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    CHAPTER


    ONE


    Escape.


    The word kept repeating itself over and over in Daniel Robinson’s brain as he raced through the Center Court of Redding’s Mount Shasta Mall.


    Escape.


    The sounds from the sixteen-year-old’s surroundings were muted by the cacophony of his breathing, the blood pounding in his ears, and the voice inside his head repeating the same word again and again:


    Escape.


    The plastic Foot Locker bag in his right hand bounced clumsily against his right thigh. The stores on either side of him flew past in a dizzying blur. Victoria’s Secret. Sunglass Hut. Hot Topic. What was that store he had to get to before it was too late? Oh, Yeah...


    Escape.


    The fear and anxiety had gripped him in a split second. He had just left Foot Locker with his new gym shoes when he heard a male voice yell out, “Hey, Daniel!”


    He was sure it wasn’t his best friend, Kyle. Kyle had gone to the Kaleidoscope Coffee kiosk while Daniel waited in line to buy his shoes with the Christmas money his grandparents had given him. 


    The voice that had called out was deeper. Louder. Unrecognizable.


    Daniel had stopped mid-step and turned to see two older boys – a tall one in a blue jacket, the other in a grey hoodie - moving toward him. Moving toward him fast.


    Too fast.


    Their quick movements triggered something primal inside Daniel’s brain.


    Fight or flight. Fight or flight.


    Escape.


    Daniel made a mad dash away from his pursuers, the rest of reality fading to a blur. 


    As he ran, his memory flashed back to summer in the field behind his neighborhood two years prior when two older boys – Austin and James - chased him down, abducted, and tortured him.


    Nausea seized him. Daniel felt like history was repeating itself.


    And in a public place, no less?


    He wanted to yell for help. Wanted to scream. But his mouth and throat felt bone dry, incapable of speech. That’s why he knew there was only one thing he could do:


    Escape.


    As shoppers shifted, lunged, and hobbled out of his way, Daniel could see his potential savior fast-approaching: the exit doors to the mall parking lot. Through the tinted glass surrounding the mall’s exit, he could see the ever-present winter clouds. He was grateful to be wearing his new black windbreaker, given the frigid Redding weather he was about to encounter.


    As a final attempt to stop his pursuers, Daniel tossed the Foot Locker bag backward.


    With both hands free, he made a final push toward the doors. The smell from the Cinnabon to his right hit his nose as his arms hit the push bar on the exit door.


    Daniel shoved the door outward and charged into the brisk February air, crossing the partially dry cement toward the parking lot. 


    As his feet hit the asphalt, a horn blared to his left and snapped him back into reality.


    The front of a dark blue Dodge truck braked to a halt a few feet in front of Daniel. Daniel could see the driver cursing at him through the rain-speckled windshield, but there was no time to apologize. 


    Daniel looked back one last time at the mall doors, then continued to run across the car-packed lot. 


    He had to get to where he would feel safe.


    And to where Kyle would know exactly where to find him.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWO


    It happened in a flash.


    Kyle Hanson had just finished ordering iced coffees for himself and Daniel at Kaleidoscope – chocolate for him, caramel for Daniel – when he heard a voice yell out to his right, “Hey, Daniel!”


    Kyle turned in the voice’s direction and saw Daniel racing past, two older boys in pursuit. 


    He sprinted after Daniel and the two boys chasing him. He could see Daniel was farther ahead of them, running like he was trying to outrun his worst nightmare. 


    He knew he had to get ahead of them and block their way before they got to Daniel. He knew if he was in his basketball shoes and uniform he’d be a lot faster. Instead, he was in a black Enterprise High School hoodie, jeans, and pair of old Adidas, which he didn’t mind getting dirty in the rain.


    Kyle dodged and weaved around a group of young mothers, an elderly couple, and a woman with a small service dog, gaining ground and accelerating his speed faster by moving his arms more rapidly.


    Kyle saw Daniel charge ahead and out the doors to the Mount Shasta Mall parking lot. 


    The two older boys slowed down just enough for Kyle to use a quick burst of energy to leap forward and land in front of them, blocking their exit from the mall.


    “Hey, fellas,” Kyle said, out of breath, but still trying to speak and remain composed. “What’s up?”


    “That guy,” the taller one in a blue jacket began, breathing heavy and pointing toward the exit doors, “he left his card on the counter.” The boy in blue – the jacket proudly displaying the Redding Christian Academy logo – flashed a Chase debit card in his large hand. 


    “Why’d he run?” the other guy in a grey hoodie said, his face beet red from his recent exertion. 


    That explains why they knew his name. “It’s a long story,” Kyle said to the winded duo, taking Daniel’s Foot Locker bag from them. “I’ll make sure he gets his card back.”


    “Why should we give it to you?” the boy in blue asked suspiciously.


    “Name on the card is Daniel August Robinson, right?” Kyle asked with a slight, knowing smile. 


    The boy in blue looked, showed his friend, then slowly handed Kyle Daniel’s debit card. 


    “Tell your friend we didn’t mean to scare him,” the guy in grey with the beet-red face said.


    “I will,” Kyle said, then added, “there are two iced coffees at the kiosk down there at Kaleidoscope,” Kyle pointed back the way they had all come. “You two can have them for your trouble. They say ‘Kyle’ and ‘Daniel’ on them.”


    The two older boys looked at each other. “Thanks,” the boy in blue said.


    “No problem,” Kyle said. As the two guys walked back toward the Center Court and Kaleidoscope, Kyle got a better grip on the Foot Locker bag, slid Daniel’s debit card into his jeans pocket, then headed outside. 


    The wind was picking up, and it had started to sprinkle.


    Kyle pulled his hood over his head, then pulled out his phone to call his best friend. Kyle’s phone rang; he heard a buzzing from the Foot Locker bag. His phone rang again. The inside of the bag buzzed.


    Kyle canceled the call and put his phone back in his pocket. He didn’t have to look inside the bag since he already knew Daniel’s phone was inside, but he checked anyway to make sure Daniel’s phone wasn’t damaged when his best friend had thrown it before he escaped the mall.


    The phone looked okay.


    Closing the bag, Kyle began his quick walk across the parking lot to where he was pretty sure he knew Daniel would be.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THREE


    Daniel sat on one of the wooden benches inside the entry of Outback Steakhouse, nervously tapping the black restaurant pager against his leg. Located in the mall parking lot, it was a place that he and Kyle had eaten at many times before, and it was a place where Daniel felt safe to go if there was ever any trouble.


    And today definitely felt like trouble had found him.


    Safely inside, he could see the bright flat-screen TVs over the bar showing sports recaps from ESPN and Fox Sports. The smells of steak and seafood hit his nose and his mouth watered. 


    He had told the hostess he was waiting for a friend, so the staff was leaving him alone. There were several full tables for a cold Sunday afternoon, but the restaurant wasn’t as busy as some weekends when he and his family had come here in the past.


    He was hoping Kyle would remember where he would be if anything happened. It wasn’t like he could call him since he had stupidly put his phone in his Foot Locker bag.


    Daniel looked out the banks of windows that flanked either side of the restaurant and saw nothing but moving cars and people in jackets with umbrellas hurrying toward their vehicles or other shelters. The rain had returned.


    Had the two boys given up? Had he evaded them? 


    Outback’s front door opened, and a rush of cold air blew inside. Daniel tensed, certain he had been found. And he had been. 


    By Kyle.


    Daniel breathed an internal and external sigh of relief as his best friend sat down beside him on his left. Kyle handed back Daniel’s Foot Locker bag. 


    Daniel opened the bag. 


    “Your phone’s fine,” Kyle said. He then produced something from his pocket and handed it to Daniel. “You forgot this when you left the store.”


    Daniel looked at his debit card. “And that’s what...”


    Kyle nodded. “That’s what they were trying to give you,” Kyle finished Daniel’s thought. “And why they knew your name.”


    Daniel looked at him. Kyle looked back. “I didn’t know,” Daniel said.


    Kyle nodded, taking the restaurant pager from Daniel. “Fight or flight, right?” he said.


    Daniel took out his wallet, returning his debit card to its familiar home. “Fight or flight,” Daniel repeated.


    “Hungry?” Kyle asked.


    Daniel leaned over close to Kyle. “I don’t think I can afford this place after buying my shoes,” he said.


    Kyle took out his wallet. “I might have a gift card from Christmas I can use,” he said. “I’ll just have to check the balance.” Kyle took out his phone.


    Daniel took another look around. First, at the door. Then at the windows directly across from where he and Kyle were seated. And then at those behind them.


    Daniel felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked over at Kyle. 


    “It’s okay,” Kyle said softly, giving Daniel’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You’re safe. You’re safe.”


    Daniel knew his best friend was right. Right now, at this moment, he was safe. 


    But Daniel also knew - now that his memories from that summer day two years ago had shot back into focus - what was coming next.


    Whether he liked it or not.


  




  

    MONDAY


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FOUR


    In his nightmare that night, Daniel pumped his bike pedals as fast as he could. The summer sun bore down on him - the intense heat causing sweat to drain down his forehead, stinging his eyes, and blurring his vision. 


    He looked behind him and saw Austin and James giving chase. He pedaled faster. Loose gravel shot upward off his bike tires and ricocheted off his bare legs.


    Daniel shot across Rancho Road to the opposite shoulder. Cars whizzed past, and he could see Austin and James gaining on him on the other side of the street.


    The sun grew hotter. He felt his bike begin to slow. He looked down at his front tire: it was melting. His bike crawled to a stop. He looked back; both bike tires were glued to the asphalt. 


    He felt his hands begin to stick to the rubber handlebars. He pulled them off to reveal black melted plastic on both palms.


    Austin and James arrived at his side. “Do you really think you can ever escape me?” Austin said with a grin. 


    “You don’t have to do this,” Daniel said. “It’s not too late.” He saw a giant red and chrome sixteen-wheeler barreling their direction.


    “It’s too late for you!” Austin said. Austin shoved Daniel off his bike and directly into the path of the oncoming truck.


    Daniel sat bolt upright in bed. Covered in sweat. Breathing hard. He could hear a thunderstorm raging outside his bedroom window as he calmed himself. 


    He was safe. 


    In his room. 


    Safe. 


    Another nightmare. Right on schedule.


    Daniel climbed out of bed and turned on his overhead bedroom light. A clap of thunder sounded off outside. 


    Daniel stood staring at his room’s overhead light as the storm raged both outside his window and inside his head. Rain pelted his bedroom window. He knew that Austin and James were either dead or in jail, respectively, and couldn’t reach him. 


    He was safe. 


    There was that word again: safe. He didn’t feel safe. He hadn’t really since that day. 


    He walked to his dresser and grabbed a dry shirt and boxers. He closed his eyes, took a moment to inhale and exhale slowly, then opened his eyes. He still felt shaky, but it was manageable. 


    As he left his room, he heard the storm grow louder. Daniel looked across the living room to his right, and in the glow of light coming from his bedroom, he saw his dad, David, standing in front of the open sliding-glass door. The smell of coffee hit Daniel’s nose as he saw his dad, dressed in a pair of sweats and a camouflage t-shirt, sipping from a steaming coffee mug while staring out at the raging storm.


    Daniel had noticed that his dad was up a lot at night since he came back from serving in the Army.


    Not wanting to disturb him, Daniel padded down the hallway on the cold hardwood flooring to the bathroom.


    The shower on, Daniel peeled off his damp shirt and boxers, slid The Avengers shower curtain open – he had won out over his sister’s desire for a My Little Pony shower curtain, thank God – and stuck his head under the warm water spraying from the showerhead.


    Daniel’s nights seemed to drag on longer and longer, and his lack of sleep was starting to get to him. Sure, it had been fine when it was only an hour of sleep that he had missed, but lately, it had grown to be four or five hours a night. The fogginess in his head that distracted him in class was getting harder to avoid. 


    His mind and body felt like they were stuck in neutral, in that strange area of being awake but too tired to do anything, but too awake to sleep. And he was quickly running out of shows to binge-watch while this was going on. Clearly, it had gone on too long.


    After a few minutes, Daniel turned off the shower, got out, and dried off. He looked at himself in the mirror as he stood there naked. He had gained weight and muscle since his traumatic time in the field with the two monsters, Austin and James. He had been taking self-defense classes, swimming, and lifting weights; doing all he could to prevent another incident like the one two years ago.


    Daniel figured it was better to have the skills and not need them, then to need the skills and not have them.


    He lifted up his left foot, the one that had been sliced open by a beer bottle as he attempted to escape his captors. A scar that looked like a thin line of light pink icing trailed from the top of his heel across the bottom of his foot to his big toe. He had lost a lot of blood that night, and he was lucky that he and Kyle had the same blood type. 


    Daniel put on a fresh shirt and boxers, picked up the damp ones from the floor, and left the bathroom. 


    Daniel dropped off his damp clothes in the laundry room, which was next to his room. As he walked back to his bedroom, a flash of lightning lit up the living room.


    He turned to look toward it as his dad looked toward him. “Hey, bud,” his dad said over the storm. “You okay?”


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “Just worried about a test I have tomorrow,” he lied. “What about you?”


    “Just enjoying the storm. You hungry? I’ll make you breakfast.” 


    Daniel looked at the digital clock on the DVR: 4:43 AM.


    “I’m good,” Daniel said. “I’m gonna try and get back to bed.”


    “See you in the morning,” his dad said.


    “You mean, later this morning,” Daniel replied.


    “True,” his dad said with a smile. “Sleep well.”


    Not for at least two years, Daniel thought. He nodded and went back into his room.


    He closed his bedroom door. To his left, his bed nestled up against the wall, the bedding in a state of disarray. To his immediate right loomed his closet – in the same condition - and next to that stood his dresser. His desk sat under the window, along with his black leather office chair. His walls stretched empty; the posters he had once prized now felt outdated and old. He was still trying to figure out what new things to decorate his room with, but he wanted to repaint first. Hopefully, this coming summer.


    Daniel opened his sock drawer and took a bottle of sleeping pills from a rolled-up pair of Christmas socks he rarely wore. He opened the bottle, slid one shiny blue pill into his palm, and popped it in his mouth. 


    He had been trying to break the habit of taking sleeping pills at night plus a caffeine pill or energy drink each morning, but the cycle had had a grip on him for over a year. It was the only way he could function with the nightmares, but he knew it wasn’t healthy. 


    And yet, here he was popping another sleeping pill in an attempt to get whatever sleep he could. No one knew about his habit – not even Kyle – and he wanted to keep it that way. 


    No reason to worry anyone, he figured.


    He took a drink of water from the glass on his nightstand - also home to his phone, iPad, and headphones - returned the bottle and sock to its rightful place, turned off the light, and crawled back into bed.


    He grabbed his phone from his nightstand and looked at some pics his girlfriend, Amber, had sent him. He loved her eyes and her spunky personality and was excited to see her again at school tomorrow. 


    He smiled and put the phone back on the nightstand, rolled over, and hoped sleep would come sooner than later.


    Any sleep, even sleep that came from a pill, was better than none.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIVE


    Kyle’s eyelids sprung open, his sleepy eyes focusing on the ceiling fan above his bed. It whirred softly, the noise partially drowned out by the downpour of rain outside. He rolled to his left and grabbed his phone next to his pillow: 5:57 AM. Beat it again, he thought. Kyle was determined to beat his alarm awake every day during the school year, and he hadn’t failed yet.


    He deactivated his alarm and pushed off the covers. The brief shock of cold on his shirtless torso sent Kyle to the dresser under his window where he took out and pulled on an old Enterprise High School shirt with the gold lettering flaking off from multiple washes. 


    Kyle left his bedroom and ambled out across the carpet toward the kitchen. It had been a week since his parents had left him on his own to go and visit Kyle’s older brother and his new wife. He wanted to go, but school was a priority, especially with basketball season in full swing.


    Kyle was the JV team’s point guard and team captain, a role he took seriously and a role that kept him in a basketball state of mind pretty much all the time. To the detriment of his homework most days.


    Kyle set up the Keurig, yawned, stretched, and farted, then pressed the button to start his morning coffee. The stronger the better.


    While he waited, Kyle dropped to the tile floor and did a series of push-ups as the aroma of coffee began to fill the kitchen and his nostrils. Just the smell alone sent a shockwave of energy through Kyle’s body as he continued his push-up routine until his arms began to wobble. He hopped up as the final drops of hot liquid fuel finished filling his go-to Superman mug, and he removed it from the Keurig, the hot mug now in his hands. 


    Kyle opened the fridge, added some liquid hazelnut creamer to his coffee, then let it cool a bit as he walked back to his room to retrieve his phone. 


    He texted Daniel: You up? knowing that he wouldn’t be. Daniel was always sleeping in, despite Kyle’s efforts to get him to stop being a stereotypical teen and start his morning on the right foot instead of running around like a madman getting ready for school. In Kyle’s mind, it was no way to start the day on the wrong end of an adrenaline rush.


