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Chapter 1




September 2nd




Rider




It was Sunday afternoon and Rider Williams lay on his bed, laptop sitting precariously on his chest, trying to be as quiet as possible. Finishing quickly, he closed the laptop and threw it on the bed next to him.

“Never again! Last time!” he muttered, grabbing the tissues from the bedside table.

It wouldn’t be the last time, “never again” only lasted at most thirty minutes. Rider had known he liked men for a while but acting on it always made him feel ashamed. Last summer when swimming with friends, he had spent most of the time staring at the lifeguard. The toned abs leading down to the tight swimwear caused an instant reaction in Rider. He had to convince the group to stay longer in the pool until something disappeared.

“Ri! Food is almost ready. Can you come down and set the table, please?” a voice echoed from downstairs.

“Sure. Let me just wash up first.”

Slipping into the bathroom and turning on the tap, Rider removed his contacts and replaced them with his glasses. During school when Rider wore glasses, people had constantly called him a nerd mainly because his frames had been a little thick. Rider found the term nerd offensive; he was a geek and proud to admit it. He hated when people got them mixed up. He loved comics, video games, and anything Spider-Man.

“Fuck!” Rider shrieked as he yanked his hands out of the scalding water.

“Rider! Language!” his mom’s voice echoed from downstairs.

For some unknown reason, the hot water in Rider’s home flowed like lava and no one could identify the problem. When Rider was three years old, he had placed his left hand under the faucet and ended up being rushed to the emergency room. The burn had resulted in a scar running from his left palm down past his wrist coming to a stop halfway up his forearm in the shape of a lightning bolt. Rider believed his scar was cursed; he was jinxed with anything involving water.

Adjusting the temperature of the water, Rider could feel his phone vibrating. Sliding it out of his pocket, a message from Lloyd lit up the screen.




Sorry I couldn’t hang out today. Samantha got back from holiday only yesterday and I had to see her.




Lloyd had been Rider’s best friend for years, having met outside Raven Comics for a meet and greet with Stan Lee. Rider had been so excited he hadn’t been looking where he was walking, his foot caught an uneven pavement block and he had stumbled into Lloyd’s father. The constant apologies caused Lloyd to burst in hysterics. They’d spent hours in line talking non-stop about comics, including comparing favorite characters—Rider’s being Spider-Man and Lloyd’s Deadpool. By the time the rain had canceled the event, another victim of the water curse, the dynamic duo didn’t care. Rider and Lloyd were already best friends.

Lloyd was a year younger but their personalities were almost indistinguishable. Rider may be quiet but his best friend was more outspoken, perfectly matching to Spider-Man and Deadpool. On the inside, they were identical. Apart from Rider secretly liking men, Lloyd had a girlfriend, after all. A knot formed just thinking about it.




Don’t worry about hanging out today. I had some chores that needed doing. Just about to have dinner. I’ll message you.




That was a lie. He’d spent all day lying in bed flicking between reading and TV. Almost instantly after hitting the send button, the phone lit up with Lloyd’s response. A simple thumbs up emoji. The knot in Rider’s stomach eased a little, everything was simple with Lloyd. Maybe he could tell Lloyd how he had been feeling. They did share almost every detail of their life with each other.

A voice rising from below snapped Rider from his train of thought. “Rider? What’s taking so long?”

“Coming, Mom.”

He wasn’t halfway down the stairs before the delicious scent of meatloaf hit him. Their family had a tradition of meatloaf the evening before the start of a new school year. It all began when Becca was younger and refused to go back to school for grade two. To convince her, their mom promised to make Becca’s favorite meal, meatloaf with mashed potatoes. Even after Becca had left for college, the tradition continued.

Rider glided into the kitchen smoothly and headed for the drawer where the plates were located. The sun hanging just over the garden fence lit up the room making his mom’s amber hair appear ginger.

“We only need two plates this evening.”

“Why? Where’s Dad?”

“The garage is having an inspection tomorrow so he’s making sure everything is ready.”

Rider’s father owned the town’s main garage and often missed dinner during busy periods. As Rider tried to set the table, his mom came around the table and started flattening Rider’s hair.

“What have you done to this?” She pressed the same rebellious chunk back into place for the third time. “We should see what your Aunt Sylvia can do. She’s stopped seeing customers but I’m sure she’ll happily cut family’s hair.”

Rider rolled his eyes. The last time his aunt had cut his hair she had become distracted and he spent three weeks with a bald spot on the back of his head. Currently being seven months pregnant, Rider was sure he didn’t want her anywhere near his hair.

“Are you ready for school tomorrow?”

“I guess,” Rider said through a mouthful of meatloaf.

“Man of few words I see. Well, it’s nice to see you for a meal for once.”

