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Being an only child was difficult enough without the grandiose expectations for my success being piled on my shoulders daily by my father. He'd lectured me a thousand times over, "Dillon Walker. Failure is not an option, regardless of what you're partaking in or attempting to achieve." Grades, sports, even the friends I hung around with—everything was judged, measured, weighed, pruned, and perfected.

My dad was ex-military, so I guess that kind of attitude should be expected from him, but it didn't leave much room for me to be myself—not that there was much scope for that anyway. Even though I was legally an adult, having turned eighteen months ago, I still had to bow to the adolescent peer pressure governing my life ad nauseam in the halls of Mackenzie High.

I'd be free of the scrutiny soon though—sort of. This was my final year of high school, so come next September, I would be heading off to university with my anticipated 4.0-grade point average and pretentious rowing scholarship with all the other like-minded, well-bred young men. That was the plan my dad had laid out for me from the time I was born. My opinions, wants, dreams, and needs had no place in my dad's plan, and being that he was my one and only parent, his plan was law.

The details of the all-encompassing plan weren't on my mind at the moment though. My brain was fully occupied by searing pain radiating from an injury the ski patrol medic had assured me was merely a sprained ankle. I'd begged to differ, but she'd been quite adamant about it, discarding my protests, and tossing me a couple of painkillers to shut me up.

I'd taken them like a good boy, and for a while, I'd felt a lot better, and in retrospect, considering the events that had led to my injury, the medic was probably right about the extent of the damage. But now the effect of the medication was waning, and my mind was processing the sequence of events that would surround my explanation of said injury to my dad, the pain was back—full on, exacerbated by the fact he was going to kill me.

Doctor William Walker, my dad, had reluctantly agreed to let me take off to the local mountain for a few days with friends to do a little snowboarding. It was winter break, only three days until Christmas, and I'd wanted to do something different for a change. Being stuck at home, studying for finals while my friends were off having fun in what was our last school year together had pushed me to confront my dad and plead my case, promising I'd be careful. 

First run.

We'd arrived at the mountainside hostel that morning and headed for the slopes as soon as we'd picked out our bunks.

Before I'd even started my first run, I'd wiped out.

Now, in my defense, I've never snowboarded before or even skied for that matter. I was a longboat rower. That was it in terms of sports for me unless you included the weight lifting and jogging that went along with it—and that was my dad's fault. Although I suspected he wouldn't see it that way.

So, lucky me. For the next three days, I was stuck. Relegated to a beer and pizza encrusted sofa in the common room of a run-down, student infested hostel with my foot up on a cushion. I hadn't even managed to remove the extremely loud, skin-tight ski pants I'd borrowed from a friend. So now, adding to my misery, I was sweating to death in front of a stoked up woodstove.

The phrase fuck my life suited me perfectly today.

I'd made a pathetic attempt at hobbling along to my bunk to change but hadn't made it more than a few steps before I'd given up. I'd sworn profusely at the pain as I'd crawled back to the sofa. Now the heat was becoming unbearable. A fresh attempt had to be made to remove the suffocating article of clothing.

I stretched out on the sofa, shifted my ass around, and hooked my thumbs into the waistband of the ski pants. They were no longer damp from the snow, making it easier to haul them off my hips at least, which was a step in the right direction.

The difference in temperature was heavenly.

"Do you need some help?"

I tipped my head back to examine the upside down features of the helpful inquisitor staring down at me. My pulse ramped up, thundering through a series of escalated rhythms until it finally settled on one that would hopefully maintain my consciousness.

I sucked in a deep breath to be sure.

What are the chances?

I knew the guy from school. Well, I didn't actually know him. I knew of him. His name was Terry McDougall. His bright red hair and mass of freckles scattered across the palest possible complexion were recognizable even with the toque and scarf covering most of his head because peering out through those dual, knit layers were the bluest, most incredibly seductive and innocent eyes imaginable. I would've recognized those eyes anywhere.

I'd never admit it to anyone, but sometimes when Terry passed me in the hall at school, I'd allow myself to linger on those eyes ...and I was fairly certain he'd caught me staring last week because he'd made a point of smiling at me.