    After he made his bed, Kyle walked back to the kitchen, phone in hand, and picked up his still-steaming mug of coffee. He took a quick sip, the coffee’s heat stinging his lips, his mouth, and his tongue, but the taste was worth the pain.


    He put down the mug, fixed his hair the best he could using the camera on his phone, and hit record. “Hey, Megan,” he said. “Just wanted to send this and say I miss you and can’t wait for you to get back. Love you.” He stopped the video and played it back. His girlfriend, Megan Walters, had left for a study abroad program in London for the semester. The time difference and their busy schedules made it a challenge for them to connect in any way other than videos and texting, but it had worked so far.


    Kyle sent off the video, took another sip of coffee – still scalding, but tolerable – then grabbed his favorite cast iron skillet to make some scrambled eggs. He had discovered he had quite the talent for cooking. With the generous amount of groceries his parents had left him while they were gone, he had taken the opportunity to try his hand at it. It had paid off.


    He started last night’s episode of SportsCenter on his phone as he worked on his eggs - six eggs, some milk, some garlic salt, and a dash of pepper – put some bread down in the toaster, and poured his whisked eggs into the hot skillet.


    As he worked on his breakfast, Kyle stopped SportsCenter and called Daniel, the phone on speaker. It rang. And rang. And rang. “Hey, it’s Daniel,” his voicemail message began. “I’m probably in class and have my phone off. Leave a message, and I’ll get back to you. Later.” Beep.


    “Good morning, sunshine!” Kyle said as he poured his eggs onto a plate just as his toast popped up. “Um, we have to leave early for the spirit rally, so I hope you’re getting ready and not still asleep. But I have a feeling you’re still in bed. I’ll be over to wake you soon.” He tapped the screen and put SportsCenter back on as he shoveled eggs and toast into his mouth.


    Once done, he put all his dishes in the sink for later, turned off his show, and headed for the bathroom. 


    Kyle looked at the time and turned on the shower, undressed, then grabbed his toothbrush, added a glob of toothpaste once again, shoved it in his mouth, and stepped into the shower.


    He brushed his teeth as he wet himself down, spitting into the drain as he brushed. Done brushing, now he had a new problem: what to do with the toothbrush. 


    He pushed open the shower curtain and contemplated tossing the toothbrush onto the counter. Instead, he stepped out onto the cushy bathmat, and with one long stride of his leg, reached with his dripping arm and returned the toothbrush to the holder.


    Back in the shower, Kyle lathered up with his 2-in-1 body wash/shampoo, rinsed off, and climbed out of the shower. 


    Today was the big spirit rally first period to kick off the basketball season. Like all the other JV players, he was being introduced to the school by the Varsity Captain, Luke Darden. Kyle was a huge fan of Luke’s and really enjoyed watching him play basketball during games and during practice. He was the type of player and leader that Kyle wanted to be when he made the Varsity team next year.


    Kyle dried off and walked naked to his room. No need to be modest, he figured; no one’s here anyway. He grabbed some boxers, some clean EHS warm-up pants, and a black t-shirt, pulled on one of his many EHS JV Basketball jerseys over the black shirt, then made his way back to the bathroom to style his hair.


    The rain raged outside, and he knew his blonde hair would be no match against the forces of rain and wind that would meet him outside, even with an umbrella. It was shorter than the shaggy look he had a couple years before, but it was still hair worth styling. Had to look good for the rally, after all. Kyle got it just the way he wanted it, then picked up his phone and took a smiling selfie and sent it to Megan with the message: Spirit rally today! Wish you were here. 


    Kyle pulled on his socks and shoes back in his room, then zipped up his backpack – did he finish his homework without his parents nagging him? Yes! – and slung it over his shoulder. 


    Kyle headed to the front door, keys in one hand, umbrella in the other. The peaceful solitude of his morning was met with a chaotic thunderstorm of wind and heavy rain as he opened the front door. Daniel’s house was barely visible across the street through the downpour, but he knew he had to get over there since he was Daniel’s ride today.


    That’s when he had an idea. 


    Kyle put on his EHS JV basketball jacket, stepped through the doorway, and closed and locked the door. Did I turn everything off? Yes. Did I leave anything on? Confident he hadn’t, he popped open the umbrella, which was still damp from the last time he used it, and walked along the walkway toward his truck.


    Well, it wasn’t his truck, it was his brother’s old Chevy S-10, but he had made it his own. The red paint glistened under the deluge of rain. Kyle unlocked the truck and got inside, his hand soaked from the door handle. The umbrella caught on the open door, and he struggled to pull it closed as his left arm, left leg, and the inside of the driver’s side door were pelted with rain and wind. 


    Finally, he got it closed and tossed the dripping umbrella down onto the floor of the passenger’s side seat.


    He turned on the truck and hit the defrost. He cranked the windshield wipers on high, the wipers unsuccessfully sloshing water off the windshield due to the continuous deluge of rain. 


    Kyle reached back and wiped the rear window of the truck with his hand. It worked, somewhat. At least he could see the street and the blurred image of Daniel’s house.


    He threw the truck into reverse and slowly backed out of his driveway, the rain assaulting the truck from all sides. He stepped on the gas, and the truck jolted backward, the tires splashing through the rivers of brownish water cascading through the gutters on both sides of Bradford Street. 


    Kyle backed into Daniel’s driveway and hit the brakes. The brake pads screeched in revolt from their recent soaking from the overflowing gutters. He cranked up on the emergency brake, turned off the truck, and grabbed the umbrella. 


    He opened the door, popped the umbrella to useful life once more, and stepped out. Closing the door, he walked up Daniel’s walkway – which was littered with earthworms – and rang the doorbell.


    Daniel’s ten-year-old sister, April, answered the door. “He’s still asleep,” she said.


    “Not for long,” Kyle said with a smile.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIX


    After saying a brief hi to Daniel’s mom, Shelly, Kyle went straight for Daniel’s room, opened the door, and flicked on the overhead light. 


    Daniel was lightly snoring.


    Kyle sat down on the bed and lightly shook his best friend by the shoulder. “Daniel, honey?” Kyle said in a sweet voice. “It’s Kyle. We’re gonna be late for the spirit rally if you don’t get your ass up and get ready.”


    “Very funny, April,” Daniel said groggily as he turned away from Kyle, pulling the covers over his head. “And you shouldn’t use the word ‘ass.’”


    “Daniel!” Kyle said louder. “We are going to be late! Move it! And if you don’t get up, I’m going to Dutch Oven you, and I had eggs and garlic this morning, so no one wins in that situation.”


    Daniel sat up and looked at Kyle. He had an overly sleepy, dazed look on his face and in his eyes. 


    “The spirit rally!” Daniel exclaimed. 


    “You okay?” Kyle asked, suddenly concerned.


    “Absolutely,” Daniel said. Daniel got up. “Just need a minute.”


    “We don’t have a minute,” Kyle said, looking at his phone. “I need to be in line with the team in twenty minutes.”


    Kyle closed Daniel’s door as he scrambled around. Daniel undressed, then put on an Enterprise High School shirt and a pair of jeans. 


    Kyle grabbed Daniel’s backpack and opened Daniel’s door as the two raced through the living room. Kyle said a quick bye to Daniel’s mom and sister, and off they went.


    Kyle picked up his umbrella and tried his best to keep them both under its semi-protective covering. 


    “I forgot--” Daniel began.


    “Leave it!” Kyle said. “We gotta go!” 


    Kyle unlocked his truck, and he and Daniel got inside.


    Kyle tossed the umbrella in the small storage area behind the seat and shoved Daniel’s backpack into Daniel’s lap.


    “Maybe you should calm down,” Daniel said as Kyle started the truck.


    “Perfectly calm,” Kyle replied as the truck’s tires skidded a little on the wet driveway. “Trust me.” Kyle stepped on the gas. The tires found enough traction on the wet concrete, and the truck lurched out of Daniel’s driveway and through the river of rainwater flowing in the gutter. 


    “Ready?” Kyle said.


    “Nope,” Daniel replied.


    “Works for me.” Kyle stepped on the gas, and they were off.


    The rain was so heavy that even with the wipers at full speed, Kyle could barely see. He looked at the truck’s clock: Fifteen minutes left. 


    He cranked the heater to full blast.


    “It’s like driving fast through a car wash!” Kyle exclaimed. “I can’t see anything!”


    “That’s comforting,” Daniel said dryly. “Maybe we should pull over and wait.”


    “Not with fifteen minutes before the spirit rally. Why were you still asleep? I told you we had to get to school early today.” Kyle pressed down on the gas, and the truck accelerated down Saturn Skyway. He prayed that no one on the cross-streets would be barreling through and hit them.


    “I had a rough night,” Daniel said. “Couldn’t sleep.”


    “What did you forget?” Kyle said as he got to the first stop sign and turned left. He hit a dip submerged in water, which sprayed water up into the wheel wells. He could hear a squeaking sound now, which probably wasn’t good, but there was no time to worry about it.


    Kyle accelerated again.


    “My phone,” Daniel said. ”Stop sign.”


    “Where?” Kyle said.


    “Back there,” Daniel said, pointing back with his thumb. “You just ran through it.”


    “No cop is gonna stop us in this,” Kyle said.


    “Oh, right,” Daniel said, “I forgot about the storm exemption the police have for days like this. Silly me.”


    “Hey, I’m not the reason we’re running late, bucko,” Kyle said. He leaned forward in an attempt to get a better look at the road. No good. It was still a grey, wet blur on the other side.


    They finally made it to Rancho Road. Kyle turned right and saw headlights too close for comfort behind him. “Who tailgates in weather like this?”


    “You cut in front of them,” Daniel said.


    Kyle once again punched the gas as the truck sped down the hill and turning right, but failed – thanks to his lack of visibility – to see the flooding up ahead that he slammed into with full force. 


    A plume of floodwater splashed across the truck’s hood and windshield as Kyle attempted to maneuver through the tire-deep water.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Daniel said.


    “Relax,” Kyle said. “I’ve got this.” At least I hope so.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVEN


    Sixteen-year-old Amber Wilkes sprinted down the rainwater- and mud-streaked main hallway of Enterprise High School toward Manatowa Gymnasium with fresh AA batteries in hand for the assembly’s wireless mics. Why no one had checked them earlier was a mystery to her since she had asked it to be done, but it never happened. 


    Donning her boyfriend Daniel’s black and gold Enterprise hoodie – which she had asked to borrow one night and ‘forgot’ to return – jeans, an EHS polo shirt, and boots, the petite brunette found herself with her first real test in her new position as Spirit Coordinator. And her adrenaline was surging. 


    She had been asked to fill the position by Megan before she left for her semester abroad, and Amber reluctantly took the job. She wasn’t really a fan of people or public events, but since Megan was one of her only real friends since she arrived in Redding the previous summer, she felt that it was something nice she could do for her.


    Amber liked the job, but not the stress and planning that came with it. She also wasn’t a fan of ASB President and all-around jerk, Luke Darden, whom everyone seemed to love, but she could see straight through his smoke-and-mirrors act of kindness and compassion. Amber knew he was like all other hack politicians in the real world, and she loved letting him know it. Pissing him off always brought a smile to her face.


    Determined not to slip and fall despite her speed, Amber dashed out the double doors and across the sidewalk that led to the gym. The rain was coming down harder than it was when she had left the gym to get the batteries. She flipped up the hoodie’s hood over her head as she continued to run.


    She could hear Queen’s “We Will Rock You” resonating from the gym as she entered the lobby. EHS sports paraphernalia dominated the walls, plaques and trophies with wins in most sports dominated the space around the doorways leading to the gym.


    Amber entered, made eye contact with a blonde girl near the sound system, and tossed her the batteries. The student body was settling in, the gym now warming up from all the bodies occupying the bleachers on both sides of the basketball court. Teachers were speckled around the gym floor and in the bleachers as well.


    Amber saw no sign of Luke, who was supposed to start this crazy thing. And she hadn’t heard from her boyfriend, Daniel, either, which was not normal. 


    Amber pulled out her phone and texted Daniel as she headed across the basketball court toward the boy’s locker room. She walked across the black and gold EHS logo with the angry hornet prominently emblazoned on the laminated court’s floor. Amber dodged students, cheerleaders, and teachers as she made her way toward the locker room where she was sure the great Luke Darden would be found.


    [image: ]


    Luke Darden stepped onto one of the locker room’s painted wooden benches in his clean, ironed basketball warm-ups. His black and gold Nikes were custom-made, and they were perfect, like his bleached white teeth and blonde hair. 


    Without him having to say a word, the Freshman, JV, and Varsity players stopped talking and turned toward him to listen. The eighteen-year-old had their ears and minds at his command. He looked out at them, the sounds of the music from the gym echoing through the cavernous locker room. He was Varsity Captain, and the players knew when he stood on the bench, he meant business. 


    But where was Kyle Hanson?


    “All of you in this locker room,” he began, “are winners. And this week, when we take on Red Bluff, we will kick their butts and send them back to their school crying over the beatdown they’re about to get!”


    The players whooped and clapped in response.


    “I’m proud of all of you,” Luke continued. “How all of you have played the game this season makes me proud to be a Hornet. Makes me proud to be Varsity Captain. And makes me proud to be ASB President of this school.”


    More cheers and claps. Luke was in his element, and his disciples were eating it up.


    “Keep your heads in the game, don’t lose focus, and let’s get out there and win against Red Bluff on Friday!”


    The players cheered again. The cheers subsided. Luke heard a slow clap coming from his left.


    He turned and saw Amber, a vibrant shock of blue in her brown hair. 


    “Can I help you?” Luke said.


    “Well,” Amber said, nodding to the other players, “if you’re done enjoying the sound of your own voice, you have a spirit assembly to start.”


    Luke smiled, looked at the players. “How cute,” Luke said. “The little girl thinks she can tell me what to do.”


    The players returned a muted laugh.


    “Absolutely,” Amber said. “And I can also make you look like a complete idiot out there, even though I’m sure you’ll do just fine at it on your own.”


    Luke had had enough. Ever since Amber had replaced Megan in ASB, she had undermined him every step of the way. 


    And she had only held the position for three weeks!


    He turned to the players. “Go line up by the doors,” he said. “And someone find Kyle Hanson!”


    The players talked and joked as they filed out toward the gym, their voices blurring together into echoes inside the locker room.


    Luke stepped off the bench and moved toward Amber. “Never interrupt me when I’m speaking.”


    Amber looked at him with what he could tell was indifference, her arms folded across her chest. “Fine,” she said. “You could keep talking. Meanwhile, I have a warm gym full of teens, and I’d like to start the assembly before the heat and the b.o. join forces to kill us all.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Nice shoes, by the way.”


    Luke wanted to say something but held back. “God, I miss Megan.”


    “You and me both, pal,” Amber said. “Coming?”


    Luke smiled, clapped his hands together. “Let’s get this assembly started!”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHT


    Daniel felt his feet getting wet. He looked down and saw water seeping into the floor of the truck. He quickly moved his backpack from the floor to his lap. 


    “Kyle?” Daniel said. “We have a bit of a problem.”


    “Yes,” Kyle said. “I know!”


    Kyle pressed the gas again. The truck lurched forward. He punched the gas one more time, and the truck screeched out of the water onto solid ground. 


    “There we go!” Kyle said with a smile. “I told you we’d make it.”


    The truck screeched and whined as Kyle pressed down on the gas again. 


    Daniel knew the brakes were probably soaked, especially if his shoes were, but they had made it through. Kyle turned right onto Churn Creek. The end in sight. The school a mere few blocks away...


    Kyle’s truck sputtered, shuddered, and slowed to a crawl. Daniel looked over at Kyle, who was wrestling with the steering wheel. Kyle’s foot pressed the gas pedal, which hit the floor with ease.


    “So,” Daniel said, looking right at his best friend. “When was the last time you put gas in the truck?”


    They both looked at the gas gauge: past EMPTY. Kyle closed his eyes as other drivers honked and buzzed around them. “Damn it!” Kyle exclaimed as he hit the steering wheel with his fists.


    Daniel opened the passenger side door of the truck. “Come on,” he said.


    “What?” Kyle said over the rain.


    “We’re gonna push the truck to school. Put it in neutral.”


    Kyle looked at him.


    “The ‘N’,” Daniel yelled, pointing to the gear shift. “Move the shifty thing onto the ‘N.’”


    “Oh! Yeah!” Kyle did as instructed.


    Daniel pushed the truck, and Kyle did his part as well, as they moved the deadweight of the truck through the downpour and toward the school. Daniel’s eyesight was blurred by the rain; his clothes soaked through. 


    “When we get up to the driveway,” Daniel yelled over the top of the truck to Kyle, “Turn the wheel.”


    “Which way?” Kyle said. 


    Daniel gave him a look that he was sure no amount of blurriness caused by water could misinterpret. “Right,” Daniel said. “Toward the school.”