Rider gave his mother a smirk. During the summer most of his time was spent with Lloyd, Samantha, and Jane. This year hadn’t been any different from previous years, apart from Lloyd and Samantha dating, the dynamics of the group remained the same. They still shared everything: the ups, like when Samantha had got her scholarship to the same private school as Lloyd, and the downs, with Lloyd’s dog passing away last year. Nothing was off limits for sharing. Well, almost nothing. The knot in Rider’s stomach was back.

Three weeks ago Rider had almost told Lloyd his secret. The four friends were in the forest behind Lloyd’s house. Jane and Samantha disappeared, leaving the boys alone. Lloyd started talking about relationships, how sometimes a person feels trapped in life and how it’s hard to admit who you like or how people will react to that news. How sometimes you just have to take a leap of faith and trust in people.

It had resonated with Rider; the idea of being trapped was exactly how he was feeling. He was happy that Lloyd had found the courage to tell Samantha the truth. Maybe it was the alcohol Lloyd had stolen from his father or knowing how good of a friend Lloyd was, but the time felt right. Just as Rider got the courage to take the leap, Jane and Samantha had come back to the bonfire giggling, and that had ended any revelation that day.

“Ri? Rider? Anyone home?” His Mom tapped him on the forehead. “Where were you just then?”

“Oh, sorry, Mom. Was just thinking about something Lloyd said the other day.”

“How is Lloyd? He is such a lovely boy. I’ve hardly seen him this summer. Shame he doesn’t go to your school. Maybe you would do better in geography.”

Rider rolled his eyes hard. This wasn’t the first time he had heard his mom say something similar. He wasn’t bad at geography, he just didn’t try as hard as other subjects. Wanting a job in journalism, knowing about rivers and landscapes wouldn’t help him with that. English and Journalism were Rider’s main subjects, meaning he also had to take art, gym, or geography. Not being able to draw a straight line and the school not accepting bowling as a real sport left only geography.

“What do you mean ‘lovely boy’? Am I not lovely?” Rider pouted, giving his mom a sad puppy look.

“You’re lovely also…I guess.” She laughed.

Devouring his final slice of meatloaf, Rider didn’t even have to say anything. He was sure she could read his mind at times.

“Yes, you may be excused, but please put your plate in the sink.”

He kissed him mom on the cheek before dropping the plate in to soak, and dashing out of the kitchen just as fast as he had eaten, worried about being summoned back to clean the dishes. He was halfway up the stairs before he realized he had forgotten something.

“Thanks for the grub, Mom.”

Hearing a murmur from the kitchen, his mom’s mouth full of meatloaf, he accepted that as approval and disappeared up into his room. The sun had fallen low in the sky, the room lost to the shadows. While trying to find the light switch, something caught Rider’s leg almost sending him to the floor. He only survived by having the doorframe slam itself into his shoulder. The light revealed the source, the strap from his guitar. He made a mental note to kill Lloyd next time he saw him. The younger teen had been messing about Saturday and obviously hadn’t put the guitar back on its stand next to the bookcase. As Rider dropped onto his bed, his phone chirped to life.




Do you need a lift to school tomorrow? You also have first period free correct? J x




Jane was the only one in the group who not only passed her driving test but owned a car. It was a 2002 Ford Fiesta that “sometimes” produced enough smoke that you couldn’t see the taillights, but to Jane it was freedom. With that freedom came free rides to school for Rider.

During the summer, Rider had received an email from the principal asking if he could come in early to show a new student around the school. Having trouble saying no to authority figures, he had agreed. Letting out a heavy sigh, he replied to Jane.




I actually have to be in by first period. New student chaperone duties.




Within a microsecond, Jane messaged back. Rider laughed to himself at the speed of Jane’s response. He was happy that his friends were as addicted to their phones as much as he was. Even though he had an alarm clock at the side of his bed, he still used his phone for everything.




That’s cool. I don’t mind going in early. The school got some new drums I want to try. Be outside yours at 8:30 and don’t be late. J x




Rider had been late just once in the last year; only problem, it was the day Jane had a math test. Having only just made it in time, he bought flowers as an apology. What he didn’t realize was Lloyd and Samantha were there when he arrived, resulting in his face turning beet-red. Most of that evening was spent fending off questions about liking Jane and asking her out. If only they knew the truth.




Chapter 2




Rider




Rider rested against the rusted gate that led up to his house. 8:25am projected from his phone, a whole five minutes before Jane would arrive. The sky was overcast and there was a chill in the air. It was only the first day of the school semester but the weather wanted everyone to know that summer had ended.