Now here he was, hovering above my head, waiting for me to reply.

Breathe.

"Hey, Terry," I said as I tried my best to appear unfazed by his presence above me because aside from the lustful staring, crushing on him thing, I was legitimately surprised Terry was talking to me. Guys like Terry didn't generally talk to guys like me.

See, even though Terry was in my year at school, he was part of an entirely different crowd. Not anything like the popular, jock crowd I ran with. Our cliques didn't mix and mingle. It was an unwritten rule of the schoolyard jungle so to speak.

Terry scrubbed a gloved wrist back and forth across his nose.

"Hey, Dillon."

A bit of an awkward start, but I didn't know much about Terry. Some things were obvious, and I'd heard rumors. I knew he and his friends were often targets of ridicule, sometimes at the hands of my group of friends. Nothing serious though. My friends weren't bullies—not really. Well, maybe a little, but only because Terry and his friends didn't even try to get along with the rest of us. It wasn't a difficult thing to act like a normal person and try to blend in—I would know.

I did it every day.

Terry and his friends, they had no such agenda to conform and fit in. Terry, in particular, knew precisely who he was, and he wasn't shy about showing it off. One of the many reasons I'd never ventured to speak to him before. My friends would never understand ...but right now—they weren't here.

"What happened?" Terry asked as he yanked the gloves from his hands to unwind the scarf from his neck. He tossed both onto the bench beside the woodstove. He appeared to be planning on hanging around for a bit. The prospect made me a little uneasy, but it was unlikely my friends would show up anytime soon, and there didn't appear to be anyone else around.

"I screwed up my ankle," I said, deciding to give Terry the full explanation of why I was squirming around on the sofa like a worm trying to gain freedom from the lime-green ski pants, because in addition to the heated flush coloring Terry's cheeks, his brilliant blue eyes were dancing with amusement. I was curious as to how much further I could draw out his break in clique protocol.

"First run of the day," I continued. "Didn't even make it to the chairlift. Wiped out trying to put my board on."

"You've never boarded before?" Terry asked as he peeled the woolen toque from his head, charging up his baby fine hair. An action immediately followed by an awkward striptease to remove his ski pants and jacket, which left him bending over, struggling to fix his socks in a woolen, body-hugging cable knit sweater and thermal leggings. I gripped the arm of the sofa.

Just breathe.

"No," I replied sedately as I attempted to calm my reaction to his appearance, but I couldn't look away. He was even more beautiful than I'd imagined, his lean, muscular lines stretching from his socked feet right up to the strong set of his jaw.

"I'm strictly a rowing in the water kind of guy," I added.

Terry shrugged his shoulders, seemingly oblivious to my admiration, and hauled on the bottom of his sweater, pulling it down to mid-thigh and shielding my view, effectively thwarting my intention to peruse further.

He cut his gaze back and forth across the room.

"Your friends not here?" he asked.

"Nah, they dumped me and headed back out."

That was the truth too. They had dumped me roughly onto the sofa after carrying me in through the door. Thankfully, the ski patrol had given us a ride to the hostel or my so-called friends might've left me in the middle of the village square in a snow bank until they'd finished all their runs for the day.

"Do you need help with those?" Terry asked as he jutted his chin toward my partially removed ski pants.

"Yeah," I replied. "They're not mine, and they're way too tight ...maybe if we slip that leg off real slow—"

I clenched my eyes shut and grasped the cushions of the sofa. My fingers practically pierced the worn fabric in fearful anticipation as Terry attempted to ease the pants off my bum leg as carefully as possible, but despite his efforts, the elastic from the inner snow guard dragged across my ankle and sent it screaming.

I briefly considered whether or not it would be beneficial to allow my consciousness to slip but decided doing so would be extremely embarrassing. Thankfully, as fast as it came on, the pain waned, and the soothing movement of cooler air sweeping across my sweat dampened long john bottoms encouraged me to open my eyes.

"Thanks," I said as I focused my attention back on Terry. He was smiling, and his eyes had taken on a soft, twinkly effect as the firelight reflected in them. I bit my bottom lip and looked away in an attempt to quell my body's autonomic response.