    As they got closer, Daniel signaled to Kyle, who hopped inside the cab and steered the S-10 to the right. He got out and pushed some more. Kyle’s truck got to the downslope of the driveway that fed into the parking lot. Daniel got back in. Kyle did, as well. 


    “Just coast into a spot and hit the brake,” Daniel said, the cold rainwater dripping off his head and face onto his soaked clothes.


    Kyle did as instructed, put the truck in park, and hit the emergency brake. “We made it!” Kyle said. 


    Daniel reached out and shook Kyle’s hand. The cold, clammy feeling of the handshake was anything but pleasant.


    “You think we made it in time?” Kyle asked.


    Daniel heard the bell ring. “No, I don’t think we did.”


    There was a tap on Kyle’s window, and Daniel could see the security guard in a transparent rain poncho that still showed his uniform. 


    “And I think he agrees,” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINE


    The lights in Manatowa Gym went dark. All the students screamed. It was a deafening roar that Amber had no interest in being a part of.


    And yet, here she was, standing center court, orchestrating it all.


    A spotlight hit her. 


    “Good morning Hornets!” Amber declared into the wireless microphone, which was followed by cheers and stomping on the bleachers. “I’m Amber, your ASB Spirit Week Coordinator, and I’m excited to introduce to you your Varsity Basketball Captain, Luke Darden!” Who’s a colossal a-hole, and I hate him! she added in her head.


    The gym erupted into cheers and stomping. Amber wished she had brought earplugs.


    Amber stepped out of the spotlight and handed the mic off to Luke Darden, who smiled and nodded at her.


    “Thank you, Amber, and good morning, EHS!” Luke yelled, his voice booming through the speakers around the gym. 


    The students cheered.


    “We love you, Luke!” a girl yelled next to Amber. Amber glared at her.


    “Calm it down, lady,” Amber said to a few chuckles.


    “Are you all ready for spirit week?” Luke asked the crowd.


    More cheers erupted.


    “Then let’s get things started by introducing our basketball players that will be going up against the Red Bluff Spartans this Friday!” Luke said.


    Chants of “Red Bluff sucks” erupted from the students.


    “Let’s start with the Freshman team...” Luke began as he pulled out a small card.


    Another spotlight hit the doorway to the locker room. The EHS cheerleaders stood in lines on either side of the doorway, their black and gold pom-poms shaking above their heads.


    “And the ritual begins,” Amber said dryly. 


    Luke called the first name. The young Freshman player ran out to tepid cheers. As the cycle of names and cheers continued, Amber looked at her phone. 


    Where the hell is Daniel?


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TEN


    A soaked Daniel sat next to an equally soaked Kyle in the Attendance Office. Daniel had never been in here before for being late. He attempted to dry himself with the non-absorbent paper towels from the school bathroom with no success. He could feel his socks squish around in his shoes from the puddles of water inside.


    Daniel could hear the bass coming from the music over at the gym. He knew Amber was probably wondering where he was, and he should have texted her on their way here. 


    Of course, he didn’t have his phone. And he didn’t know Amber’s number by heart to call her on Kyle’s phone. And he had been trying not to die on Mister Hanson’s Wild Ride.


    He looked over at Kyle, who looked like a wet cat with his blonde hair starting to frizz as it dried in some sections, while others were still damp and stuck to the side of his face. 


    Just another outing with Kyle, Daniel thought with a smile. While he was still exhausted from the night before, he felt wide awake now. Well, wide awake, wet, and cold.


    “This wouldn’t have happened if you had been up on time,” Kyle whispered to him.


    “This wouldn’t have happened if you had gotten gas in your truck,” Daniel sniped back. “And I’m just gonna say that wearing wet jeans and no underwear is not comfortable at all!”


    “Why aren’t you wearing underwear?”


    “I didn’t have time!”


    “Well, next time, remind me, and I’ll do an underwear check on you before we leave for school,” Kyle grinned, then laughed. 


    Daniel laughed, too. 


    The attendance clerk looked over at them with a scowl. 


    “At least you didn’t run over a chicken this time,” Daniel said to Kyle in a lower voice.


    “You promised never to bring that up again,” Kyle said. They sat for a moment in silence, Daniel staring forward.


    “So many feathers,” Daniel said, shaking his head. He made a small explosion sound with his mouth and moved his hands outward.


    Kyle couldn’t help but laugh. He playfully punched Daniel on his wet shoulder. “Anyway, you want to take bets on which one of us gets pneumonia first?” Kyle said. 


    “I think if we can change, we’ll be fine,” Daniel said. “By the way, do you have any underwear I can borrow?”


    Kyle looked at him. “Maybe they have some in lost and found. Maybe some Hello Kitty ones.”


    “I already wear those!” Daniel said and laughed again.


    Kyle shook his head and laughed. 


    Vice-Principal Wright came out of his office and looked at them. He wore a blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a black and gold tie, and black dress pants. “What are you two doing in here?” he asked. “And why are you all wet?”


    Kyle and Daniel stood together. “Well,” Kyle began. “He overslept.”


    “And he forgot to get gas last night,” Daniel continued. “But, I did wake up late.”


    “And then we had to drive through the storm.”


    “Which was bad.”


    “Really bad,” Kyle continued. “And then I got stuck in a flood area.”


    “And then he ran out of gas.”


    “Which you already said, sleepy-time boy.”


    “Ha ha,” Daniel said back, sarcastically.


    Vice-Principal Wright held up his hand to stop them. “And then, you were late, and now you’re here. Got it. Is it going to happen again?”


    “No,” Kyle and Daniel chimed together.


    “Great. You’ve been warned. Now go change into something dry and get to the rally.”


    “Thanks,” Kyle said.


    “Thank you,” Daniel said.


    “Wait,” Vice-Principal Wright said. “If you change, you’ll choose your gym clothes, right?”


    Kyle and Daniel looked at each other, then nodded back to him.


    “And I’m going to guess you haven’t washed them in a while?” Vice-Principal Wright said with concern in his voice.


    Kyle and Daniel nodded again.


    “I have an idea,” Vice-Principal Wright said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ELEVEN


    The crowd of students was still amped and going strong. Amber was ready for this thing to be over but still smiled and clapped as each player ran out onto the court. 


    “And your JV Captain,” Luke said, “who leads the district in most points scored so far this season. Give it up for Kyle Hanson!”


    The cheerleaders shook their black and gold pom-poms. 


    And Kyle didn’t run out.


    Luke looked over at Amber, who shrugged, then at the doorway.


    “Don’t be shy, Kyle,” Luke said, getting a small laugh from the crowd. “Kyle Hanson!”


    Another cheer, more pom-pom shaking. No Kyle.


    Daniel slept in and made them late, Amber thought. That’s what happened.


    “Okay,” Luke said into the mic. “Moving on to your Varsity players...” The music slammed through the speakers as Luke started to list off players.


    Amber called Daniel’s phone. It went to voicemail. And she didn’t have Kyle’s number.


    She knew once Luke got his hands on Kyle, he was in for it. Amber knew she could get away with pissing off Luke, but not one of the players. Especially one as important to the JV team as Kyle Hanson.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWELVE


    As the bell for the end of first-period sounded off throughout the school, Daniel emerged from the Attendance Office, Kyle at his side. Both were in full Enterprise High School spirit gear. HORNETS, EHS, and ENTERPRISE were emblazoned in black and gold on the sweatpants and sweatshirts they each now wore.


    Daniel and Kyle had gotten lucky and found shoes in lost and found that fit them, even if they were mismatched. Daniel was in one black-and-white checkered Vans shoe and one greyish New Balance running shoe. Kyle wore one red Reebok and one black and blue Nike basketball shoe. 


    The halls were filled with black and gold balloons and streamers, EHS Spirt Week posters, and plenty of signs listing off the themes for each day. 


    And today was School Spirit Day.


    “Do you really think he’s going to bill our parents for this stuff?” Kyle said as they headed down the hall toward their lockers.


    “Did he look like he was kidding?” Daniel said. Daniel took the lead and walked to his locker. The sounds of other students’ conversations and the opening and closing lockers echoed in the cold hallway, which was lined on one side with panels of windows being pelted by the rain. 


    As Daniel opened his locker, a pair of small, cold hands covered his eyes.


    “Where were you?”


     He turned around to see Amber, giving him the once-over. “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” he said, looking into her green eyes then at the patch of freckles on her nose. 


    He noticed she was wearing his sweatshirt, which he didn’t mind. 


    Amber had also changed the dyed streak in her hair since he last saw her. He liked the shade of blue she had chosen for today.


    She gestured with her head in Kyle’s direction.	“This was not my fault,” Kyle said as he opened his locker next to Daniel’s. “He was still asleep when I got to his house. That’s why we’re late.”


    Amber put her arms around Daniel’s waist. “Well, Daniel can make it up to me later at the gym.” She caressed Daniel’s face lightly, then stepped back.


    “Ride...gym?” Daniel stammered out. He really liked her, but there was one thing he hadn’t had the nerve to do yet, even though they had been dating almost six months: kiss her.


    Amber looked at him with a smirk. “What is it, boy? You need a ride to the gym since your BFF ran out of gas getting here this morning?”


    “How’d you know that?” Kyle asked.


    “Security guard told me,” she said with a smirk. She looked at Kyle. “Oh, and Luke’s looking for you.”


    “Great,” Kyle said. 


    Daniel was always perplexed at how Kyle seemed to cower at the thought of upsetting or doing anything that possibly could make Luke upset. There was something about just the mention of Luke that would have Kyle get excited as if he were talking about his favorite professional athlete or celebrity crush.


    Daniel idolized lots of people, but none of them were named Luke Darden.


    “Kyle,” Daniel began, “it’s fine. It was a rally, not a game. Why would he be pissed?”


    “You don’t understand,” Kyle said. “I really want to make an impression on Luke, so I get a shot at maybe being Varsity Captain. Things like being late, even for rallies, count against me, and Luke’s recommendation to Coach Neufeldt is very important.”


    “Fine,” Daniel said, putting his hands up in surrender. “You are more than welcome to throw me under the bus to save your own butt.”


    “Well,” Kyle said, “that was already kinda my plan.” Kyle smiled, sheepishly.


    “I’m glad we’re on the same page,” Daniel smiled back. “You know, high school sports shouldn’t be the highlight of your life.”


    “Unless you’re Al Bundy,” Amber contributed.


    “Unless you’re Al Bundy,” Daniel agreed with a nod toward Amber.


    “Look, dated TV references aside,” Kyle said, “I just need to apologize, explain what happened, and move on from there. You think that’ll work?”


    “It’s worked on your parents enough times,” Daniel said. “Why not on Luke?”


    “Great,” Kyle said, his eyes lighting up. “I’ll catch him at the next break. He’ll be just as mad then as he is now.”


    “Solid sitcom husband logic at work in the real world,” Amber said.


    “Off to class,” Amber said. “Debate day!”


    “What’s the topic?” Daniel asked.


    “Immigration. Climate change. Abortion,” Amber said.


    “Ah, I see you picked all the easy topics to debate about,” Kyle said.	


    “Just things I care about,” Amber said.


    “I’m sure you’ll do great,” Daniel said.


    Amber looked at Daniel and leaned in close to Daniel’s ear. “Didn’t sleep again last night, did you?”


    Daniel nodded in the affirmative. Amber sighed, stepped back. “Poor boy,” she said as she adjusted her backpack. “Okay, see you at lunch,” she said and walked down the hall.


    Daniel watched her walk away to her next class; the sounds of lockers being slammed shut echoed in the hall as she left. 


    “Daniel?” Kyle said.


    “Yeah?”


    “You might want to cover that tent your pitching in the front of your sweats.


    Daniel looked down and, startled by the sight, he covered his crotch with his backpack. “At least it wasn’t during a presentation.”


    “True,” Kyle said. “Kinda makes you wish they made Enterprise underwear, doesn’t it?”


    “Absolutely!” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTEEN


    Luke felt disrespected. Never in his time in basketball, football, baseball, or track had anyone not followed through and not shown up when ordered. 


    Now Kyle Hanson was the first. 


    He waited for Kyle in the ASB room, where he was dying to know what lame excuse the sophomore would have for his actions.


    The door opened. Kyle entered. Was there a glint of fear in his eyes? Luke hoped so.


    But Luke knew how to handle this type of situation. He knew what tactic would be most effective on someone desperate for his approval who would do anything to get and keep it.


    “I am so, so sorry,” Kyle began. “I forgot to get gas, and my truck crapped out on me.”


    Luke said nothing, just cocked his head to the side and folded his arms.


    “No, it’s true,” Kyle said. “My best friend, Daniel, was there when it happened.”


    Luke just stared at Kyle. A long, cold stare, like the stares he and his brother had received many times from their father when they had screwed up when they were younger. He knew from experience that this look was all he needed to get the point across that what had happened was unacceptable.


    Kyle looked away, then down at his shoes. 


    Why the hell are his shoes mismatched, Luke thought. 


    “What if I run a mile on the track during practice?” Kyle suggested. “Even if it’s raining.”


    Luke considered the punishment. One mile. Four laps around the track. Even in the rain. And he knew a thunderstorm was scheduled for later this afternoon.


    Luke held up three fingers.


    He saw Kyle swallow.


    “Three miles?” Kyle said. 


    Luke nodded. “See you at practice,” Luke said.


    Luke watched as Kyle backed into the closed classroom door, fumbled for the doorknob while still looking at him, then nearly fell over as the door popped open. “See you this afternoon!” Kyle said as he slipped out.


    Luke smiled as he adjusted the chairs around the square configuration of ASB tables. He had learned from his father that sometimes silence when you were pissed was more potent than yelling. And oftentimes, the person who would receive the punishment would be more willing to accept a harsher penalty if nothing was said at all. 


    Luke knew Kyle was desperate for his approval, and desperate to have his acceptance.


    And he knew at this moment that Kyle Hanson would do whatever was needed to get that approval.


    Kyle’s groveling wasn’t the best he had ever witnessed.


    But it was a good start.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FOURTEEN


    Grateful the rain finally stopped before lunch, Daniel made his way to the quad to wait for Amber and Kyle. While still overcast and cold, it was nice to be out in the open air instead of a stuffy classroom. 


    Other students ventured out into the quad, standing in groups since all sitting surfaces were soaked. As Daniel stood and waited for Kyle and Amber near their usual spot in the corner of the quad near the old woodshop, he finally took a moment to focus on how tired he still was, and how unfocused he been all day in class. 


    His lack of sleep was definitely starting to catch up to him, and his cycle of sleeping pills and caffeine pills was a definite problem. 


    But at this moment he knew why he had a headache. In the frenzy of the morning, Daniel hadn’t taken a caffeine pill. And he was suffering because of it.


    Kyle appeared from the main building and headed over. 


    “Hey,” Kyle said.


    “Hey,” Daniel said. “So, you get your ass chewed by Luke?”


    “Pretty much, but I think I smoothed things over with him.” Kyle looked at him. “You look like crap.”


    “Thanks,” Daniel said. “You have any cash? Wanna buy a Monster.”


    Kyle pulled out his wallet, handed Daniel a couple bucks. The two walked toward the soda machine. “Have you seen Amber?”


    “Yeah,” Kyle said. “I think she’s walking around the track with Steven Trout.


    “Again?” Daniel said as he hit the button for a Monster. The can dispensed, and he grabbed it. “Why’s she walking with him? I like to walk.” He opened the Monster and took a swig. He felt a quick rush of energy as the caffeine entered his body.


    “I don’t know,” Kyle said with a shrug. He took the Monster from Daniel, took a sip, then handed it back. “I just saw them headed that way after class.”


    Daniel looked at Kyle. “Is something going on that I should know about?”


    “Like are they planning you a surprise party?” Kyle said with a smile. “Dude, look. You’re tired. Being tired makes your mind spin out of control and think things you wouldn’t if you were a well-rested and rational-thinking person.”


    “So, you’re saying I’m acting paranoid because I’m tired?”


    “Pretty much,” Kyle said. “My advice to you: go home after school and take a nap. You’ll feel better.”


    “Amber and I are going to the gym after school,” Daniel said.


    “I can meet you guys there after practice,” Kyle said.


    “Yeah,” Daniel began, “We can--”


    “Hanson!” they both turned and saw Luke waving his hand toward him and the other basketball players.


    Kyle looked at Daniel, then at Luke and the players.


    “Go,” Daniel said. “I’ll see you later.”


    “Think about that nap,” Kyle said as he walked away, then jogged toward the group of JV and Varsity players.


    Kyle was right, Daniel realized as he took another drink. He was paranoid about things because he was tired. It made sense. He trusted Amber. He trusted Kyle. And yet they both had gone off with other people leaving him by himself. Well, not totally alone. He had his buddy Caffeine to keep him company. And Caffeine was always up for a good time. Until he wore off and left.


    “You’re gonna share that, right?” Amber said behind him. He turned and looked at her, smiled. She smiled back. 