A cloud of smoke came over the crest of the hill, a silver Ford hidden inside. Jane always refused to answer how the car kept passing its emissions inspections. Jane’s father had even offered to buy her a brand new Ford but once Jane had set her eyes on the car she called “Air”, there was no other car for her. Watching the car pull to a stop abruptly in front of him, he was grateful the brakes worked well. Grabbing his bag from its resting spot on the wall, Rider slipped into the passenger side.

“Morning…” a yawn interrupted him, “Jane.”

If he had never met Lloyd, Jane would have easily been Rider’s best friend. Although sarcastic at times, Jane was sweet and never pushed people to do stuff they weren’t comfortable with. If he had liked girls, Jane would have definitely been the type of girl he’d go for. She used to live right next door to Rider and they had grown up together. That was until three years ago when Jane’s father had been promoted and they had moved closer to his work.

As Rider started to buckle his seatbelt, Jane had already put the car into motion and started the journey to Belmont High School. Her brown eyes were hidden under sunglasses that weren’t needed for the current weather. The bright pink frames clashed horribly next to her soft tawny brown skin, but “when they’re a present from your younger sister, you got to wear them”. Rider wasn’t positive Sofia had indeed selected them or if Jane wore them just to annoy him.

“Buenos días to you. Get enough sleep?”

Jane often slipped into Spanish. Her mother had emigrated from Argentina when she had fallen in love with Jane’s father, an English professor. To teach her children of her homeland, Mrs. Gomez had spoken Spanish to Jane and Sofia from a young age. Jane’s real name was actually Juana but unless it was for official reasons, she never went by it.

“So what did you get up to yesterday?” she asked, not giving Rider time to answer her previous question.

“Everyone was busy so I finished watching WandaVision.”

“Wait! You finished it already? Didn’t you only just start rewatching it on Friday?”

Rider chose to ignore the questioning. It wasn’t the first show he had binged, having managed to go through every season of The Office in only twelve days.

“What were you doing? All you said was you were busy.”

Jane made a left turn onto the highway. “I went to see Sam. I hadn’t seen them for a while so thought I better visit on the last day of summer.”

Sam was Jane’s mysterious boyfriend. They had been dating just over a year now but Rider still knew nothing about him. He went to a different school district and he wasn’t ready to meet Jane’s friends yet. Every time Jane brought him up, Rider tried to entice more information out of her, two facts didn’t satisfy his journalistic curiosity.

“Oh, Sam,” he said, casually trying to hide his ulterior motives. “How is he? What did he get up to this summer?”

“Good. They had a lovely vacation with their family.” Jane slammed the horn as a 4x4 cut her off. “Bastardo! And spent time with their friends.”

“Where on vacation?”

“I’m not a hundred percent sure. I’ll message later and find out for you.”

Rider gave up, she wasn’t giving anything away today. It had taken at least ten inquisitions just to find out Sam’s name.

“At least you had a good time.” He smiled at her.

Smiling back as they turned off the highway, Jane jammed a cassette into the dashboard and music started to fill the car. A purist when it came to music, Jane thought CDs and MP3s killed the true essence of the song; they were too crisp and clear. Without a bit of graininess, it wasn’t real. She had once joked about installing a vinyl player into the car for the best experience. Well, Rider hoped it was a joke.

The first time she had been in Rider’s room, she had let out a high pitch shriek when noticing his vinyl collection of Iron Maiden. It was strange an eight-year-old geek had vinyl, but Rider’s father was a huge fan of the band and had gifted them to Rider in the hopes of bringing the two closer. He’d originally tried with Becca, but had failed horribly. Becca’s exact words were “why would I want to listen to some old smelly men when I have The Jonas Brothers”.

A large puff of smoke was released from the exhaust as they reached the school parking lot. She pulled her garish glasses off and slid them into a holder above the mirror; Rider was glad to see the last of them.

“So, what subject you got first today?” she asked, rotating to look at Rider.

“Journalism. Knowing Mr. Hogarth, I bet he issues assignments by the end of the class.”

Jane let out a little snort with her laugh. Rider’s eyes glanced over the clock on the dashboard and panic started setting in. It was 8:56am. He had only four minutes to get to the principal’s office. He scrambled out of the car without saying a word, sprinting full speed toward the main building and he was soon winded. By the time he reached the reception desk, he was completely out of breath and a stitch in his side caused him to double over. Jane casually arrived next to him, not a single hair out of place.

“How…you…make…here…so…quick?” he said taking in large gulps of air between each word.

“It’s not that far and you’re completely out of shape. Even Sofia could have caught you. Why did you run off, anyway?”

“Clock…time…eight…fifty…six!” Rider struggled to catch his breath.

“Dude, the clock in the car is fast. It’s only eight forty-five.”

