped with gauze and crusting over with dried blood. My stomach backflipped. 

He was smoking. In a hospital room. While looking right at me, defiance etched in his face. Since when did Mason smoke? I thought about Skylar’s steroid comment and realized I knew almost nothing about these people that I was so ready to ditch Skylar over. Damn, all of this had been a mistake. I should’ve just listened to him. Now I didn’t even know where he was or if he was okay. Tears pricked my eyes and I took a sharp breath. 

"Mason?" I croaked, incredulous. "What are you doing here? And why are you smoking?"

He shrugged nonchalantly, taking another drag from his cigarette. "I had to see if you’d wake up, didn’t I?" He exhaled a cloud of smoke, making me cough. "As for the smoking, well, old habits die hard."

I tried to sit up, but the pain in my ribs made me wince and lie back down. "What happened to you?"

He stared at me for several moments. "You don’t remember." It wasn’t a question but I shook my head anyway. He laughed, a harsh, bitter sound. "What didn’t happen? Got into a bit of a scuffle, let’s say. But enough about me. How are you feeling?"

"Like I got hit by a truck," I admitted. "Skylar—do you know where he is?"

Mason’s expression darkened. "Skylar’s fine. He’s been looking for you. They wouldn’t let him in here, though. Strict visitor policy or something. He’ll be up soon."

I swallowed hard. Nothing about his words sounded right. Skylar had been badly hurt, how could he be the one looking for me? I was so confused but talking was making my head hammer. My vision swam as I struggled to stay lucid. "Y-You guys hurt him." 

Mason’s lip curled. "Well… he hurt us right back. Rest now. We’ll see what you remember by tomorrow." Every breath sent a sharp, searing pain through my ribcage, making my vision darken and dance with black spots. The agony was so intense that my head felt like it was being crushed in a vice, each throb echoing in my skull. Mason stood, leaning over me. "Hopefully, you won’t remember a damn thing."

What’s that supposed to mean? My eyes slipped closed once again and sleep claimed me. 


      ***Days passed in a blur, a haze of pain and medication. My ribcage flared with agony whenever I moved, but the heavy dose of medication kept me in a stupor most of the time. Time became meaningless, a series of disjointed moments stitched together by the persistent throbbing in my ribs and the foggy lethargy of the drugs.

Every now and then, my dad would visit. His presence was a comforting constant, but our conversations were fragmented, snippets of words exchanged between my groggy bouts of consciousness. He’d sit by my bedside, his hand warm and reassuring on mine, talking to me in soothing tones. But my mind was elsewhere, consumed by a gnawing fear.

Skylar. 

No one had told me anything about him, and the lack of news was driving me to the edge. The worry for his safety hung over me like a dark cloud, refusing to dissipate. Each time I opened my eyes, the desperation to see him grew stronger, mingling with the pain and forming a relentless ache in my chest.

I tried to ask my dad about Skylar, but my words came out slurred and disjointed. He’d give me a sympathetic look, gently brushing my hair back, but his silence only deepened my anxiety. I needed to see Skylar, to know he was okay. The fear for him was a constant undercurrent, cutting through the drug-induced fog and stabbing at my heart.

Fire. Lavinia. E.J. Jordy and Mason. All their faces flashed before my eyes. Since Mason came nobody else visited it, I heard from my father that their wounds had been superficial at best, and that left me puzzled. How is it that Mason, Skylar and I all had the worst wounds? What did they do to us that night? Dammit, why couldn’t I remember!

One night, as I drifted in and out of sleep, I caught a glimpse of my dad talking to a nurse. Their voices were low, their expressions serious. I struggled to stay awake, to hear what they were saying, but the medication pulled me back under. As darkness claimed me once again, a single thought echoed through my mind: I had to see Skylar. I had to know he was safe.

I woke again to hushed voices in my hospital room.

"... they won’t talk. It’s best to settle before things get real nasty," a man in a dark suit was instructing my Dad, who nodded fervently. I struggled to sit up, notifying them that I was awake. 

"Hunter," my Dad rushed to my side. "Just sit still for a moment. I’ll grab the nurse."

"Water," I rasped, my throat felt like sandpaper. My Dad handed me a glass of water and I drank greedily. "What are you talking about? Where’s Skylar?" I demanded once my thirst was quenched.

"This is Mr. Mikkelsen from Mikkelson Law firm," my Dad introduced us.

"Howdy, son," Mr. Mikkelsen said, he didn’t shake my hand, but his brown eyes were warm and expressive. His black suit stretched across his pot belly and his hair was cropped short around his receding hairline. "I was just speakin’ to your father ‘bout your situation here. And it ain’t looking too good from where I’m standin’—"

"Wait," I cut in. "What situation?" 