    Amber put out her hand. He handed it to her. She took a sip. Her eyes lit up, and she smiled. She looked at the can. “Well, hello, old friend.”


    “You can have the rest,” he said.


    “Thanks,” she took a drink, looked across the quad. “I see Kyle has decided to join the Kiss Luke’s Ass Club this afternoon.”


    “Yeah, well,” Daniel said. “I was the cause of this morning’s mess, so it’s okay.”


    “Are you okay?” Amber said, taking another sip.


    “Fine,” Daniel said. “Gym later, right?”


    “Absolutely,” Amber said. “Hey, and even if you said no, I’m driving so you’d have to wait in the car.”


    The warning bell rang.


    Amber squeezed his hand; hers was cold from the weather, and the cold Monster can. “See you after school.”


    “Definitely,” Daniel smiled and watched her walk off. He headed toward the portables for Math class. 


    As he walked down the pathway, he spotted Steven Trout, all smiles, talking to other girls as he walked to his class. He was about as tall as Daniel, with longish black hair, peeking out from under a grey beanie. He was dressed in EHS-themed clothing like most of the students. 


    Daniel had no idea that Steven was so popular with the girls at Enterprise. So why was he walking with Amber? 


    “Stop it,” he whispered to himself. “You’re gonna drive yourself crazy.”


    “You know, talking to yourself is a sign of going crazy,” Kyle said as he popped up next to Daniel.


    “Only if you answer yourself back,” Daniel said.


    “And have you?” Kyle said with a smirk.


    “Under the advice of my lawyer, I plead the fifth amendment,” Daniel said.


    “Smart answer, Danny No Sleep,” Kyle said, laughing.


    “As much as I have no interest in pissing off the mob, the idea of sleeping with the fishes does sound good right about now,” Daniel said as he opened the brown classroom door.


    “Let’s do baby steps and start with a nap first,” Kyle said as he walked inside the classroom.


    “Fair enough,” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTEEN


    Amber stepped into the ASB room, ready for the day to be done. She was more than a little concerned about Daniel. He seemed a little off, which made sense if he wasn’t sleeping, but she was sure there was something else going on. 


    She sat down in her usual spot at one of the tables next to Steven Trout, current Sophomore Class President. Amber and Steven had formed a fast bond their first day in ASB, and his elfish looks, light eyes, and broad smile reminded her of one of her friends from middle school. He was on the JV Basketball team but rode the bench most of the time, which he didn’t seem to mind.


    “Amber,” Steven said in a sing-song voice. “I missed you.”


    “You saw me five minutes ago, silly.” Amber gave Steven a light punch on the arm.


    “Careful,” he said, grabbing the area where she hit him. “I need these arms for the big game on Friday.”


    “Yeah,” Amber said. “Don’t want to be injured tying your shoelaces before sitting on the bench for two hours.”


    “Ouch!” Steven said with a laugh. 


    The ASB door opened, and Luke entered carrying a large cardboard box. Amber felt her face drop from enjoyment to disdain.


    “Ladies,” Luke said as he entered. “My new calendars have finally arrived.”


    Amber watched as several ASB girls swarmed around Luke with as much enthusiasm as ants on a lollipop. Or, in this case, flies on dog crap.


    “What the hell is this about?” Amber asked Steven, whose eyes were smiling, but he was doing his best to not show any interest.


    “Luke puts out a calendar every year for charity,” Steven said.


    “Of what?”


    “Of himself,” Steven said.


    She rolled her eyes and sighed. “What’s the charity?”


    “Homeless kids, I think.”


    “I’m surprised it’s not to raise money for him to get calf or butt implants.”


    “Trust me,” Steven whispered to her, “he doesn’t need them.”


    Amber walked over toward the box as the swarm died down. Luke saw her. 


    “Calendar?” he asked, handing her one.


    Amber looked at the glossy cover: a shirtless Luke on the beach staring directly at the camera.


    “Wow.” Amber’s eyebrows rose as she flipped through the 12-month calendar.


    “Impressed?” Luke said.


    “Yes,” Amber said. “It’s amazing what Photoshop can do for a person.”


    “That is one hundred percent me!” Luke answered defiantly. He pulled up his sweater to reveal his chiseled abs.


    Amber was actually impressed. They weren’t as nice as Daniel’s, but she could concede it was a nice six-pack.


    “I see someone sacrificed sweets over the holidays to keep that going,” Amber said.


    “Why do you have to be so snarky?” Luke said.


    “Snarky?” Amber asked with a smile. “I usually get another word that starts with a ‘b,’ so I’ll take snarky as a compliment. Thanks.”


    “Look, are you gonna buy the calendar or not?”


    “Sure,” Amber said, pulling money out of her wallet. “My aunt needs something to line the bottom of the cat box with.”


    “Twelve bucks,” Luke said with a scowl.


    “Two bucks for each set of abs?” Amber asked. 


    “When does Megan come back?” Luke said as he took her money.


    “Not soon enough,” Amber said as she took the calendar. “So, do you give all the money to the homeless kids, or do you skim some off the top for yourself?”


    Luke looked at her. “Would you please sit down, Spirit Coordinator? I’d like to begin.”


    Amber bowed to him. “As you wish, Mr. ASB President.”


    She flipped over the calendar as she returned to her seat. 	


    “If you’re just going to line the cat box with it,” Steven whispered, “I can take it off your hands. But after school.”


    “No problem,” Amber said to him.


    “Does anyone have any questions before we get started?” Luke said to the group.


    Amber raised her hand. Luke saw her, pointed.


    “Yes, Great Leader” Amber began. “I was just wondering, when you’re alone at night, do you look at the calendar and fantasize about being with yourself, or do you go online like every other guy in the world?”


    Stifled laughs filled the room. Luke’s face turned red.


    “Also,” Amber continued after watching his face change color. “Do your abs also change color when you’re mad, or just your face?”


    More laughter. She was on fire today. But she decided she had had enough fun.


    “Okay, okay,” Amber said, switching to all business. “Serious question: What’s our balloon budget for the rest of this week? Because I’ve been trying to get an answer, and no one has given me an actual dollar amount.”


    “We’ll get you a budget before the end of class,” Luke said. “Anyone else?”


    Amber looked around the room. A few of the other ASB students secretly gave her thumbs-up under the table. It was fun taking Luke’s ego down a few pegs. She just hoped it didn’t lead to any problems in the future. She knew she could only push so far before someone pushed back. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTEEN


    Later that afternoon, Kyle was almost to the end of the first mile of his punishment when a thunderstorm kicked in. His basketball shorts, shirt, and boxers were sucked to his body as if glued to his skin. He could hear the squish and squirt of water from his basketball shoes each time his feet hit the water-saturated rubberized track.


    He kept running, his view occasionally obstructed by the rain hitting his face and eyes. The icy droplets numbing his exposed face, hands, and legs as he soldiered onward toward his punishment goal of three miles. Three miles. Twelve laps. 


    He heard a clap of thunder rumbling in the distance, followed by a flash of lightning that lit up the dimming grey sky. 


    In an instant, the rain’s intensity increased, the track obscured by a torrential downpour that made the urge to complete his task less important. He could just say he did three miles. Who would know? 


    But deep down, in his gut, he knew that Luke would.


    And he couldn’t let him down again.
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    Luke watched Kyle running the track from inside a cozy and warm classroom with a window facing the track. He was impressed by Kyle’s determination to complete the three miles under such horrible conditions.


    He would have stopped and lied about finishing.


    But he knew Kyle wasn’t like him. Kyle was out there on that track to prove his was worthy of Luke’s attention. And Luke had to admit that Kyle had his attention: the guy was willing to do anything to get to the next level.


    As the sound of the rain’s intensity increased on the roof of the classroom, Luke’s thoughts were nearly drowned out from his own mind. When the thunder rumbled, and the flash of lightning lit up the darkening grey sky, Luke was ready to call Kyle in for his own safety.


    But it was so wet out there. And Luke didn’t want to get his new shoes dirty.


    Luke moved away from the window, picked up his umbrella, and left the classroom.


    After all, he had a basketball practice to lead.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTEEN


    Daniel was finishing a set of bicep curls when he spotted Amber entering the free-weight area of the Sun Oaks gym. He was tempted to ask her about Steven Trout – he had seen them joking around near Steven’s car when he met up with her in the parking lot after school – but he decided against it. He put the weights back and turned toward her as he grabbed his blue workout towel and wiped sweat off his face.


    “So,” Amber said as she arrived next to him, looking at him in the mirror, “what’s up?”


    “Just finishing my workout,” he said with a smile.


    “You seemed distracted after school.”


    “Tired.”


    “No. There’s something else.”


    Daniel folded his workout towel in a few configurations as he tried to figure out what to say. Do you like Steven Trout? Are you planning to dump me for him? “Guess I’m just thinking about Luke Darden’s control over Kyle,” he said instead.


    “I bought Luke’s calendar today,” she said as she grabbed two 25-pound dumbbells, faced the mirror, and did a few one-arm curls.


    “You wasted money on that thing?” Daniel asked.


    “Relax,” Amber said. “It was a gift for my aunt’s cats. They are gonna love it.”


    “I’m sure they will,” Daniel said.


    “So,” Amber said, re-racking the weights. “Luke Darden and Kyle.”


    “I don’t like how he makes Kyle act.”


    “Well, Kyle’s JV Captain,” Amber said, “and Luke’s Varsity Captain. Kyle wants to become Luke one day. He idolizes him.” She turned and looked at Daniel. “Wait. You don’t feel threatened by Luke, do you?”


    “No,” Daniel said, looking away. I feel threatened by Steven Trout. But did he feel threatened by Luke, too? “Maybe. I don’t know. It was just...” Daniel was searching for some way to explain the situation without sounding like he was jealous. However, that was precisely what he felt earlier when Luke had called Kyle over to join him and the other basketball players.	


    “Come on,” Amber said, taking his hand in hers. “Let’s go run a few miles and sweat it out.”


    Daniel followed behind. “I guess I’m a little, you know...”


    “Jealous?” Amber said.


    “Yeah,” Daniel said with a reluctant sigh. They both stepped onto adjacent treadmills. A bank of TVs was in front of them, all with different radio frequencies posted if runners cared to listen with headphones. If not, they were all closed-captioned. “Have you ever had a best friend that was always there for you no matter what, and then one day you felt a shift in that friendship?”


    Amber started her treadmill, then reached over and started Daniel’s. The belts on both began to move, as did their legs. “So that’s a good first step,” Amber said. “You’ve admitted you have a problem.”


    “It’s not a problem,” Daniel said, raising the speed of his treadmill. His new shoes from Foot Locker were snug on his feet, but he knew a run would help break them in faster. “I guess I just felt uncomfortable seeing Kyle act like that around someone else.” And I had that same feeling about you and Steven Trout, Daniel thought, but I’m not about to bring that up.


    “Daniel,” Amber said as she started to run. “I think your friendship with Kyle is stronger than you think it is. My advice to you is to talk to him about it. Tonight”


    “I know what he’ll say,” Daniel said, his treadmill speed increasing to a full-out run. “He’ll say I’m just being dramatic and not to worry about anything.”


    “But it’s always good to express your feelings. Especially to your best friend.”


    “I know,” Daniel said, upping his speed again.


    “Oh,” Amber said. He looked over, and she upped her speed to match his. “You’re not gonna outpace me, Danny Boy.”


    Daniel looked at his speed: 9. The fastest on these treadmills was 10. He hadn’t even realized he had gone up that high that fast. And he had already run two miles. “Crap!” he exclaimed and lowered his speed to a more reasonable 7. 


    Amber lowered her speed as well. “Are you going to talk to him?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” he said, looking straight ahead. “I will.”


    “Good,” she replied.


    The two of them ran until they each reached three miles. 


    Amber slowed down her treadmill and hopped off.


    Daniel did the same, his shirt now soaked in sweat. Amber was sweaty, too, but not as much as he was. She looked around the empty cardio room, stepped toward him, and pulled off his damp shirt.


    “Wow,” she said, looking at his upper body. “I think someone has been working hard even in winter.”


    Daniel felt his face get hotter than it already was from his run. “I guess we should get going,” Daniel said as he took his shirt back. He put it on just as a couple of women entered the cardio room.


    “You shouldn’t be embarrassed,” Amber said. “You should be proud of all your hard work.”


    “I am,” Daniel said with a smile. “I am.”
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    The truth was that Daniel was very proud of the hard work and dedication he had put in at the gym for the past two years. His family had been members of Sun Oaks for years before he got into weightlifting. Ever since the events in the field two summers before, he had decided he never wanted to feel weak or helpless again. 


    So, Daniel had started to lift weights. And eat better. And work out more. And started swimming a few days a week. 


    He had busted his butt for two years at the gym, and the results were definitely noticeable – clearly to Amber – but he still felt like he had to keep it going. It wasn’t so much to look good, but more as a way to protect himself. 


    And he kept going. Four to six days a week. At least for an hour a day. When he was lifting weights or taking one of the many classes offered, he felt he was protecting himself from any future threats. He refused to let what had happened before ever happen again.
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    As he sat beside Amber in her Ford Focus, he looked over at her, only seeing her in glimpses as the car passed by streetlights on their journey back to his house. The truth was that he hadn’t told her about what had happened to him in the field. Was there ever a good time to tell someone you were once abducted and tortured? That you had to kill someone to escape? He knew she deserved to know. Knew that he wanted her to know. Was now the time?


    He looked at the dashboard clock. Almost five-thirty. He had told his dad that he would be home by six. He took a deep breath.


    “I need to tell you about something,” Daniel began.


    “Okay,” Amber said. He saw her grip the steering wheel tighter. “What about?”


    “Can we drive somewhere and park?”


    “Uh-oh,” Amber said. “Sounds serious.”


    “It has nothing to do with us,” Daniel began. “It’s about me. About something that happened to me.”


    Amber slowed down the car. “Where should we park?”


    Daniel couldn’t believe what he was about to say. But he knew it was best to go there. “Corner of Shasta View and Rancho Road.”


    “Why there?” Amber asked.


    “That’s where I was abducted two years ago,” he replied.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTEEN


    Kyle had completed the three miles - waterlogged, freezing, and ready to drop – but he had done it. 


    Returning to the locker room, he had peeled his clothes off like layers from an onion and let them drop to the cold concrete floor in a soaked pile.


    It was a hot shower that he never wanted to leave, but he knew he had to get gas in his truck and get home. 


    He called his dad and asked him to call AAA for him. When his dad asked why, he gave him the short version of the story: he had forgotten to get gas Sunday night. 


    Now, Kyle stood inside the cold lobby of the Manatowa Gymnasium as he waited for AAA to arrive. He was back in the clothes and shoes Vice-Principal Wright had let him have this morning. 


    He had wrung out his gym clothes the best he could, and they were now inside a plastic Safeway bag he held at his side.


    “Need a ride?” he heard Luke’s voice echo in the open space of the entryway.


    “I’m good,” he replied. “just waiting for Triple-A. Ran out of gas this morning.”


    “Mind if I wait with you?”


    “N-no,” Kyle stammered. “That’s fine.”


    They stood looking out at the parking lot through the open double doors. A cold breeze passed through.


    “You did good today,” Luke said. “Most guys would have given up when the storm picked up, but you kept going. I’m proud of you.”


    Kyle felt his chest swell and could feel himself blush just a little. “You saw me out there?” Kyle asked.


    “I’m always watching the best players,” Luke said.


    He likes how I play! Kyle thought, his mind racing. Stay calm, don’t look too excited. Breathe. Breathe. 


    “So,” Luke said, “what’s up with that guy I always see you with?”


    “Who? Daniel?” Kyle said. “He’s my best friend.”


    “Ah,” Luke said. “Nice guy?”


    “Great guy.”


    “He seems kinda clingy,” Luke said.


    “Well, he and I went through something a couple years ago. He’s not as bad as he was right after, but he’s better.”


    “What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”


    Kyle took a moment. He hadn’t told anyone really since the summer it had happened. “Daniel was kidnapped a couple summers ago. He was tortured by these two older guys. Pretty messed up.”


    “Jesus,” Luke said.


    “Yeah.”


    “How’d he get away?”


    “It’s a long story,” Kyle said. “But I found the house he was taken to, and I helped him take out the main guy.”


    “Wow,” Luke said.


    “Yep,” Kyle said. “Psycho guy. Dressed all in black. Had these crazy eyes.” Kyle shivered at the thought. “But Daniel was safe. And he saved this little kid that had been kidnapped by the guy, too.”


    “Really?” Luke said. “So, he’s like a hero?”


    “Don’t tell him that,” Kyle said. 


    “Why not?”


    “He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Kyle said. “Can’t blame him. I don’t know how I would have done in the same situation.”


    “Where did this happen?”


    “You know that area, Clover Creek?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Some old street near that.”


    “Well, I’m glad he’s okay. You, too.”


    “I didn’t do anything. I’m just glad Daniel got away.”