As the oxygen finally reached his brain, he questioned himself. It only took ten minutes to drive from home to the school, and Jane arrived exactly on time like normal. To be sure, he pulled out his phone. Shining brightly, it confirmed Jane’s declaration: 8:45am.

“Mr. Williams, you’re here, good…and Miss Gomez, I wasn’t expecting you. Got nowhere else to be?”

Ms. Gretchen, the principal’s secretary, was one of those old people who always wore a knitted top no matter the weather. Her glasses were so far down her nose it made Rider uncomfortable; he just wanted to push them up. The students knew not to mess with Ms. Gretchen. Despite her age, she was spry and could sneak up on even the most alert student. Her hearing was as sharp as an owl’s. Then there was her speech. Ms. Gretchen had three modes: neutral, angry, or sarcastic. In all the times at Belmont High, Rider couldn’t remember seeing her be nice to any student; even Quintin Matthews, when in his first game for the basketball team he had sprained his wrist.

“Do not worry but a moment, Ms. Gretchen,” Jane said, faking a posh accent which Rider couldn’t help but smirk at. “One was only dropping off the young Master Williams here.” He shuddered at hearing Jane use his surname; Ms. Gretchen continued to glare at the duo. “And making sure he did not perish from his hasty canter. I will now bid adieu and take my leave.”

Ms. Gretchen did not look amused with Jane as she gave a long, deep bow, but Rider found it hard to stifle his chuckling, a huge grin on his face. As Jane rose, he caught a glimpse of the Cheshire grin on her face before she turned on her heel and headed back the way they came.

“Okay, Mr. Williams. Take a seat by the door and the principal will call you when he is ready.”

Nodding, Rider slumped down in the chair closest to the principal’s door. Pulling his phone out, he heard a singular sarcastic “Ha!” escape Ms. Gretchen’s lips, confusing him. The office area was deadly quiet, apart from the tapping of keys on her keyboard. When had Ms. Gretchen moved over to the computer, let alone made herself a cup of tea? Checking his phone, he hadn’t got stuck in a time warp. As the silence engulfed Rider, he found himself becoming nervous. Who was on the other side of the door? The knot was back in his stomach.




Chapter 3




Cam




Cameron Walker stood at attention, extremely nervous. At his old school he was head of the basketball team, and had a small but loyal group of friends and a girlfriend. All of that had ended after he and his mom had moved states from New York to Mississippi. He couldn’t blame his mother for the move, it was the most sensible thing to do under the circumstances. The basketball team retired his number, his friends organized a going away party, and Trish, they ended on positive terms.

The need for a smoke before coming into the school was great. He didn’t smoke often, only when he was extremely stressed or anxious. His mom had been outraged when she first found out and demanded to know how he was getting access to the cigarettes. Trying to keep his father out of the doghouse, he had blamed a made up friend at school. Cam had promised to cut down but starting a new school made his so restless.

“So, Mr. Walker, do you prefer Cam or Cameron?” Principal Simmons sat behind his desk, flicking through Cam’s transfer record.

“I don’t really mind,” Cam’s eyes wandered around the office noticing academic certificates framed on the walls, “sir.”

Raised to be extremely polite, his mother would give that disappointed look she was great at if he didn’t call teachers sir or miss. With everything that had happened, he needed to make everything as normal as possible, for his mother’s sake. Principal Simmons nodded, not fully paying attention as he placed the file down, accidently catching his mug and knocking the coffee all over the desk. Cam leapt backward, avoiding the hot liquid from landing on his leg.

“Whoops! Sorry about this. Carol, could you come in here a second?”

Before Principal Simmons could sit up straight, Ms. Gretchen was already next to Cam with paper towels. Cam hadn’t even heard the door open, let alone the footsteps across the hard wooden floor.

“Here you go, Principal. Would you like me to finally file those folders?” She pointed at a large stack of files sitting on the coffee-free end of the desk.

“Yes, that would be…”

She had already collected the files and exited the room before Principal Simmons even finished his sentence. Cam hovered apprehensively, coffee pool to the right, chairs to the left. He hadn’t been offered a seat and he didn’t want to be rude, especially on his first day. As Mr. Simmons mopped up the coffee on his desk, he decided to make himself useful and started placing paper towels to absorb the brown puddle.

“Don’t worry about it, Cam. Sorry about this. Have a seat.” The panic started to wane from the principal’s face as he dabbed the remaining coffee off Cam’s file.

Cam struggled to sit in the chair comfortably; his six-foot-four muscular frame making the chair look like it was from an elementary school. Taking a deep breath, Cam steadied himself. He should be fine here. He had good grades, was good at sports, and was good at blending in. He would just be another normal student.