My Dad stared at me and I felt like I was missing something. "We spoke about it yesterday, Hunter. Do you remember?"

I tried to think about it, but everytime I did pain flared in my temple, making it almost impossible. "No. Ugh. It hurts." I clutched my skull, trying to ease the pain away.

"Okay. Okay. Don’t hurt yourself, take it easy son. We’ll go over it again, the Doc said this might happen," my Dad said. "From what we heard, you guys were out in the woods, drinking. Skylar was upset you weren’t spending time with him and he attacked you guys. Then attacked himself with the fire log."

What? I stared at him like he’d grown a second head. Skylar attacked them? I almost choked on a laugh. "Dad–they said what? That Skylar–" It was too ridiculous for words. "And yet, they’d all collectively thrown Skylar out to the wolves. Why would they do that? I shook my head. "That’s not true! They attacked him first! They hurt him. Dad, there was so much blood–I–I was so scared. They almost killed him!"

"I know son, I know, but…" My Dad’s face turned hard and he gripped my hand. "What do you remember? Tell me what you remember and so help me God, I’ll burn every last one of them!" 

White hot needles stabbed my eyes every time I tried to think too deeply about it. I remembered the fight. What Skylar said. I remembered the rage flickering in their eyes. The hate. I remember Mason punching Skylar and then tying him to a tree.

After that… it was all blank.

I don’t remember anything. Tears burned my eyes and then trailed down my cheeks. I couldn’t remember anything. "I–I’m sorry! Dad, I can’t remember! I don’t know what they did." A sob burst through and I felt almost hysterical with it. How is it that I didn’t remember what they did to my best friend? God, Skylar must hate me. I curled my hand into a fist, wishing like hell I could get out of here. "How’s Skylar? Tell me. How is he?"

My dad sighed. "He’s hurt. Real bad. They… put fire to his chest and arms. The glass was embedded into his cheeks. He needed sixteen stitches. Thankfully he’s not blind." His mouth thinned into a hard line. "He’s a mess, Hunter. He needs you. We both do. If there’s anything you can remember, anything at all let us know."

I told him bits and pieces of the beginning but the lawyer was already shaking his head before I could finish. "The problem there son, is that you were drinkin’. They’ll say you aren’t a credible witness. Skylar provoked them, that much was clear from your statement and theirs. I think… it might be best to settle. Mr. Reed has given you a generous offer. Hunter can take the rest of the summer to recuperate, then in a few years head to WEU in the fall. Children fight all the time," Mr. Mikkelsen laughed.

"Mr. Mikkelsen," my Dad snapped. "My son is sittin’ in the hospital with five broken ribs and a fractured skull, don’t you dare tell me this was nothin’ but a simple fight. We both know better!"

"I understand that Mr. Davis," Mr. Mikkelsen replied smoothly, not missing a beat. "But consider what we’re up against. My Mama used to say ‘Believin' in fairy tales is like holdin' on to a Texas sunset.’ And as your counsel, I would not lead you astray. Jack Reed is the District Attorney, Jordy Snowell’s father is the sheriff. The case is already closed, and it’s gonna’ be hell trying to get them to reopen it. These kids are underage, and I know I’m gonna’ get slapped with all kinds of child protection laws if I even think ‘bout breathin’ in their direction. Best leave things be. Skylar isn’t dead. He’ll heal. So will Hunter. It ain’t right. It ain’t fair, but Redstone Creek ain’t the place for justice. If Hunter wants to reopen the case when he’s older, then I’ll be right there with him and I’ll march down to the steps of the sheriff’s office and slap big ol'Joe with a search and seizure warrant myself. However, that isn’t today’s battle." 

My Dad’s nostrils flared with rage, and he turned his face away, jaw clenched. Jordy’s father was the sheriff? How come I never knew that? I sat there for several moments, willing my thoughts to slow down. I needed to see Skylar. We’d deal with this together.

"Can I see him?"

My Dad nodded. The nurses moved around me, efficiently unhooking my IVs and securing them to a metal pole. My dad spoke to them quietly, asking for a robe, and soon they were helping me out of bed. My legs wobbled beneath me, and I clutched the edges of the bed for support, my heart hammering in my chest. 

Skylar. I desperately needed to see him.

The robe felt scratchy against my skin as they draped it over my shoulders. I took a tentative step, and pain shot through my broken ribs, making me wince. Each step down the hall felt like an eternity, every movement sending screeches of agony through my chest. My dad walked beside me, his hand steadying my arm, offering silent support.