    Luke smiled at him. “You think he’d have a problem if you and I were friends?”


    Kyle felt his heart race and his face warm at the thought. “I think that would be great!” 


    “I like how you move on the court, and I think that the team could use someone like you next year. I’ll talk to Coach and see if maybe you can practice with me a few times a week.”


    “Wow. That would be great! Thanks.”


    Luke slapped him on the back. “No problem. You have my number, right?”


    Kyle checked his phone. “Yep. Do you have mine?”


    Luke checked. “Nope.”


    “Oh, well, I’ll call you real fast.” Kyle hit CALL, saw Luke’s phone light up.


    “Thanks,” Luke said.


    A pair of headlights swung into the parking lot. Kyle could see it was a white truck with the AAA logo on the side.


    “There’s my savior,” Kyle said. He put his backpack over his head. “Thanks for waiting with me.”


    “See you tomorrow,” Luke said.


    Kyle ran out of the gym entry toward the AAA truck as rain assaulted his backpack.
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    Luke stood and watched as Kyle ran through the rain to the white AAA truck. 


    The story Kyle had told him. The older boy in black. The location near Clover Creek. It was as if a new piece of an incomplete puzzle had been found. Not for him, for someone in his family.


    Luke walked to his black Dodge Charger and climbed inside. The windows fogged from the presence of Luke’s warm body and breath inside his car. 


    I have to tell him, Luke thought as he started the car. “He needs to know,” Luke said out loud.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETEEN


    It was early May when Amber first met Daniel. She was behind the counter at The Beadman, a popular arts and crafts store on Park Marina Drive in Redding, working for the summer with her Aunt Trudy. 


    Amber was still adjusting to the move from the mid-West, didn’t know anyone but her aunt, didn’t have a clue what Enterprise High School had in store for her.


    The smells from a multitude of incense strains accumulated around the store as Amber sat behind the counter, fashioning a dreamcatcher out of beads and other items found throughout the store’s stockpiles of crafty items. 


    The Beadman’s door opened. A hint of the oppressive Redding summer flashed into the business, nearly blinding Amber as she looked up and saw a guy, who looked to be her age, enter the shop. 


    He was tall and tan, with short brown hair. He wore shorts, sandals, and a shirt that Amber could see his muscles through, especially his biceps that strained against the sleeves. He moved his sunglasses to the top of his head. 


    She watched as he made his way across the room to the figurine display where wizards, dragons, and fairies were displayed in and on glass cases.


    She put down her dreamcatcher and walked toward him. She felt her heartbeat increase, which was not normal when she approached anyone. 


    “Hi,” Amber said to him. “Welcome to The Beadman.”


    He looked up at her, smiled. Amber felt her face heat up. What was happening?


    “How’s it going?” the guy asked. She could smell a hint of chlorine on his body as she got closer, which was easy to distinguish from the incense that also permeated the air.


    “Can I help you find anything?” she asked.


    “My mom’s birthday is coming up, and she likes these fairy things,” he said. “Thought I’d get her one.”


    “Yes,” Amber said. “Fairies. We have them.” 


    “Okay,” he said, looking at her. “Are you new here? I’ve been in here before, and I haven’t seen you.”


    “I just started,” Amber said, staring directly into his eyes, trying her best to stay focused. “I just moved here.”


    “Very nice,” he said. “Are you going to Shasta College in the fall?”


    Amber laughed. “Enterprise High School,” she replied.


    “Hey, that’s where I go,” he said with a smile. “Daniel.”


    “Amber,” she said. “I’ll be a sophomore.”


    “Same here,” Daniel said. 


    “So, do you swim?” Amber asked. “I can smell the chlorine on you.”


    “Oh, sorry about that,” Daniel said.


    “No, no, it’s fine,” Amber said.


    “I’m working on my lifeguard certification,” he said. “Gonna work as one this summer at Sun Oaks.”


    “A lifeguard, eh?” Amber said. “Maybe I’ll have to stop by and go for a swim.”


    Daniel looked at her for a beat. “I have guest passes if you want one some time. I mean, I do know where you work, so I could bring one by.”


    “What are you doing tonight?” Amber’s question leaped from her mouth from her before she could stop it. This was the first person she had met since arriving in Redding that was not only her age but went to the school she was about to attend in the fall.


    “No plans,” Daniel said. 


    Amber chose her words carefully. “Maybe we could get some food, and you could tell me about the school?”


    Daniel smiled. Amber suddenly needed a moment to collect her thoughts.


    “You want me to pick you up here or at your place?” Daniel asked.


    “Here’s fine,” Amber said. “I’m off at six.”


    Daniel checked his watch. “Six it is,” he said. He looked back inside the case of sculptures, which gave Amber a chance to give his body a quick scan. From his feet to his head, she was definitely interested.


    “I like the red streak in your hair,” Daniel said as he continued to browse the case.


    “Thanks,” she said. “I like to change the streak every month or so.” 


    “I’ll take that one,” Daniel said, pointing to a small fairy sitting atop a lily pad and holding what looked like a snow globe.


    Amber took out her key and opened the case. She pulled out the figure, hoping that Daniel didn’t see the trembling her hands were doing. She walked to the counter, Daniel behind her. She prayed she wasn’t sweating down the backs of her legs.


    Daniel paid. Amber wrapped up the figure and placed it in a white box for him.


    “I’ll see you at six,” he said with another smile.


    “Six. Nice to meet you, Daniel.”


    “Nice to meet you, Amber,” Daniel said with a smile as he turned and left.


    Amber’s instincts told her that Daniel was a good guy. She had met plenty of not-so-nice guys where she had come from, and Daniel was a definite upgrade from those boys from her past. She watched through the window as Daniel got into his car, then he jumped back out and came back inside.


    “I’m sorry,” Daniel said as he took out his phone. “I should have asked you for your number. Just in case.”


    She reached out for his phone. He unlocked it and handed it to her. His wallpaper was of him and some blonde guy. “Who’s the blonde?” Amber asked.


    “That’s my best friend, Kyle,” he said. 


    “You’re cuter,” she said out loud as she entered her number into his phone. Did I just say that? Amber thought as she saved her info and handed the phone back.


    Their eyes met again. Even through his tan she could tell he was blushing.


    “I’ll see you tonight,” Daniel said as his voice cracked. He hurried out of The Beadman.


    “See you tonight,” she said out to the room as she watched him drive off.
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    Now, Amber sat wide-eyed, her mouth agape as she listened to Daniel’s horrific tale of abduction, torture, and survival. Her face felt hot, and she could feel the sting of tears in her eyes as he laid out the events that had taken place that fateful summer day two years ago. 


    Her chest tightened, and a lump kept traveling between her throat and the pit of her stomach. She had questions but didn’t want to disrupt Daniel as the story unfolded. 


    She felt chills up her back, knowing that the expanse of trees that were behind her was the location where horrible things had happened to her boyfriend. She reached out and took his hand, gently rubbing the top with her thumb. 


    When Daniel finished the story, they both sat in total silence. The only sounds she heard were passing cars making their way either down Shasta View or down Rancho Road, and the soft patter of rain on the Focus.


    She had no words. She did the only thing she could think to do. She lunged toward Daniel and hugged him as tightly as she could. She could feel him trembling under her embrace. Amber released and sat back in her seat.


    “Quite a story, huh?” Daniel said with a slight smile. She could see he was trying to wipe tears from his eyes with his workout towel without her noticing.


    “Is this why you can’t sleep?” Amber asked. What else could she ask? She had thousands of questions swirling in her head. The site of the abduction just feet away from where her car was parked. Amber sensed that just being in this place opened a raw nerve that was probably too much for Daniel at this point.


    “Yes,” Daniel said. 


    “Does Kyle have the same problem?”


    “I don’t know,” Daniel said. “We don’t ever talk about it.” He looked out the windshield. “No one really talks about it.” He looked at her. “It’s not something that anyone likes to bring up.”


    “I understand,” Amber said. “I’m glad you felt comfortable enough to tell me.”


    Daniel smiled. “I care about you a lot,” he said with a smile.


    “I care about you, too,” Amber said, placing her hand on top of his on the center console. “I hope that telling me this will help you sleep better tonight.”


    Daniel looked at her, smiled. “I hope so, too.”


    “And if you can’t sleep and need to talk, you can always call or text me any time.”


    “Any time? Are you sure?” Daniel asked.


    “Yes,” Amber said with a smile. “I am.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY


    Luke Darden arrived home to his parents’ house in an upscale part of Redding. His family lived across from Megan Walters and her family, and with all the crap Amber continued to give him, Megan’s return couldn’t come soon enough. 


    Luke stepped out of his Charger after parking in front of the home’s three-car garage and walked up the cobblestone pathway that snaked through the perfectly green and manicured lawn, up a set of stone steps, onto a freshly stained deck, and up to their heavy oak door. 


    His parents were prominent in the Redding real estate game, and they had no problem flaunting their good fortune. 


    As he entered the house’s expansive entry way - placing his keys, wallet, and jacket in their designated places on the mirrored hall tree - Luke could hear the sounds of video game gunfire and explosions from the living room. 


    Luke walked into the dark living room. His brother, Tyler, was seated on their giant leather couch. A couple beer bottles and a pizza box adorned the coffee table.


    Tyler was a massive guy, and his hulking frame and giant hands dwarfed the game controller he held. His baseball cap was on backward, and in the glow from the TV, Luke could tell that his brother’s jaw was clenched as he focused on the game in front of him.


    “Hey,” he said to his older brother. Tyler continued to watch the screen. “We need to talk.”


    “Then talk,” his brother said as he blew away another baddie on the screen.


    Luke looked around the massive living room with its vaulted ceilings and modern art décor, then back at the giant flat-screen mounted on the wall that rivaled some smaller movie theater screens.


    “No,” Luke said with force this time. “You need to stop playing and listen to what I have to say.”


    “Give me a hint and I’ll decide what to do.”


    Luke looked at him, not sure how to say it or how Tyler would take the news. “I don’t think James killed Austin.” 


    Tyler paused the game and dropped the controller onto the couch. He continued to stare at the screen.


    “You have my attention,” Tyler said. He picked up one of the beer bottles from the coffee table, took a sip. “You don’t think James killed Austin?”


    “No,” Luke said, ready to move if the beer bottle in his brother’s hand was about to become a projectile aimed at him. “But, I think I just found out who did.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-ONE


    Daniel arrived home a little later than he was supposed to. He knew his dad was home, thanks to the Chevy Tahoe with the CHP logos and lettering parked in front of their house. He always parked it there in the event he had to leave on an emergency call. 


    Daniel entered the thankfully warm Robinson home and saw his dad and his sister, April, working on a project together at the kitchen table. His dad was in a t-shirt and jeans; his sister – who was sitting on the table – was in a Wonder Woman shirt, sweats, and baseball cap.


    “Hey, bud,” his dad said as the front door closed. “Mom’s working late, so I made lasagna. It’s still warm in the oven for you.”


    “Great, thanks,” Daniel said, putting his backpack down by the door. “What are you guys doing?”


    “Daddy bought me a Ring security system for my birthday!” April said with a lot of energy. “It’s gonna be so awesome!”


    “You wanted a security system for your birthday?” Daniel said as he entered the kitchen and grabbed a plate.


    “Beats the hell out of her wanting a horse like last year,” his dad said. “We were at Costco, she saw it...happy birthday.”


    “I think Megan’s house has one of those,” Daniel said as he dished out some lasagna. “You off tonight, Dad?”


    “Yep,” his dad said as he popped the battery pack onto the back of the Ring camera. His dad had started working for the CHP when he got back from Iraq. He said he enjoyed it, but sometimes the California drivers treated him worse than any drill sergeant ever had. “Nice to have a night off every once in a while.”


    “Why are your shoes different colors?” April asked.


    He saw his dad was also looking at his feet. “It’s a long story,” Daniel said, “and Dad, you might be getting a bill from Vice-Principal Wright soon.”


    “Can’t wait to hear what you and Kyle did this time,” his dad said with a smile.


    “Yeah,” Daniel said, “it was a pretty wild morning.”


    Daniel walked with his plate out to the living room area. He shoveled in the still-hot meal as he watched a round of Jeopardy! on their TV. Across the room was their new tan couch, and behind him was the matching love seat. 


    Daniel could hear his sister and dad talking, but he wasn’t paying attention to what they were saying. As he stared at the TV, Daniel started to wonder why he had told Amber about his abduction. Was it to bring them closer? To push her away? Was the Steven Trout thing really bothering him so much that he would jeopardize his relationship with Amber by doing something stupid?


    But no, he thought. Amber needed to know about that. Whether he liked it or not, what happened to him was a part of him. And if he wanted her to be a part of his life, then she deserved to know about it. Case closed.


    Daniel finished his lasagna, placed the plate in the sink, then picked up his backpack. “I’m gonna take a shower,” he said.


    “Hey,” April said. “Do you want the app for the camera on your phone?”


    “No, thanks,” Daniel said.


    “I bet he has dirty pictures on there, that’s why!”


    “No, April,” Daniel said as he turned around. “I don’t have dirty pictures on my phone. Why would you even think that?”


    “Dateline had a special about teen boys and porn,” April said.


    “Shouldn’t you be watching cartoons or something when you get home from school?”


    “Dateline is more educational. Right, Dad?”


    “Well,” their dad looked at April, then at Daniel. “Maybe we can figure out something less adult for you to watch after school.”


    “So, I can’t watch Homicide Hunter anymore?” April said with a pouty face.


    “Well, that’s our show we watch together, so that’s fine.”


    “Wow,” Daniel said. “I’ll be back.”


    Daniel entered his room and picked up his forgotten phone from his nightstand. Lots of messages from Amber from this morning populated the screen. He texted her, Home now. Talk later.


    He popped off the mismatched shoes and made a mental note to return them tomorrow to the lost and found.


    As he walked down the hallway to the shower, he hoped for a peaceful night’s sleep. Still, Daniel knew the only problem with that was that he felt like he was reliving part of that horrible night over and over again every time he closed his eyes. He hoped by telling Amber about it that his mind would rest tonight.


    Daniel wished for a miracle he was pretty sure wouldn’t happen.


    Daniel finished his shower, dried off, got dressed in an old shirt and basketball shorts, and then headed back to his room.


    He picked up his phone. Amber had texted back: Will call after homework’s done.


    Homework. That was one way to keep his mind busy. He opened his backpack and got to work.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-TWO


    Tyler Darden turned and looked at his younger brother, his grip tightening around his game controller. “What did you say?”


    “I know,” Luke began. “I’m sorry I had to bring it up. But this guy told me about--”


    “What did he tell you?” Tyler stood. “Who told you?” 


    Luke recounted what he had been told. Tyler was speechless. He couldn’t believe that all his rage and anger toward that disfigured runt, James, was against the wrong person.


    “And you’re sure he said Clover Creek?” Tyler said, dropping the controller onto the couch.


    “Yes. And that description fits Austin. He always wore black. He had those eyes.”


    “Who’s this kid?” Tyler said.


    “The one who told me or the one who killed Austin?”


    “The one who killed my best friend!” Tyler yelled, the new information exploding in his brain like firecrackers.


    “Daniel. His name is Daniel. I’m sure he’s in last year’s yearbook. Hold on.” Luke ran down the hall.


    Tyler put his head in his hands. His eyes closed, he thought back to when he had found out his best friend was gone. Going to the burned down remains of Austin’s uncle’s house. Seeing the story about James pleading guilty. 


    And now this.
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    It was the day before Tyler and his family left for their last vacation together as a family. Tyler would be off to college in the fall, and his parents had decided to take one more trip before everyone went their separate ways.


    Tyler sat on the ratty couch that was the centerpiece of his best friend Austin Holt’s garage. He finished one final drag on his cigarette, then flicked it out toward the driveway. 


    “You sure you have to go,” Austin asked as he offered him a beer. 


    Tyler waved off the adult beverage. Austin opened both beers and drank from both as he sat down on the couch.


    “Last family vacation,” Tyler said. “Where’s your uncle?”


    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Austin said. “Just glad to be alone out here.”


    “What’s the latest with the one guy?”


    “James?” Austin said with a smirk, then chugged one of the cans, finished it, then tossed it across the garage. “Guy’s an idiot. Has no idea what I have planned for him. What about your guy?”


    “Didn’t last two days with the psychological games I was playing with him,” Tyler said. “But you,” he continued, “You found a solid contender for sure.”


    Austin’s face lit up, his blue eyes seemed to shimmer upon hearing the compliment. “I’ve got some great ideas for him,” Austin said with a wide, dark smile. “He has no idea what’s coming.”


    “Like what?” Tyler asked, enthralled by his friend’s enthusiasm for the twisted game they had created. True, his victim didn’t pan out, but Austin was better at this type of thing than he was. It was easier for him given his living situation; being alone on the outskirts of an expansive field was an amusement park of horrors for a devil like Austin.