“So, your transcript looks good. No trouble or incidents in your file. Average GPA of three point six, and you were the captain of the Wild Boars?”

“The Wild Boars was the basketball team at my previous school, sir.”

“Cool, cool. And enough with the whole ‘sir’. Call me Graham, all the kids do.” A single sarcastic “Ha!” echoed from outside the office. “Okay, so, the elephant in the room. Your mother informed us about the situation and the move. You have everyone’s condolence and sympathy,” the principal said softly.

Closing his eyes, Cam took in a deep, sharp breath. He was shaking slightly. It had only been three months since his father had passed away and it was still raw to talk about it. He wanted the world to start being normal again, he was tired of the sympathetic looks, and the “comforting” way people spoke to him. He missed his father but couldn’t do anything about it. He just needed to be strong for his mother.

The memory was still vivid, having been called to the principal’s office during the middle of math. His mother in tears, the tissues she was holding not stemming the flood of tears. How he couldn’t comprehend what the principal was saying. Not his father; there was no way he could have had an aneurysm. The flickering neon light in the waiting room of the hospital was etched into Cam’s brain. When the doctor had walked through those doors and said that his father wasn’t with them, it felt like his heart had been ripped out.

Cam hadn’t even had time to grieve, he needed to be there for his mother. His father had been the main breadwinner of the family. He drove the family everywhere, carved the turkey at Thanksgiving. If there had been a problem around the house, it was his father that fixed it. But now it was Cam’s job to look after her.

Due to the loss of income, they were going to lose the house. Originally, he offered to quit school and get a job but his mother put an immediate stop to that idea. “We’ll just downsize. We don’t need this huge apartment for just the…two of us.” She started sniffling by the end, and Cam hadn’t wanted to upset her more so he agreed. His mom was originally from Belmont and managed to get a job at the local hospital. Cam’s grandmother also lived a couple of hours away from Belmont. They packed up and moved halfway across the country, leaving everything Cam had ever known.

“Are you okay, Cameron?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” Best to play normal. Just a normal student. “I just don’t feel comfortable discussing it at the moment. It’s still a bit too soon.”

“Okay, that’s completely understandable. Well, the teachers know the situation and if anyone causes any problems, just let one of them know and we will deal with it.”

Nodding, Cam kept his eyes locked on a ring of coffee that still remained on the desk where the mug had been resting. There was an awkward silence, neither knowing what to say next.

“Ms. Gretchen has given you your schedule? Is everything in order with your requested subjects?”

Gym had been requested as one of his main classes, which was an obvious choice. His second had been chosen as a dedication to his father, history. Cam’s father was fascinated with history and told many stories. Cam always had the dream of being a history teacher in the future.

Pulling the schedule out of his backpack, one thing immediately got his attention: double-period math on Monday and Thursday. Cam had never been the best at math, but being pulled out of class to learn about his father’s passing caused the subject to become even more of a struggle. He found it difficult to concentrate, memories of that awful day always returned. He wanted to drop the subject but every student had to take it.

“Great!” Principal Simmons clasped his hands together. “I have arranged for a student to guide you around the campus. He will show you to your classes, be a general guide. He’s very friendly and I’m sure you will become fast friends, although he’s not very sporty.”

Cam tried hard to not roll his eyes. So many people assumed that due to his build and having been on both the basketball and wrestling teams he was nothing more than a jock. There was more to him than the sports he played. Principal Simmons stood and walked over to the door with an aura of authority. This had been the first time Cam had sensed any authority from the friendly principal.

“Hi, Rider, welcome back. Can you come in here?”

Struggling to get out of the tight seat, a vision flashed through Cam’s head that he would be greeting the first student of Belmont with a chair stuck to his butt like a cartoon. He stifled a laugh at the thought. Pushing hard he managed to get to his feet chair free just as Rider entered the room. Introducing himself, Cam surveyed the much thinner boy in front of him. Rider was slightly shorter than Cam and seemed to have no muscle on his frame.

A mop of dark hair sat on top of Rider’s head, and no amount of combing would be able to tame the wildness. Cam had once tried to have longer hair but it had ended up getting in the way while he was playing basketball. Behind the mess of hair, Cam could see the jet black eyes staring back at him, and a strange streak of light across the dark eyes that looked like contacts. The yellow bat symbol on Rider’s breast pocket pulled Cam’s attention; a fellow comic book fan. Cam tried to maintain eye contact, hoping Rider could see he was more than just a jock, but Rider quickly broke the locked gaze.







Rider




As Rider walked into the room, his thumb rubbed up and down the scar on his left wrist. Often doing it instinctively when feeling stressed or nervous, it was more a tic he couldn’t control than an impulse. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was being summoned to the office to be shouted at. The other boy was already on his feet, hand extended out to meet Rider.