Regardless of how Terry made me feel, I needed to keep my distance. Our worlds were too far apart. Plus, he wouldn't be interested in someone like me anyway. The principle—guys like Terry weren't interested in guys like me, because guys like me weren't interested in guys ...period.

Terry motioned toward my ankle and crouched down in front of the sofa. "Can I take a look?"

I nodded. The ski patrol medic had cut away my snug, woolen sock and replaced it with a loose, fuzzy one after examining my ankle. Removing it shouldn't send me screaming through the roof, but I prepared myself. The sock slipped away without incident and was immediately replaced by Terry's cool hands.

"It's pretty swollen," Terry said as he directed me to sit up and stretch my leg out along the length of the sofa. He slipped the cushion I'd been using earlier back under my foot.

"I'm going to get some ice," he added then headed for the kitchen.

I released the breath I'd been holding as I watched the smooth, unguarded movement of Terry's hips as he left the room. There was something about the way Terry carried himself that screamed gay, making him his own worst enemy when it came to attracting unwanted attention, but he was a decent guy. That much was obvious.

I rested my cheek against the back of the sofa as I listened to Terry bumping around in the kitchen. Unfortunately, I tended to ignore my inner voice of reason and went along with whatever crap my friends were spouting. Call it stupidity if you like. I preferred to think of it as instinctual self-preservation. High school was no place to be strutting your individuality.

Terry crossed the room toward me. He really had no such hang-ups. Terry was all Terry. I'd always admired him for that. He'd seriously changed though. Terry had been attending the same school as me for years, but this year, after the summer break, he'd come back with a new confidence that had caught my attention. 

Terry McDougall had left his gawky teenaged phase far, far behind, and the guy that had emerged was beyond sexy, making the promise I'd made to myself about keeping things straight for the duration of high school increasingly difficult to justify.

Keep it together, Dillon.

Using both hands, I raised my leg so Terry could settle a towel underneath my foot to absorb any moisture that might come off the cold compress he'd put together. As he lowered the ice onto my ankle, the relief was palpable.

"Oh, yes—" I stretched out resting my head on the arm of the sofa, ignoring whatever nasty, sticky stuff might be lurking there. I could always shower later. "Thank you so much."

"No problem." Terry patted my knee and pointed toward the kitchen. "I'm making hot chocolate. Want some?"

"No thanks. I've been baking inside those pants for over an hour. I need to spend some time cooling down."

Terry winked at me. "Maybe you should consider cooling down with your oven door closed."

"What?" I followed Terry's gaze down the front of my body.

Oh, for fuck's sake.

Terry's high pitched sighs of amusement followed him out through the door as I attempted to tuck myself away and close the flap of my bright red long johns, the color in my cheeks becoming a serious rival for the shade of the thermal material.

It was going to be one of those days.

"Do you want anything to eat?" Terry shouted from the kitchen. "I'm making some raisin toast to go with the hot chocolate."

"Yeah sure," I replied. "I'll have some."

"Butter or margarine?"

"Butter please."

I wasn't sure why Terry was being so nice to me. Although I hadn't been an instigator in the abuse heaped on him, I certainly hadn't stepped in on his behalf.

He'll probably spit on my toast.

I straightened up, taking the plate Terry handed me.

"I didn't spit on it," Terry said, grinning. "Promise."

I shook my head, laughing. "I was just thinking that."

"Figured."

Terry lowered himself onto a chair across from me and arranged his hot chocolate and toast on the coffee table in front of us.

"Why are you back so early?" I asked, curious as to why Terry was back at the hostel without his friends. He couldn't have been out on the slopes for long.

"I'm not a big fan of the cold," Terry answered then set in on his toast, dispensing a shower of crumbs onto the floor. "I can only go for a few hours before I need to take a break."

I looked at my cell phone. "It's only ten thirty."

"Yeah, well ...it's really cold."

I grinned. "Woos."

The snort of amusement from Terry warmed my cheeks and eased my anxiety somewhat. Terry was easy to talk to ...I regretted never having spoken to him before. Under different circumstances, we might have become friends.
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