    “Yeah, right,” Austin said. “I’m not gonna tell you shit,” Austin said. “Have to have something to tell you when you get back. But I will tell you this,” Austin said as he finished the second beer. “James will never forget what happens to him. Ever.”


    “And I thought the acid thing would scare him off for good,” Tyler said.


    “Nah,” Austin shook his head as he placed an unlit cigarette in this mouth. “Kid’s a sucker. A loser. And he’s mine for the summer.” He pulled out his Zippo lighter and lit his cigarette, exhaling smoke through his mouth and nose.


    Tyler’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out and looked. “Time to go,” he said as he hopped off the couch. He looked at Austin, who didn’t move from the couch. “Don’t get too crazy,” Tyler said.


    “One man’s crazy is another man’s sanity,” Austin replied.


    “See you when I get back,” Tyler said.


    “Later,” Austin replied.


    Tyler got into his truck, took one final look at the open garage where Austin was seated and drove away. “One man’s crazy is another man’s sanity,” Tyler repeated the line out loud to himself. “I’ll have to ask him where he heard that when I get back.”
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    But Tyler never got the chance, and it bugged him. By the time he and his family had returned from their trip, Austin was dead. James had pled guilty, and remnants of a story about a young boy’s return to his father linked to Austin and James was fading in the news cycle.


    Tyler took a long swig of what remained of his lukewarm beer that he was enjoying while he played video games. His muscles tensed as he thought back to the first time he had gone back to see the remains of Austin’s house: charred ruins surrounded by yellow police tape. The couch was still where it had always been but was now blackened and covered in debris from the now-collapsed garage roof. 


    He felt his hand tighten around the beer bottle; heard it cracking under the force of his grip. He stopped himself, dropped the empty bottle on the carpet, closed his eyes, and tried to calm himself. 


    The anger over Austin was palpable and alive as ever. His brain felt like downed power lines twisting and writhing on the ground like sparking, deadly snakes.


    Tyler heard Luke return and looked up at him. “Daniel Robinson. Here.” Luke pointed at the black-and-white school picture. 


    Tyler stood and walked toward his brother and yearbook. He looked and the black-and-white photo of Daniel Robinson and cocked his head. “That kid? Really?”


    “That’s what his friend said,” Luke flipped backward through the pages. “Kyle Hanson,” he said as he showed Tyler.


    Tyler looked at the school picture of Kyle. It was so hard to process this new information. And yet, it seemed to add up. Tyler stood. “Daniel Robinson killed my best friend. It’s only fair that we kill his.”


    “Wait,” Luke said. “What? We?”


    Tyler’s 6-foot, four-inch frame towered over his younger brother. “Yes,” he said, placing his large hand on his brother’s shoulder. “We.” 


    Luke nodded in agreement.


    “Now,” Tyler said as he picked his empty beer bottle up off the carpet and sat back down on the couch, “tell me everything you know about these two.”
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    After Luke had told him what he knew about Kyle and Daniel, he watched as Tyler’s eyes lit up with an excitement he hadn’t seen since Austin’s death.


    Luke sat slack-jawed as Tyler finished laying out the plan he had concocted as the two sat in the darkness of the living room. The only light in the room coming from the blue glow from the flat-screen TV.


    “And you’re sure this will work?” Luke finally said.


    “From what you’ve told me about this Kyle guy,” Tyler said, “I’m pretty sure it will. But you have to sell it. Make him believe, and he will do whatever you want him to do. Make the call.”


    Luke took out his phone, found Kyle’s name, and planned out what he was going to say.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-THREE


    The rain had returned once again for an encore performance Monday evening, as did the wind. Rain pelted against Daniel’s bedroom window in bursts as wind gusts came and went every few minutes. He could hear distant thunder.


    Daniel Skyped Kyle, as he always did, every night around nine during the school year. Kyle’s screen popped up He was clipping his toenails.


    “Hey,” Kyle said, focused on his feet. “Does Amber ever complain about your feet?”


    “Not to my face,” Daniel said. “Did she tell Megan something?”


    “No, just curious. It’s amazing how dirty these things get.”


    “Well, that’s what bathing’s for,” Daniel replied.


    “Have you ever cleaned out your belly button?” Kyle asked, putting the clippers down.


    “What?”


    “I was curious and looked in mine tonight. Holy crap! It was gross in there. Check yours.”


    Daniel lifted his shirt, leaned over a little, and looked inside his bellybutton. “Oh, my God!”


    “Wet a Q-tip, use a little hand soap, and it will take care of the problem.”


    “Thanks,” Daniel said. “And I’m really sorry about this morning.” He looked behind him, made sure his door was closed. 


    “I’ve been taking sleeping pills at night. I guess I took one too late last night.”


    “Sleeping pills?” Kyle leaned forward, looking concerned. “What’s going on?”


    This was his chance to tell him. To tell Kyle he was still affected by what had happened two years ago.


    “Do you ever...?”


    He heard Kyle’s phone ring. Kyle looked at the screen.


    “Hold that thought. In fact, I’ll call you right back. It’s my parents! Bye.” 


    And Kyle was gone. 


    Daniel stared at the screen for a couple seconds. Would he be right back? 


    Daniel stood and opened his sock drawer, pulled out the bottle of sleeping pills from the Christmas sock, and decided against the temptation. He returned the bottle and sock to the drawer.


    A wide mix of feelings swirled through Daniel’s mind. It was hard to focus on homework, and Kyle, and the latest developments with Amber. He was relieved to finally tell her about the abduction and really glad it didn’t scare her away. 


    He looked at his phone, the screen open to his text messages with Amber. It was after nine, and he really wanted to text her but didn’t want to take advantage of the offer she had given him: call or text anytime.


    He closed out of the messages and pulled up a picture of her on his phone. It was his favorite: a selfie she had taken making a silly face. Looking at the pic helped him relax a little, and helped him forget the silliness going on with Kyle. 


    He had to stop letting doubts creep into his mind. Had to stop them cold before they took over. And when he couldn’t sleep, that was when the doubts and the worries and the fears began to ramp themselves up into a frenzy of lunacy and mayhem.


    He and Kyle were best friends, and no one, not even the star of the Varsity Basketball team, could ruin that friendship.	 


    Daniel was also hoping that sleeping tonight would be different. Would be better. Tonight, he would dream about Amber and not Austin or James. The thought of dreaming about her brought a smile to his face. Daniel finished looking at her silly selfie, put his phone on its charger, and put his phone on his nightstand.


    His phone buzzed. He picked it back up.


    It was Amber calling.


    “Just wanted to see how you’re doing,” Amber said as he answered.


    “Good,” Daniel said. “Just about to go to bed.”


    “Same here. Don’t forget to call me if you can’t sleep, okay?”


    “I will.”


    “Promise?”


    “Promise.”


    “Goodnight.”


    “Night,” Daniel hung up. He yawned. “Sorry, Kyle. Time for bed.” He shut off his tablet.


    Daniel poked his head out his door. “Hey, I’m gonna go to bed early. See you tomorrow.”


    “Okay,” his dad said. “Goodnight.”


    “Night,” Daniel said as he closed his bedroom door, flicked the light off, and crawled into bed.


    “Here’s to a good night’s sleep,” Daniel said into the dark.
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    Kyle felt a little guilty for lying about who was calling, but he knew telling Daniel that he had to go because Luke was calling wouldn’t end well. The truth was that Kyle had talked to his parents right when he got home from school, thanking them for the AAA hook-up, reassuring his mom that the house was still in one piece. He was eating healthy, and explaining that he missed them and was glad they would be home the following week. 


    As he disconnected from Daniel and grabbed his buzzing phone in his hand, Kyle froze. What did Luke want? Why was he calling? Maybe just to make sure he got home okay, Kyle reasoned. What a nice guy.


    How should I play it? Kyle asked himself. Calm and cool? Enthusiastic? 


    Kyle pressed the green button to answer the call.	


    “Hello! Hello! It’s me! Kyle. Kyle Hanson.”


    Spastic and hyper. Good start, Kyle thought.


    “So,” Kyle began, trying to sound as normal as possible. “What’s up?”


    Then Kyle froze in place and listened as Luke spoke.
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    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-FOUR


    Why did you kill me?


    The question began as a whisper in Daniel’s head, as it always did, before it grew louder. Angrier.


    Why did you kill me?


    Daniel shifted in his bed, the only real sounds coming from the heater’s intermittent ignition, and the spatter of rain against his bedroom window. 


    He stared up into the darkness of his room. He knew he was safe, but his mind remained restless.


    Why did you kill me?	


    The angry voice wasn’t wrong. It was the truth. Daniel had killed someone. 


    But he had killed Austin in self-defense. He knew he had to do it to save himself. To save Kyle. To save Colby Emerson. But he wasn’t prepared for the guilt he felt every day for what he had done. 


    He had told his parents he was fine. He and Kyle had never really talked about it after it was all over. But he knew deep down that what he did was righteous in the moment. 


    And yet, he had never been able to escape Austin’s taunts in his dreams and in his head.


    Why did you kill me?


    Daniel knew he wasn’t fine.


    With the nightmares returning, and Austin’s voice an ever-present ghost haunting his head, Daniel knew it was only a matter of time before he would need to ask for help to deal with what was still happening in his head two years later.


    It was either that or avoid sleep and darkness for the rest of his life. But he knew that doing that would lead to a whole new set of problems.


    Why did you kill me?


    “God, shut up!” Daniel whispered through his teeth up at the ceiling.


    Daniel reached blindly toward his nightstand and picked up his phone. It was almost three. He mentally kicked himself for not taking a sleeping pill earlier. He couldn’t risk taking one now, sleeping in, and being late to school a second day in a row. That would definitely make his parents suspect that something wasn’t right.


    Even though their suspicions would be correct.


    Was it too late to text Amber? Deciding that it was, Daniel reached for his headphones, put them on, then started Parks and Rec again on Netflix. 


    He hoped that visiting the wacky residents of Pawnee would give him some sense of peace, drown out the taunting voice of Austin, and he could finally get some sleep.


    But sleep never came.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-FIVE


    Kyle arrived at the Manatowa Gymnasium at 6:30 Tuesday morning, as per the instructions Luke texted him 30 minutes after the initial phone call. He had also followed the instructions to delete any and all messages from his phone that Luke sent no matter how trivial the text may be. 


    He walked through the gym’s main entrance and through the double doors that led to the basketball court. No one else was here. Well, he was early, he figured, and he always liked to be on time whenever possible.


    With the exception of yesterday.


    Kyle stood in the center of the court in the middle of the enormous black and gold Enterprise Hornet mascot emblazoned on the floor.


    Another teammate of Kyle’s, Brandon Meeks, entered the court from the pool area’s double doors. Kyle nodded at him as he approached. Brandon nodded back. The instructions in the texts from last night said no talking was allowed. Apparently, Brandon had received the same message.


    Brandon was taller than Kyle and had a lanky frame. His shaved head and chubby cheeks made him look like a baby-teenager hybrid. 


    Another JV player entered the gym: Seth Kline. He looked at Kyle and Brandon and was about to speak but caught himself and walked over and stood next to Kyle. 


    Seth was about Kyle’s height but had a stockier build. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and Kyle always noticed Seth’s braces when he talked. 


    But there was no talking right now.


    I wonder how many others were chosen? Kyle thought. His silent question was answered by the gym doors that led to the locker room opening, and two more JV players entered the gym. It looked like they had been talking but became silent as they entered and took their places at half court with Kyle and the others.


    The other two were Jason Myers and Steven Trout, Steven being Daniel’s current nemesis. Jason was your average-looking guy with an average build and really big feet and hands. He could palm a basketball with ease, something Kyle couldn’t do on his best day.


    Steven Trout had ‘dated’ Megan in middle school, and by dated meant they went to a dance together once. But Steven thought that counted as dating Megan. Of course, Kyle was really dating her. Still, the black-haired, light-eyed, Steven, who had oddly pointed ears, was a nice guy who didn’t really seem to have a problem with Kyle and Megan’s current relationship.


    Of course, Kyle knew why, but was sworn to secrecy.


    Kyle looked at his watch as it hit 6:45 exactly. Luke appeared from a side door facing them five of them. “Good morning,” Luke said. His voice echoed in the cavernous near-empty gym.


    “Hello,” Steven said. 


    I guess it’s okay to talk now, Kyle thought. “Hi!” he said, a bit too loud and excited. His voice echoed in the cavernous gym. 


    Luke seemed to ignore the awkward moment as he approached and stood in front of them. “I’ve seen all of you at practice and seen what you can do. As Varsity Captain, Coach Neufeldt has chosen me to pick one of you to move up and become a member of the Varsity team this year.”


    Holy crap! Kyle thought, trying not to look too excited. This is it!


    “And this JV member,” Luke continued, “will move on next year to become Varsity Captain after I graduate. But, for me to decide who’s best out of the five of you, you will have to prove you have what it takes to follow orders, do what is asked of you, and show your loyalty to not just the team, but to me as well.”


    “What do you mean?” Brandon Meeks asked.


    “I’m glad you asked that, Meeks,” Luke said.


    Damn, Kyle thought, kicking himself internally. I should have asked that!


    “In the past, we would have you do tasks or dares during the week,” Luke said, a hint of disappointment in his voice. “But because of zero-tolerance policies, I can’t risk you guys getting suspended or trapped at home, so we’ll keep our activities to Friday at Midnight House instead.”


    Kyle’s eyes widened. He had heard of the infamous Midnight House, but never thought he would be chosen to participate in its nighttime activities. He could feel the energy from the other boys increase at the thought of going to Midnight House as well.


    “How many of you have heard of Midnight House?” Luke asked.


    All five boys’ hands shot up, creating a brief breeze of a wide variety of deodorants and body sprays. 


    “Good,” Luke smiled. “I expect you to answer the phone if I call. To respond to texts immediately if I contact you. Bring you’re A-game to practice the rest of the week, beat Red Bluff Friday night, and we’ll see how you do at Midnight House. Good luck.”


    Luke turned and left the gym.


    The quintet of teen boys looked at each other. “So,” Brandon Meeks said, “That’s it?”


    “Doesn’t seem like that big of a challenge,” Seth Kline added.


    “Well,” Steven Trout began, “I’m sure in the past like he said, we’d have to do more during the week. But he’s protecting us.”


    “That’s nice of him,” Kyle said with a little too much enthusiasm. His teammates looked at him. “What?”


    “We know you’re his favorite, Hanson,” Meeks said. “We see how he looks at you when you’re on the court.”


    “And in the showers,” Trout said. The other three laughed along with Steven.


    “Very funny, guys,” Kyle said. “But I’m gonna earn this fairly. With hard work and determination.”


    “Looks like someone got a motivational calendar for Christmas,” Seth Kline said. Another laugh from the other guys.


    “And don’t forget,” Kyle said, making a point to make eye contact with each one of them as he continued. “As your JV Captain, I know all of your weaknesses on the court. I think we’re done here,” Kyle said. He walked out the gym’s front double doors and stood outside under the cold, overcast sky. The smell of incoming rainfall in the air.


    Brandon joined him.


    “You come up with another amusing thing to say, Meeks?”


    “Nah,” Brandon said. “We were just giving you a hard time. Honestly, I think you have what it takes.”


    “Really?”


    “Yep. But it doesn’t mean we’re gonna make it easy for you.” With that, Brandon lightly jabbed Kyle in the shoulder with his fist and walked away.


    “Challenge accepted,” Kyle said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-SIX


    Daniel’s dad dropped him off at school in his CHP Tahoe on his way to work. He liked having his dad back from overseas and having his family whole again. He also liked that he still felt he could talk to his dad about anything.


    But for some reason, he didn’t want to bother him about his recurring nightmares. Was it really a big deal? Were they really a problem? Yes, and yes, he knew were the answers to both questions. 


    And yet, he resisted talking to him about it. His dad knew all about what had happened two years ago, but whenever Daniel was pressed about the need to speak to someone, he always said he was fine.


    He didn’t believe himself then, and he really didn’t believe himself now.


    Besides, how much longer could he go without sleep? 


    “Daniel?” his dad said, startling him out of his hazy thoughts.


    “Yeah?” Daniel said.


    “Were you asleep?” his dad asked.


    “No. No, just trying to stay focused. That’s all. Besides,” Daniel said, holding up his big can of Monster, “sleep won’t come once I finish this baby!” And once the caffeine pill kicks in, Daniel thought.


    “Daniel,” his dad began, “I can tell you’re not sleeping. Those dark circles speak volumes. Maybe we should talk about it.”


    “It’s fine. I’m fine,” Daniel said. “I appreciate the concern.”


    “We’ll talk when I get home, okay?”


    “We don’t need to. I’m just stressed about school. That’s all.”


    His dad looked at him. Daniel looked away.


    “We’ll talk when I get home,” his dad said with more assertion in his voice.


    “Yes, sir,” Daniel said as he opened the Tahoe door and got out.