“Hello, pleasure to meet you. I’m Cameron Walker.” A slight New York accent came through.

“Hi. I’m Rider…Rider Williams.”

As they shook hands, Rider felt an electric tingle up his arm. His eyes traveled over the features of the new student. Cam had short blond cropped hair, a couple of ringlets falling down in the center of his forehead. He was greeted by deep pools of blue. It felt like the eyes were piercing his very soul. He had to break the connection before he drowned in them. Cameron had a small set of dimples that Rider instantly found cute. He fought hard to keep the smile or the blush off his face.

Cameron was wearing baggy jeans and a dark gray hoodie over his wide build. With such a frame, Cameron had to be a jock. Rider pulled his attention away from the handsome guy and toward Principal Simmons, but he could sense the deep blue eyes were still on him. Was Cameron judging him just the way he was judging Cameron?

“Okay, I have an important phone call coming up. So, Rider, if you can show Cam around the school before his first class…?”

Rider nodded confirmation of his task as Cam grabbed his backpack off the floor. Principal Simmons ushered them out quickly. They both walked quietly by Ms. Gretchen, who was back on filing duty. He tried to think of a good opening topic to talk about; he didn’t want to mess up his first impression.

“So…do you prefer Cameron or Cam?” Rider inquired.

“I don’t mind really, you can call me Cam if you like.”

“What have you chosen as your subjects?” he asked as they rounded the corner.

“Gym,” Yep, initial assessment is correct, “and history,” or not.

“Interesting combination, don’t find many jocks taking history at Belmont.” Cam looked away from Rider, a grimace briefly appearing on his face. Rider swallowed hard, hoping he hadn’t annoyed the new student.

“Same at my old school, I was the only jock taking it.”

“So, why did you transfer?”

Taking his eyes off Cam for the first time since leaving the office, Rider realized they’d only been walking in a straight line. Making a quick right turn, they began climbing the stairs toward the library. Waiting for an answer to the question, Rider noticed Cam take a deep breath and hold it as he looked away, finding something else to focus on.

“I don’t really want to talk about it. If that’s okay?”

“Yeah, sure. You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to.” A panicked feeling washed over Rider; first there was the look and now the avoidance. He was sure he had offended Cam.

He wanted Cam to feel as comfortable as possible. Rider remembered how nervous he was on the very first day of school, and he had Jane standing next to him. He couldn’t imagine what it was like moving across the country and starting anew all alone. As they entered the library, the sad look started to fade from Cam’s face, a small smile replacing it.

“So…erm…this is the library. There are computers along the right wall.” He waved his hand in the direction of the machines as if giving a sightseeing tour. “At the back there are some more private booths if you don’t want to be distracted, that’s where I tend to be found. Miss Eckles is the librarian but…” he glanced over at the checkout desk, “she doesn’t seem to be here. So, onward with the tour.”

Normally on the tour, Rider would have shown more of the library, such as where to find books for their own subjects, but Cam seemed to have dulled his senses. He couldn’t help but stare at the jock’s face, trying to catch a view of the dimples he had seen earlier. A sharp chirp brought his mind back to the corridor; he pulled out his phone to notice it was blank. Looking across he saw Cam with his own phone out.

The smile on Cam’s face grew larger, the dimples quickly on display. Rider couldn’t help but blush as he saw them; they made Cam look cute. He shook his head, clearing away the thoughts that he shouldn’t be having about someone he just met. Rider turned and headed down the corridor to hide the redness in his cheeks, and Cam followed behind, storing his phone away without replying to the message.

“Anyone interesting?”

“My ex. She’s just checking up to see if I’m okay.”

She! That was the main word Rider took away. The knot was back in his stomach. Any chance with those dimples was instantly killed…but they could always be friends.

“I like your shirt. Batman fan?”

He glanced down at the T-shirt; he hadn’t even noticed what top he had grabbed from his closet this morning. He’d woken up late and didn’t want to suffer the wrath of Jane.

“Oh, yeah. You a fan?”

“I don’t really read Batman. I prefer Marvel if I’m honest. Nova is my hero of choice.”

Rider was taken aback and it must have been obvious by his facial expressions as Cam laughed lightly. He was at a loss for words. Cam was a jock but definitely not a typical one. With each thing Cam said, it was drastically warping Rider’s vision of him.

“I think a fly just flew into your mouth,” Cam chuckled.

“Huh?” Rider was still confused

“I meant your mouth was gaping is all. Something wrong?”

“Yes? No! I mean…ummm…I don’t really hear anyone talking comics at Belmont High.”

