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Chapter 1: Welcome to Christian Camp
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It was the summer of 2002 and the air had never been filled with so many young voices. Young men from ages thirteen to seventeen were eagerly exploring their new camp. Buildings made of wood and stone towered over them. Everything a Christian young man could ever want was there: areas for games, campfires, an outside kitchen, a stage for group singing, private areas for prayer, large cabins where the boys could sleep, and wonderful dirt paths that led to cold streams that led to a giant glittering lake where some boys were already taking off their clothes to swim in.

But all areas were marked with heavenly and friendly crosses and signs that read: Colorado Christian Camp. Some signs were not so friendly, however. Some signs had rules. But the most important rule of all: No sinful touching. Everyone knew breaking this rule was the ultimate sin and would be punished to cleanse the soul by any means necessary.

When it was time, the boys were separated into groups by their ages. However, some had to be paired with older teens. The thirteen-year-olds had their own area, so did the fourteen-year-olds and fifteen-year-olds. But due to a shortage of space, the sixteen-year-olds were paired with the seven teen-year-olds. Everyone was cool with it. Everyone besides Brandon.

Brandon had turned sixteen before the summer and he hoped that his shyness would vanish at such an age. But as he looked at the boys around him and the boys coming back from swimming in the lake, their handsome faces, half-naked athletic bodies, and firm backsides, he couldn’t help but feel...dizzy.

The pine-scented Colorado air did nothing to clear his head. It was thick, suffocating, just like the silence in the bunkhouse. He kept his gaze fixed on the wooden slats of the top bunk above him, tracing the grain with his eyes, trying to become part of the architecture. Don’t look. Don’t engage. Just survive the summer, he thought.

The other boys in Cabin Seven were a whirlwind of shouted jokes and thumping music from a CD player. Their bodies, tanned and loud, seemed to take up all the oxygen. He waited until the last possible second, until the dinner bell had faded into the mountain evening and the cabin had emptied for the nightly campfire, before grabbing his towel and shampoo.

The shower block was a long, low building, steam already leaking from under the door and clouding the cool night air. Inside, the sound of water on concrete echoed. Empty, he thought. Relief, sweet and sudden, washed over him. He chose the stall at the very end, furthest from the door, and cranked the hot water on full.

He let the near-scalding water beat against his neck and shoulders, willing the knots of anxiety to loosen. He was so lost in the simple, solitary act of washing his hair, eyes squeezed shut against the suds, that he didn’t hear the main door creak open or the footsteps on the wet floor.

“Damn. They really rationing the hot water out there, or did you just get it all?”

Brandon’s eyes flew open. Leaning against the tiled wall of the adjacent stall, watching him with an easy, unbothered grin, was a guy he’d only seen from a distance. He was taller than Brandon, with dark, wavy hair and a confident slouch to his posture. A towel was slung low around his hips.

Brandon instinctively crossed his arms over his chest. “Uh. Sorry. I didn’t... I’ll hurry.”

The guy’s grin only widened. “Nah, man, enjoy it. You earned it.” His eyes, a warm brown, did a slow, appreciative sweep down Brandon’s body and back up. It wasn’t leering. It was... frank. “Just making an observation. And also noticing you have, like, a way better setup for the lats than I do. What’s your secret? Actually eating your vegetables?”

A hot flush, entirely separate from the shower, spread from Brandon’s neck to his cheeks. He fumbled for his shampoo bottle, almost dropping it. He’s joking. He has to be joking. “I... I don’t know. Push-ups?”

“Push-ups. Right.” The guy chuckled, a low, pleasant sound that seemed to vibrate through the steam. “I’m Javier. You’re in my cabin. The strong, silent type in the corner bunk.”

“Brandon,” he managed to get out, his voice tighter than he wanted it to be.

“Brandon,” Javier repeated, as if testing the name. “Cool. Well, don’t let me interrupt your.... sculpting. See you back at the ranch.” He pushed off the wall with a wink and sauntered to the other end of the showers, giving Brandon a perfect, heart-stopping view of his retreating back, the muscles shifting under smooth, damp skin.
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