    As his dad drove off, he knew that it would probably be smart for him to talk to his dad about this. Denying there was a problem was only making things worse.


    He took a swig of his Monster and headed for the school.
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    “Hey, you,” Amber said with a smile in her voice as Daniel approached her in the hall. It was Pirate Day, and she and her aunt had gone overboard making her look like Captain Jack Sparrow from the Pirates movies. She liked this pre-first period time they had together without Kyle around.


    A majority of the students and some teachers had also done their part to embody the spirit of the day’s pirate theme. Some had done the bare minimum – one student walked by wearing a black shirt that just said ‘PIRATE’ in white lettering on the front – while others took the day to the next level, like Amber.


    “Crap!” Daniel said. “I forgot it was Pirate Day.” He took a step back and looked at her. “You make an amazing Jack Sparrow.”


    “Thanks,” she said. “And it’s Captain Jack Sparrow.” She winked at him as she reached into her locker and took out a bag.


    “What’s that?” Daniel asked.


    “I had a feeling you might forget, so I brought some back-up items for you.” She pulled out an eye patch and pirate hat complete with a skull-and-crossbones on the front. 


    He put the items on. “Thanks,” Daniel said. “I can smell the saltwater and rum already.”


    “Did you sleep better last night?” Amber asked. She hadn’t heard from him, so she was hoping for a good report.


    “I slept okay,” Daniel said. “Thanks for being supportive.”


    Amber didn’t believe him, especially since he had the big can of Monster in his hand. She could see the fatigue in his eye and face – since one eye was covered by the eye patch – but knew it wouldn’t do any good to push the issue. 


    The warning bell for first period sounded off.	


    “Off to class,” Amber said. I’ll see you at lunch.”


    “You bet,” Daniel said, “Have a good morning.”


    “It already has been,” Amber said, looking him in the eye and smiling. And it was true. Seeing Daniel each morning did bring her a sense of joy. There was something about him that she was genuinely attracted to, and she knew he felt the same about her.


    There was just one thing that perplexed her about their relationship. Something that had not happened yet even though they had been dating for over six months: Daniel had never kissed her. She was sure he wanted to kiss her; she definitely wanted to kiss him. But aside from holding hands and hugs, they hadn’t kissed. Not even once.


    Not that she minded him taking things slow. It was much better than her previous boyfriend if you could even call him that. She appreciated that Daniel respected her, but she was starting to wonder why he hadn’t taken a chance and tried to kiss her.


    She pondered this as she sat at her desk in English as the second bell rang, and class began.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-SEVEN


    Daniel, along with Amber and Kyle, sat outside on the concrete blocks that populated the quad. Daniel was relieved that for the second day in a row, they could enjoy lunch outdoors.


    Kyle had started telling them about his meet-up in the gym that morning. Daniel wished he could pump some of Kyle’s energy directly into his own body.


    “So, what’s Luke want you to do?” Daniel asked as he bit into his sandwich.


    He watched Kyle’s eyes light up. “I get to find out Friday,” he looked around, making sure no one could hear him, “at Midnight House.”


    “Midnight House?” Amber scoffed. “Yeah, that sounds legit.”


    “It is,” Kyle retorted. “It’s a very well-known place where many great EHS athletes have been chosen for greatness.”


    “Where is it?” Amber asked.


    “It’s in an undisclosed location,” Kyle said.


    “So, this could just be some prank on the sophomores?” Amber asked, doubt emanating from her voice.


    “No,” Kyle replied. “It’s totally a thing. Four other players get to go, too.”


    “Who?” Amber asked.


    “Brandon Meeks. Seth Kline. Jason Meyers.” Kyle looked at Daniel. “And Steven Trout.”


    “Steven Trout,” Daniel tensed at hearing the name.


    Amber pulled out her phone. “Speak of the elf,” she said and stood. “I’ll be right back.” Amber hurried off into the main building.


    Daniel looked down at the ground. “Do you think I should be worried?”


    “About what?” Kyle said.


    “Nothing,” Daniel said as he looked past Kyle and across the quad. “Forget it.”


    “Okay,” Kyle said. “Avengers marathon Saturday?”


    “Sure,” Daniel said, not really listening. Daniel wanted to ask Amber about her relationship with Steven but wasn’t sure how it would be interpreted. Would he sound jealous? Suspicious? Stupid? While he knew that he and Amber were dating, was she becoming more interested in Steven? “Has anyone ever said anything to you about Amber saying anything about Steven?” Daniel looked at Kyle, who looked back at him with a look of dumbfounded confusion.


    “Can you rephrase the question, please?” Kyle said. “My brain just overloaded from all that info.”


    “Forget it,” Daniel said. He yawned, moved his eye patch out of the way, and rubbed his eyes. 


    “Nice costume, by the way,” Kyle said.


    “Amber had a spare one,” Daniel said. “What about you?”


    Kyle shrugged. “I guess with all the Midnight House stuff, I forgot.”


    “Well, don’t forget about Friday,” Daniel said. “We’re gonna kick butt in the costume contest.”


    “You bet!” Kyle said with a smile. “And then we’ll celebrate our victory with the Avengers all day Saturday.”


    “Sounds great,” Daniel said. He looked off toward the track. In the distance, he could barely make out Amber and Steven Trout walking.


    “So,” Daniel began, derailing his own train of pessimistic thoughts, “Midnight House.”


    “Yeah,” Kyle said. “I’m excited.”


    “I’m excited for you,” Daniel said. “I just wish you knew more than you know.”


    “I’m sure I will the closer we get to the big night,” Kyle said. “I just have to make sure I stay focused and get that position.”


    “And if it’s some sort of prank on the sophomores like Amber believes?” Daniel asked.


    “Well,” Kyle said, “I guess I’ll kick butt at that, too.”


    “That’s why I like you, Kyle,” Daniel said. “You’re always an optimist.”


    “And you’re always tired,” Kyle commented. “Why is that?”


    Daniel paused. “I don’t want to get into that right now?”


    “Okay,” Kyle said. “Later?”


    “Sure.”


    The warning bell rang. Kyle slapped Daniel on the back.


    “Talk to you tonight,” Kyle said.


    “You bet,” Daniel said.


    Daniel looked over at the track just in time to see Steven Trout hugging Amber. He felt his face grow hot.


    Talk to her, his brain screamed at him. Get the facts. Don’t overthink things.


    Daniel picked up his backpack. 


    He wasn’t sure how much more stress his exhausted brain could handle.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-EIGHT


    Kyle had received the text from Luke right after dinner: Meet me at my house. 30 minutes. The text with his address followed.


    Almost a half-hour later, Kyle parked in front of Luke’s house. He looked over and waved at Megan’s home, missing his visits with her in her bedroom; her door propped open at the demand of her father.


    He got out of the truck and walked toward the front door along an illuminated cobblestone walkway. 


    At the front door, he knocked and waited. The door opened, and he was met by Luke, who was all smiles. 


    “Hanson,” Luke said. “Nice to see you. Come in.”


    “Is this the first challenge?” Kyle asked as Luke closed the door behind him. The house smelled like vanilla. 


    “No,” Luke said. They walked into the living room. Luke motioned for him to have a seat on the couch. “This is me getting to know you a little bit. You’ve been chosen for a great opportunity, and I want to make sure you’re a good fit. I do this with all the candidates. And you’re the first.”


    Kyle’s chest swelled with a little bit of pride at the thought that he was the first. Maybe the others were right: he was the best person for next year’s Varsity Captain position.


    “Wow,” Kyle said. “I’m just really excited to take part in this and hope to bring my best abilities to the game on Friday and at practice. I won’t let you down.”


    “Excellent,” Luke said with a smile. “Because I know you can be the best. Which is why I need a little favor from you.”


    “Name it,” Kyle said.


    “I’m sure you tell your best friend everything, right?”


    “Of course.”


    “I need you not to tell him about anything that goes on at Midnight House. In fact, you can never tell him anything that goes on between us this week.”


    “I can’t lie to Daniel,” Kyle said.


    “If you don’t lie to him,” Luke said, “then you are betraying the trust that I need to have in you.”


    Kyle thought about what Luke had just said. If he lied to Daniel, he would be making sure that Luke trusted him. But how could he lie to his best friend? 


    “What if I don’t lie,” Kyle suggested. “What if I just don’t tell him what’s going on?”


    Luke looked to be considering this idea. “Lie by omission. I can live with that,” Luke said. “Now, I want to make sure you’re mentally prepared for Friday, so I want to give you a little heads-up. We’ll be playing some games. Games that will give me an idea of how much you want this Varsity Captain gig next season. Are you up for that?”


    “Absolutely,” Kyle said. “What types of games?”


    “That’s where you have to trust me,” Luke said with a smile. “Do you?”


    Kyle looked Luke straight in the eyes. After yesterday’s water-logged run, he really didn’t feel like upsetting Luke again and compromising his chances to be Varsity Captain next year. “I put all my trust in you, Luke,” Kyle said. “I’m looking forward to Friday.”


    “Great. Now head on home and remember to not tell your little buddy a thing.”


    “No problem,” Kyle said.


    Kyle left Luke’s house and returned to his truck. Excitement pulsed through his body as he drove back home. 


    I’m gonna win this thing! Kyle thought.
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    Luke watched from the front window as Kyle’s red truck drove away. 


    Tyler emerged from the shadows of the hallway; Luke could hear his older brother breathing behind him.


    “We should have just taken care of him now,” Luke said out to the room. “Guy would have been completely caught off-guard.”


     “Nah,” Tyler said. “It’s more fun to play with your prey before you kill it. That’s what Austin and I always believed. Besides, you know how mad mom gets when we mess up the house.”


    “Well,” Luke said, turning toward his brother, “Kyle’s got a big enough ego that he’ll never see it coming.”


    “And that’s what will make it even more fun,” Tyler said as he turned on the TV. “He’ll think what’s happening is all part of the night. A few extremes to get the coveted position of Varsity Captain.” Tyler sat down on the couch. Tyler smirked, looked at Luke. “But the only position he’ll be in after Friday is lying flat on a table in the Redding morgue.”


    A chill went through Luke’s body. He had never seen Tyler’s eyes so alive at the idea of killing someone. “I’m glad I’m on your side,” Luke said.


    Tyler looked straight at him. “Keep it that way,” Tyler said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    TWENTY-NINE


    That night, Daniel stayed in his room and worked on his homework. Skype lit up his tablet just after nine. It was Kyle. Daniel answered.


    “We still on with Colby tomorrow?” Kyle asked.


    “As far as I know,” Daniel said. “Any more info about Midnight House?”


    “Nope,” Kyle said. “But I will tell you all about it Saturday.”


    “Sounds good,” Daniel said.


    “Hey,” Kyle said. “You were gonna tell me what’s going on.”


    “Going on with...” Daniel said, knowing exactly what Kyle was talking about but really having no desire to deal with it at the moment.


    “You? Not sleeping? Amber?” Kyle said.


    There was a knock at Daniel’s door. Thank God, he thought. “Gotta go,” Daniel said. “See you tomorrow.”


    “Later,” Kyle said as he disconnected.


    “Yeah?” Daniel called out. His mom opened the door.


    “Just wanted to check-in. Your dad and I have been so busy working that we haven’t had time to see you and April at the same time.” His mom was the Nursing Services Director at Mercy Medical Center and worked most nights.


    “I know,” Daniel said. “We all’ve been busy.”


    She looked at his face. “Are you sleeping okay?”


    “Yeah,” he said, “Too much binge-watching at night, I guess.”


    “The shows will be around even if you sleep at night,” she said. “Try and get some rest.” She kissed him on the forehead. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us to Sacramento on Saturday?”


    “I’m good,” Daniel said. “Kyle and I have an Avengers marathon planned.”


    “How’s he doing over there by himself?” his mom asked.


    “Seems fine,” Daniel said. “Of course, he could always stay here if you’re that concerned about him.”


    “Yeah,” his mom smiled. “You’re not sleeping well now. Add Kyle into the mix, and you won’t sleep at all!”


    “True,” Daniel said, nodding.


    “How’s Amber?”


    “She’s good,” Daniel said, then paused. “I told her about my abduction.”


    His mom sat on the edge of his bed. “How did she take it?”


    “Like most people do. I think she really likes me. And I like her.”


    “How much do you like each other?” his mom said, raising an inquisitive eyebrow.


    “Hold on,” Daniel said. “Not that much.”


    “Good,” she stood. “We can save that talk for another evening, then. Love you.”


    “Love you, too,” Daniel said.


    “Try and get some sleep,” his mom said. “For me.”


    If only it were that easy, he thought. After his mom left, he pulled open his sock drawer, did the sleeping pill routine, closed his computer, and crawled into bed. 


    He turned off his light, checked his phone, and closed his eyes.
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    CHAPTER


    THIRTY


    Thanks to the sleeping pill, sleep grabbed Daniel in its warm embrace and rocked him to sleep.


    And into another nightmare.


    Daniel stood on the edge of a cliff. The night sky around him seemed to wrap around him with no other land in sight. He looked down and saw flames rising from below. He took a step back from the cliff and turned around.


    He was face-to-face with Austin. The older boy’s vivid blue eyes reflected the flames that Daniel could now feel behind him. Daniel noticed that Austin’s face was bloody, and the imprint of what looked like the small side of a brick was on the side of his cheek. 


    Daniel tried to move around him, but Austin grabbed one of Daniel’s wrists. Then the other. He looked behind Austin and saw Kyle, who made eye contact with Daniel and shook his head. Help me! Daniel tried to yell, but only silence escaped from his mouth. 


    Austin stepped forward, pushing Daniel back toward the edge of the cliff. Daniel struggled. He could feel his feet skidding backward on the dirt that led to the drop-off. The flames from the fire poked at his exposed skin. Sweat poured down his face as he struggled against Austin. 


    He was overpowered. 


    Daniel looked over at Kyle one last time. He watched as Kyle morphed into James, complete with red hair and sunglasses. He just stood and watched. Smiling.


    Daniel’s right foot dropped off the cliff, and his leg caught on fire. He tried to scream, but once again, no sound came out. He looked at Austin’s eyes one last time, but instead of Austin, it was Kyle. Kyle released his grip on Daniel’s wrists, and he fell back into the inferno below.


    Daniel’s eyes shot open, his heart pounding, his body shaking. “Damn it!” he said out into the darkness of his room. He pulled his legs out from under the covers and sat on the edge of the bed. 


    Why wouldn’t the nightmares stop?


    He stood and turned on his bedroom light. He picked up his phone: almost four in the morning. 


    Great, he thought, another night like this. 


    As he stared at the bright screen in his hands, he thought he’d take a chance and text Amber. Nothing complicated, simple, actually: Hey.


    He figured he probably wouldn’t hear back. Why would Amber be up this late, or this early? He put the phone back down, turned off the light, and crawled back into bed. His heartbeat was slowing down a bit, and he knew even if he couldn’t get back to sleep, at least getting some rest was better than nothing.


    His phone vibrated on his nightstand. She is up! Or did I wake her? Hope she’s not mad.


    He picked up his phone. It was Amber: Nightmare? she texted back.


    Yes, he replied. Pretty bad one.


    His phone rang. Amber’s caller ID and picture on the screen. He answered. “Hey,” he said low.


    “Hey,” Amber replied. “What was it about?”


    He told her a shorter version of the nightmare, but retelling felt better than holding it in. 


    “Did you talk to your dad?” Amber asked when he finished.


    “He’s not home from work yet,” Daniel said. “And I don’t want to worry my mom about this, either.”


    “Maybe you should see someone.”


    “Like a counselor?” Daniel asked.


    “Yeah,” Amber said. “Maybe that would help you with the nightmares.”


    “Have you ever seen a counselor?”


    Amber let out a little laugh. “Yep. Several.”


    “I’m sorry,” Daniel said. He wanted to know why she had seen so many counselors but stopped himself from asking.


    “Eh,” Amber said. “Life happens. I think you should talk to your parents about this.”


    “What do you think’s wrong with me?”


    “Daniel,” Amber said. “Nothing is wrong with you. You suffered a very traumatic event, and you never dealt with it properly. I’m guessing that you hide all this from your family because you don’t want them to worry, but I think you need to worry about yourself and not about them and what they might think.”


    Daniel considered what she had said. “Do you think I have PTSD?” he asked.


    “It’s possible,” Amber said.


    “I know he won’t admit it,” Daniel confessed, “but I think my dad might have it, too. From his time in the military.”


    “Then talk to him,” Amber said. “I love you, Daniel.”


    “I love you, too,” Daniel said. Wait, what did I just say? He was wide awake now. 


    “I’ll see you at school tomorrow. Goodnight.”


    “Goodnight,” Daniel said and disconnected. He stared at the screen again, pondering what they had just said to one another. Wondering if she said it and meant it; and whether or not he did, too. “Maybe I’m still dreaming,” he said quietly to his room. 