The nerves melted away completely. He couldn’t say why but he just felt as if there were a connection between him and Cam. A jock who was interested in comics and history! Rider felt he wanted to delve deeper into the mysterious enigma that was Cameron Walker.

“That’s a shame. They’re missing out on some good literature. So, which way are we going?”

They’d been standing in the same spot in the hallway for the last five minutes as other students had been circling around them. Backtracking the way they originally came, Rider led them toward the quad. Rider and Jane often found themselves during free periods on warm days relaxing in the open space. It was also the quickest way toward the gym. Before starting a new topic, another student approached them from down the hall, someone he really didn’t want to deal with.

“Sup, Williams, who’s the big guy?”

Michael Myers stood in front of them, not the serial killer, although Rider would much prefer it to be the serial killer. Michael was short, with fire-red hair and freckles all over his face, the atmosphere around him screamed mischief. He was known throughout the school as the global class clown. Rider never found any of his “pranks” funny.

The one he pulled last year got him suspended for the final month of the school term. Mr. Gardner was performing an experiment to show the colors metal burned when Michael had replaced the slice of barium with potassium. Instead of the pale apple green that should have appeared the students were greeted with a burning bright white. The school had to call the paramedics to give check-ups for the students who had been looking directly at the experiment.

“Have you heard about Aisha DelCappo? She went and got herself knocked up by an older guy couple of towns over!”

This was another thing Rider hated about Michael. He was notorious for spreading rumors around the school. No one was ever sure if the rumors were true but that didn’t matter. Once the student body got a juicy story, there was no stopping it. Rider was always on guard around Michael. He didn’t want someone like Michael knowing about the type of videos he absolutely didn’t watch on the internet.

“This is Cameron Walker.” He chose to ignore the comment about Aisha

“Oh, the new guy. Sup, new guy?” Rider wasn’t sure how Michael already knew there was a new student starting and wasn’t sure if he wanted to know.

“Why’d you mov—”

“Sorry, Myers, we’ve really got to go,” Rider interrupted. “Cam’s already late for his first class. See you later.”

Rider noticed a look quickly appear on Cam’s face. Michael’s question was something Cam obviously didn’t want to discuss. Before Michael could ask any more invasive questions, Rider pulled Cam out the side door and away from him.

“Thank you for stopping him before he asked.” Cam smiled weakly. There was a look of sadness in his blue eyes.

“It’s no problem. I’m just sorry you had to meet Michael Myers on your first day.”

“Myers? As in…”

“Don’t even question it. His mother swears she had never even heard of the character or the films when she named him.” They both laughed together. “And don’t pay attention to any of the rumors he spreads. I’m sure his future job is writing for some conspiracy website.”

The smile on the jock’s face grew larger, becoming more natural. The sorrow deep in the pool of blue seemed to dissipate, causing Rider to blush slightly. Cam had looked so serious in Mr. Simmons’ office but he looked like a normal teenager now. Rider wished he could spend all day chatting with the new student, making him smile. Just thinking about it made him nervous again but in a whole new way.

“I thought since you’ll be spending a lot of time there, we could go see the gym.”

“Sure.”

“Do you know which sports you’ll be focusing on?” With Cam’s build, is there any sport he can’t play?

“I played basketball at my last school. Do you have a team here?”

Thanks to the school paper, Rider knew of the team’s existence but tried to stay away from all sports as much as possible. The only team he knew anything about was the soccer team. The team originally formed in 1969 and ended up getting the nickname sixty-niners. He only knew that because Jane found it hilarious and brought it up every chance she got.

“I think soooo,” he said, holding the ‘o’ and looking away to hide his shame at not being able to give any more information.

“Not a sports fan I see.” Cam refused to take his eyes off the smaller boy.

“Got me.” He raised his hands as if he was surrendering. “I think I’ve chosen to go to one game in all my time at Belmont. I’m not sure what game it was but it definitely involved a ball. Well, I think there was a ball,” Rider joked.

The dimples were back, but Rider didn’t get to look at them for as long as he wished.

“Oh god! It’s you, Williams. Have you not had the decency to transfer yet?”

The voice was recognizable in an instant; he turned around slowly, hoping his mind was just playing tricks on him. Standing behind him was the one person in the school he wanted to see less than Myers, Carrie-Ann, the head cheerleader.




Chapter 4




Carrie-Ann




Carrie-Ann Danvers glared at the boy standing in front of her. Every part of him just annoyed her, from his thin frame to his choice of fashion. Just looking at him was enough to give her a stomach ulcer. Could he not run a comb through that garbage heap he called hair or at least get it cut shorter so he didn’t look like he was a hippie? As Carrie-Ann’s father always said, hippies were tax-dodging scum who were just a drain on the government, and the thought of Rider Williams ending up like that both pleased and repulsed her.