The hallway stretched on endlessly, my breath coming in shallow gasps as we finally reached Skylar’s room at the end. The nurse opened the door, and I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what I might find.

I walked in, my eyes immediately seeking out Skylar. My heart stopped the moment I saw him. He was turned onto his side, facing away from me, but from my vantage point, I could see his entire head wrapped in gauze. 

I lifted a trembling hand to cover my mouth. "Skylar..." I croaked. 

God, what did they do to him?

Skylar didn’t turn, even though I knew he was awake. I wanted to rush over to him, take him into my arms and beg for his forgiveness. This was all my fault. He told me to stay away from them, he told me they were bad news, but I didn’t listen. "Skylar… please…" I pleaded. 

I hurried toward the bed, going as fast as my ribs could allow. There were two slits in the gauze, exposing Skylar’s pale blue eyes, but the normal light in them had been completely snuffed out. Jesus, Christ. I reached out to touch him, but he flinched away from me.

"Skylar… I’m–" My body was shaking so hard I couldn’t see straight. "I’m sorry." A sob tore through my throat and I wished like hell I could go back in time and stop all of this from happening. Skylar had been right about them the whole time. Lavinia was just using me. Mason too, they just wanted someone around them that would make them feel better about themselves. I didn’t see it. I didn't know what they were until it was too late and Skylar suffered the consequences. Pain stabbed at my chest with each sob, and I sucked in harsh peels of breath, trying to calm down. Skylar’s entire hands were bandaged, there wasn’t a part of him that was completely covered besides his mouth and eyes.

Nausea roiled through me, when I realized Lavinia, E.J. and Jordy barely walked away with a fucking scratch. I should’ve killed them all for doing this to him. 

"What do you remember?" Skylar’s voice pierced my thoughts.

I swiped at my tears, trying to compose myself. His voice was surprisingly clear despite the bandages covering his face. I swallowed around the knot in my throat and turned to stare at him. "Nothing, but that doesn’t matter. They hurt you, they’ll pay for it."

Skylar stiffened, his entire body clenched up, even his shoulders. I wanted to tell him to relax, press my hand into his shoulder blades like I used to, but that entire area was covered in gauze too. He turned his blue eyes onto me, but they were dead. Vacant.

"Get out."

Shock skittered up my spine at the raw savageness of his words. In the years we’ve been friends he’s never once spoken to me like that. "What? Skylar–"

"I said get out!" 

My Dad touched my shoulders and steered me toward the door before I could respond. Skylar went back to staring out the window. I didn’t want to leave him, but I knew he probably blamed me for everything that happened. He wasn’t wrong. It was my fault. They were my friends who I defended and I was the one who didn’t listen to the truth. God, what have I done? My Dad and the nurse took me back to my room and I sat on my bed for a long time.

"He’s grieving," My Dad said. "Just leave him be." 

I nodded, my throat constricting with emotion. I’d try again in a few days and hopefully by then Skylar would want to speak to me.


      ***"What the hell do you mean gone?" My Dad barked at Mr. Mikkelson. "You’re tellin’ me a boy with almost a hundred injuries just walked out and left—"

I was just stepping out of the bathroom after my evening nap when I noticed my father pacing like a bull in our room with Mr. Mikkelson there. "His foster family discharged him."

"Discharged him!" My Dad bit out. "How the hell could they do that he could barely walk—"

"I’m sorry. It’s out of my hands," Mr. Mikkelson sighed. "Mr. Reed gave them a generous offer and I guess they took it."

"Took it?" My Dad looked horrified. 

A wave of fear washed over me. What did that mean? His foster father was a bastard drunk who beat on him regularly. Why did Mason’s dad give him the money? What were they thinking? 

"Where’s Skylar?" My Dad barked, his voice frantic. "Where’s my other boy?" 

My heart clenched at the words, and I hobbled over to them, desperate for news of my best friend. My brother. "Please, tell us. What happened? Where is he?"

Mr. Mikkelson sighed, scrubbing a hand over his face. "I’m sorry. I heard they took the money and left town."

The weight of his words hit me like a freight train. My knees buckled, and I clutched at the nearest chair, feeling utterly gutted. The room seemed to spin around me, the sterile walls closing in as a sense of hopelessness washed over me. 

Skylar was gone. My ribs screamed with every shallow breath, but it was nothing compared to the ache in my heart. "No..." I whispered, my voice breaking. "No, that can’t be. Skylar wouldn’t just leave. He wouldn’t..."

My dad’s hand was on my shoulder, steadying me as tears blurred my vision. "We’ll find him," he said softly. "We won’t give up."

I sank into the chair, my body trembling, and let the tears flow freely.
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