“What are you doing here, Williams?” She didn’t try to hide any disgust from her face.

“It’s the first day back?” The answer came out more as a question.

Carrie-Ann and Rider had first met in kindergarten and been in every school year together since, no matter how much she had begged her parents to send her to a private school like Riverbank. The disdain for Williams began on the very first day of kindergarten when the children were asked to introduce themselves to each other. They’d been paired together and Williams had rudely called her just Carrie. She then spent the next ten minutes shouting at him before the teacher told her to lower her voice.

What had started on rocky footing got even worse twenty minutes later when they had to present to the class. When Williams was trying to show off spelling her name out loud, he ended it with an E. Carrie-Anne! That had been the last straw and she started shouting at him ferociously enough that Williams cried so hard his mother was called to take him home. Carrie-Ann had then spent the rest of the day in pure happiness, especially when her mother was called and defended her daughter’s behavior.

“Hello, I’m Cameron Walker.” She stared down at Walker before replying.

“Carrie-Ann Danvers,” she offered reluctantly. When Walker didn’t react her face twisted into a confused look. Everyone knew who she was. She was the most popular girl at school; her father had been a councilman for nine years. She held her gaze over the new student, refusing to be the first to bend.

“Carrie-Ann is the head cheerleader,” Williams spoke up after a minute of silence.

“Captain!” Her eyes shot daggers at Williams. “I’m captain of the cheerleaders, there is no such thing as head cheerleader.”

Carrie-Ann returned to looking over the large boy standing beside Williams. Carrie-Ann prided herself on knowing everyone and what was happening at her school but had no clue who this new guy was. He was handsome, well built, and could easily be a jock, so why was he spending even a second with Williams? She gave a small giggle at how mismatched a pair they looked, although she always thought this when Williams stood next to anyone who was slightly athletic. She had burst out in fits of laughter at the end of last year when the skinny runt had stood next to Quintin Matthews.

Quintin was the captain of the basketball team and one of the most popular students in the school. All last year she had found herself stealing glances at Quintin during classes, matches, or in the hallways. Her father had made it obvious that she shouldn’t be consorting with people like Quintin, but she couldn’t help it. There was something about the shooting guard that was irresistible, possibly his popularity, his fame, or his piercing, storm cloud gray eyes. She couldn’t put a finger on it. She didn’t care about his skin color like her father did. Quintin Matthews was her little secret that she would take to the grave.

“Did you have a nice summer? Did you spend it in Belmont?” Williams asked trying to defuse the tense situation, but she wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

“What do you think? Like I would really spend my summer in a place like this when I could go to Paris or Milan.” Catching Williams rolling his eyes caused Carrie-Ann to grind her teeth before she snapped back at him. “Don’t roll your eyes at me just because you can’t afford to go anywhere outside this state.”

She kept her eyes focused on Williams for an endless minute just to make him feel uncomfortable. It had been a year since he had dropped the ugly-ass glasses but he still looked strange wearing contacts. She chuckled at the slight crook in his nose. Two years ago during the soccer game between Belmont High and Newton High, Darwin Brown had come back to defend the goal. As he cleared the ball it went sailing into the bleachers. Williams was there to report on the game for that garbage rag called the school paper, and was in the middle of talking to Gomez when he turned perfectly in time for the ball to collide with his face. It only took seconds before his nose ran red, matching the Belmont uniforms.

Williams squirmed from her intense staring, bringing a smile to Carrie-Ann’s face. She disregarded Williams and returned to looking Walker up and down. He was definitely an interesting specimen, muscles in all the correct places and his height was impressive. Not as impressive as Quintin but she could see the potential.

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Walker said with a smile on his face as he extended his hand to her.

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” Carrie-Ann responded, staring at the extended hand.

She didn’t want to give Williams, or anyone who associated with him, any more of her time than she had to. Not after what he had done to her years ago. Williams had published a piece in the school paper that stated Carrie-Ann and a number of other cheerleaders had cheated during tests and handed in homework they hadn’t completed themselves. It was that incident that destroyed any chance of them resolving their differences. So, she may have “accidently” gotten her English essay about Romeo and Juliet off a website, and someone had “accidently” handed her the answer key to her science test.

“Soooo…” Williams held the ‘o’ as long as he could. Is he doing that just to annoy me? “Why aren’t you in first period?”

“Like I need to tell you! You’re not the coach.”

“Fine, keep your secrets,” Williams sighed.

“I’m not sure which is worse for this world: you or math?” Carrie-Ann tried to cause a rise out of Williams. When none came she quickly got bored of the situation. Not wanting to be around Williams any longer she started heading toward the main building. “Later!”
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