    But he knew he was awake and would be until the sun rose.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-ONE


    Daniel was sneaking his second Monster of the day when Amber walked up to him. It was Blast from the Past Day, and Amber’s costume was a Hippie in bell-bottoms, pink-tinted glasses, a brown vest, and a shirt with a rainbow peace symbol on the front.


    Once again, Danial had forgotten, and Amber didn’t have any emergency costume supplies like she had for yesterday. He was just in his standard button-up shirt, jeans, and brown jacket.


    “How many is that?” Amber asked.


    “My second,” he confessed.


    “What are you doing after school?”


    “Kyle and I are taking Colby for ice cream. Wanna come?”


    “No, that’s your special thing,” Amber said. “I was thinking about taking another self-defense class. You’re welcome to come with me when you’re free one day.”


    “Of course,” Daniel said. Since the incident, Daniel had taken a few self-defense classes. His dad had taught him a few military-grade self-defense moves, so he was game for anything that would help him feel safer and in control of a bad situation.


    “I’ve got to go and meet with my group for our math project. I’ll see you at the gym later.” She paused, looked at him. “Did you want to tell me something?”


    “No. No, it’s fine,” Daniel said. “We can talk about it later.”


    “Because I’m basically doing all the work on the project, so whether I’m there or not, we’ll still be getting an ‘A’”


    “Later’s fine,” Daniel said.


    “Always later with you and the tough topics,” Amber said with a wink. “I’ll talk to you later then.” She walked away.


    Don’t push her away, Daniel thought. Don’t do it. Don’t be stupid.


    Daniel took another swig of Monster and headed for his next class.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-TWO


    Kyle finished loading his locker with his books from the last two periods of the day. He closed his locker and was headed out to meet Daniel at his car when he felt a tug on his backpack from behind.


    Kyle turned around and saw Luke in a dark blue polo and khakis.


    “Hey, Kyle,” Luke said with a smile. “Getting excited about Friday?”


    “You bet,” Kyle said. “Midnight House.”


    “I meant the game,” Luke said, his smile fading. “If Enterprise doesn’t win all three games, there’s no Midnight House after.”


    “We’ll make it happen,” Kyle said.


    “Good to hear. See you at tonight’s practice.”


    “You, too,” Kyle said. Luke was about to walk away. “Oh, Luke?”


    Luke turned around.


    “Are you free tomorrow night?” Kyle asked. “I thought maybe you could stop by and hang out. I have the house to myself. My parents are out of town. So, maybe we could grab some food.”


    “Is this an attempt to suck up to me?”


    “No,” Kyle said.


    “Too bad,” Luke said.


    “Oh, then yes, it is!” Kyle said in a panic.


    Luke smiled. “Seven. Be ready.”


    “Perfect. See you then.” 


    Luke walked away. 


    Kyle checked his watch and hustled out to the parking lot to his truck where Daniel was waiting.


    Daniel was watching the sea of traffic. “Shall we?” Daniel said as Kyle walked up.


    “Let’s do this,” Kyle said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-THREE


    Daniel, along with Kyle, walked up the pathway toward Colby Emerson’s dad’s apartment. What had started as a trip to Baskin-Robbins once a week had now changed to once a month. “Do you think she’ll be here?” Kyle asked.


    “Think she’ll be here,” Daniel said. “I hope she’s here!”


    Both boys quickly noticed how attractive and bubbly Colby’s dad’s girlfriend, Tiffany, was. They did their best to hide their enthusiasm when they saw her, but they knew she knew. 


    Kyle knocked. They waited. Tiffany opened the door wearing a t-shirt and yoga pants. She smiled at them. Daniel stood taller and sensed Kyle trying to make himself taller as well. 


    “Hey, boys,” Tiffany said with a smile. She turned into the apartment. “Colby? Daniel and Kyle are here.” 


    “Good to see you, Tiffany,” Daniel said.


    “Always nice to see you,” Kyle said. Daniel lightly elbowed Kyle in the gut.


    “I’m glad you guys got here a little early,” she said. “I’m headed to a Pilates class, and Colby doesn’t like to be left alone. His dad should be back in an hour.”


    “We’re happy to help,” Daniel said.


    “Ready to rise for any occasion,” Kyle said. Daniel looked at him. “To any occasion. Not for. To.”


    Tiffany smiled and stepped back inside. “I’ll see what’s keeping him. Wait here.” She closed the door partway.


    “Daniel,” Kyle said. “I really, really like Tiffany.”


    “Yes,” Daniel said. “I’m sure a woman in her late 20s would love to date a sixteen-year-old. That sounds legal.”


    “Fine. I can dream, can’t I.”


    “Dream your eyes back into their sockets and remember that you have a girlfriend,” Daniel said.


    “So do you,” Kyle said back.


    “Yes, but I’m not fantasizing about Tiffany.”


    “That, sir, is the biggest lie I have ever heard you tell me!”


    “Okay,” Daniel said. “I have, so sue me. We should stop talking about this. It’s wrong.”


    The door swung open again. It was Colby. Daniel noticed that he had circles developing under his eyes, and the nine-year-old looked like he had lost some weight since the last time Daniel had seen him. He had on a Ninja Turtles sweatshirt, black baseball cap, and jeans.


    “Hey, Colby,” Daniel said with a smile.


    “Hey, man,” Kyle said.


    “Ready for some ice cream?” Daniel said.


    “I guess so,” Colby replied with almost no energy behind it.


    Daniel and Kyle looked at each other. “Okay,” Daniel said. “Let’s head over.”


    “Bye, guys,” Tiffany said. “See you later, Colby.”


    He turned and waved back at her, then turned and joined up with Daniel and Kyle.


    Something’s wrong, Daniel thought.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-FOUR


    Daniel, along with Kyle and Colby, made their way down the street, across the intersection to the strip mall where Baskin-Robbins resided. They had been a staple of the ice cream shop on Wednesdays for the past two years. The manager knew all three of them by name, what connected them, and their favorite flavors of ice cream.


    As Daniel finished ordering, Kyle and Colby sat at their regular table. It was cool inside – exactly how you would expect an ice cream parlor to be – and sweetness permeated the air. 


    Daniel and Kyle had their ice cream in cups; Colby had his atop a sugar cone. They sat in silence eating their scoops, a routine they had done for over two years ever since the series of events that led to all three crossing paths, which led to a promise they had all kept.


    “I think I’ve tried every flavor now,” Colby said, breaking the silence.


    “Really?” Kyle said as he shoveled another spoonful of cookies and cream into his mouth with his pink plastic spoon.


    “Maybe we should do something different next time?” Colby said.


    Daniel looked at each Kyle. “Sure,” Daniel said. “What do you want to do?”


    “Well, since I’m sure we’re all sick of ice cream...” he said with a slight smile, “maybe we can play video games, or go to the batting cages, or even just not ever eat ice cream again for as long as we know each other.”


    “Colby?” Daniel said slowly. “Are you okay?”


    Colby placed his ice cream cone on the table and looked at Daniel. “They won’t stop, Daniel,” he said as he looked at Daniel with his tired eyes welling with tears. “They just won’t stop.” His hand was firmly on Daniel’s knee, his grip growing tighter.


    “Kyle?” Daniel said, then swallowed hard. “Why don’t you give us a few minutes.”


    Kyle stood, pulled out his phone. “I’ll be outside.” Kyle scooted his chair out and walked out the door.


    Daniel looked at Colby; the young boy’s jaw was tense. Daniel could see the dark circles under the young boy’s eyes better now, circles that no kid his age should ever be stricken with. 


    “The nightmares?” Daniel said.


    Colby released his grip on Daniel’s knee, then scooted his chair closer to Daniel. “I go to bed and close my eyes, and I see them. I have my dad leave the lights on, and I still see them. I walk by someone smoking, and I worry it’s one of them.”


    “I know,” Daniel said. He knew Colby had experienced far more horrors from Austin and James than he had. Daniel was certain that Colby hadn’t shared the whole gruesome story with anyone, including his dad. Hell, even Daniel had locked some things away deep inside himself that he wished no one else would ever have to hear about his time in the field. “It happens to me all the time, too.”


    “What do we do?” Colby said. “How do we stop the monsters from getting us even if we know they’re gone?”


    Daniel didn’t know how to answer. He didn’t know how to achieve this himself. He looked over at the now-melting ice cream cone on the table and tried to come up with an answer that would not only comfort and help Colby but help him as well.


    “Austin is dead,” Daniel began. “And James is locked away for a long time for what he did to us. I know we both know that both of those things are true.”


    “I still have scars from what they did,” Colby said. “I see them every day.”


    “Me, too,” Daniel said. “I wish I had an answer for you, Colby. I really, really do.”


    Colby lowered his head. “I don’t want to do this anymore,” he said, then looked up at Daniel. “Can you take me home?”


    Daniel didn’t want to argue. Didn’t want to upset Colby in any way. All he did was nod and stand up. He grabbed a handful of the tiny napkins from the metal dispenser and cleaned up Colby’s discarded ice cream cone, tossing the remains in the trash.


    He and Colby exited the store and found Kyle staring at his phone.


    “What’s up?” Kyle said upon seeing them.


    “Colby wants to go home,” Daniel said.


    “His dad might not be home yet,” Kyle said.


    “That’s fine,” Daniel said. “We’ll wait with Colby until he does.”


    The three left Baskin-Robbins and headed up Churn Creek Road toward the apartment complex where Colby lived with his dad and Tiffany. It was a brisk winter day in Redding, and the sound of the cars and the traffic along their route made it hard to have any sort of conversation, not that any of them were in the mood to do so.


    They arrived at the complex and walked Colby to his front door. “Thanks,” he said with a slight smile.


    “Do you want us to come in and wait with you?” Daniel asked.


    “No. That’s okay,” Colby said. He unlocked the door with the key around his wrist, opened it, and went inside. Daniel heard Colby lock the door, then the deadbolt.


    “We’re gonna wait here until his dad comes back, right?” Kyle asked.


    “Damn right we are,” Daniel said as he sat down on the cement block that formed the Emerson’s apartment doorstep.


    Kyle joined him. 
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    Colby sat motionless in the darkness of his living room. Only a small sliver of light peered through the edge of the curtains over the window beside the front door. He was in his safe place on the couch, in the silence, in the dark. He knew he was safe here. Knew no one could get him. He knew that no chainsaw would come ripping through the front door; even though he constantly was afraid one would. 


    No. Here Colby was safe. When his dad and Tiffany got home, he would feel even safer, never leaving their side. He had just started sleeping in his own room again. With the light on and the door wide open, but he was in his bed anyway. Staring at the ceiling until sleep enveloped his mind.


    And the nightmares began.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-FIVE


    Daniel stared out at the Emerson’s apartment’s courtyard, looking at the wet grass and rain-dripping gazebo across the way. Was there something he could have done or said that would make Colby feel safe? He could have tried to lie to the kid, but even Daniel knew that that wasn’t the right thing to do. Especially in this situation. But after two years, they both were still having nightmares. There had to be a way to stop them. But how?


    “Kyle,” Daniel began. “Do you ever have nightmares about what happened two years ago?”


    Daniel saw Kyle lower his head. “Sometimes. You?”


    “Almost all the time. And Colby does, too.”


    “Why didn’t you say anything?” Kyle asked.


    “I thought it was just me. Maybe I felt I was having nightmares because I felt guilty.”


    “Guilty?” Kyle looked at him. “About what?”


    Daniel inhaled, then exhaled as he spoke. “About what happened in the woods with Austin.”


    Kyle shook his head. “No. No. Daniel, listen to me. What happened in those woods was something we had to do to save ourselves. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t my fault. It was Austin’s. All Austin’s. And you can sit here and beat yourself up for what happened and feel bad, but it doesn’t change the fact that that asshole did what he did to you and Colby and paid for it in the end.”


    “I know,” Daniel said.


    “And have I had nightmares about it?” Kyle asked rhetorically. “Yes. I have. Mostly about the possibility of losing you during that night.” Kyle exhaled. “God, this is hard to talk about.”


    “Amber suggested I go see someone. A counselor or something.”


    “That’s a good idea,” Kyle said. “You should. Maybe Colby should, too.”


    “And you?” Daniel looked at him. Kyle looked like a deer caught in a pair of headlights.


    “Me?”


    “Don’t you want the nightmares to stop?”


    “Of course, I do. But you have to do something for me, okay?”


    “What?” Daniel said.


    “Stop feeling guilty for what happened out there. You did what you had to do to survive. We both did. Can you promise me that?”


    “I’ll try. Hopefully, the counseling will help.”


    Kyle put his arm around Daniel and squeezed. “I’m glad we talked about this.”


    “Same here,” Daniel said.


    “Hey, guys,” Colby’s dad, Jake, rode up on his bike and removed his helmet. “Got back early?”


    Daniel and Kyle stood. “Hey, Mr. Emerson,” Daniel began. “We did. I was wondering if I could talk to you about something.”


    Jake’s smile faded. “Sure,” he said. “Come on in.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-SIX


    Kyle sat beside Daniel and listened as he told Colby’s dad about what he had been experiencing the past couple years. It was strange to hear about that night again after so much time had passed, but Kyle had lived it then, and talking about now made feelings from that night rise into his memory once more. 


    He had had occasional nightmares about that night, but clearly Daniel and Colby got the gold medal for nightmares in this horror contest. Not that this was something you wanted a prize for.


    “I think we have PTSD,” Daniel said, which was something new to the conversation that Kyle hadn’t heard before. 


    “PTSD?” Jake asked.


    “It’s possible,” Daniel said. “Colby went through stuff that Kyle and I still don’t know about, and I know from just what I went through, I’m having a tough time.”


    “Has he ever told you what happened?” Kyle asked Colby’s dad.


    Jake shook his head. “No. But I’ll be honest with you guys since you’ve been upfront with me. I’m very concerned about my son. I know he’s not eating or sleeping that much. Tiffany and I have been homeschooling him because he’s too afraid to be away from either one of us. Other than the two of you, he doesn’t trust anyone else outside our home.” Jake looked over at Colby, who was on the couch staring at the TV. When he looked back, his eyes had welled with tears. “My son needs help. I guess I’m just enabling his fear and trauma instead of helping him through it.”


    “I’m gonna talk to my dad when I get home and see if I can make an appointment,” Daniel said. “We, all three of us, can make an appointment and start to get some help with this.”


    “Thank you,” Jake said. “Colby,” he called to his son.


    Colby climbed off the couch and walked over to the table. Kyle noticed how dark the circles were under Colby’s eyes. 


    Jake motioned to Daniel. 


    “Colby,” Daniel began. “I’m going to try and get us some help so you can sleep again, okay, buddy?”


    Colby nodded, then walked over to Daniel and hugged him. Kyle heard Colby whisper “Thank you” into Daniel’s ear.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-SEVEN


    Daniel and Kyle stood outside Colby’s apartment once more. It had started to rain again, but it was only a light mist that felt refreshing on Daniel’s face after the revelations of the previous hour. He knew the best person to talk to about this was his dad, but he wasn’t sure how to start the conversation.


    “I’ll drop you at home, then I’ve gotta get to practice,” Kyle said breaking, the silence of the misty afternoon. “Are you gonna be okay?”


    “Yeah,” Daniel said as they walked to Kyle’s truck. “I think this was a good first step. At least we all admitted that we need to fix this situation before it gets worse. Thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “For being there for me. Now...and back then.”


    Kyle smiled.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-EIGHT


    After getting home, Daniel hopped in his mom’s Honda Civic and buzzed over to The Beadman before going to the gym.


    Daniel entered Park Marina landmark, the smell of incense filling his nose. He looked around at the jewelry, pottery, fairy sculptures, and wind chimes on display around the store. 


    He arrived at the main counter just as Amber’s Aunt Trudy came out from behind a beaded curtain. 


    “Hey, Daniel,” Trudy said with a big smile. She was a heavyset woman with a big head of blonde, curly hair. She wore a tie-dye dress with strings of crystal beads around her neck.


    “Hi,” Daniel said.


    “What can I do for you, hon?”


    “Well, I wanted to get something special for Amber. And I know she likes the stuff here. Maybe a necklace or something.”


    “Of course,” Trudy said. “Her birthstone is sapphire, and I know that she would love a sapphire bracelet.”


    Trudy walked out from behind the counter, and Daniel followed her to the display of bracelets.


    “Is this for a special occasion?” Trudy asked as she handed him a few options.


    “No,” Daniel said. “Just wanted to give her something that lets her know I care about her.”


    “That is very sweet of you,” Trudy said. “I sense positive energy coming from you. But there’s a darkness that keeps it from being as strong as it could be.”


    “Well, I’m working on that,” Daniel said. He picked one of the bracelets. “I’ll take this one.” It was sterling silver with sapphire stones lining the outside.


    “She’ll love it!” Trudy said. “Would you like a box?”


    “Yes, please,” Daniel said.


    They moved back to the counter. 


    As Trudy wrapped up the bracelet, Daniel looked around a little more. 


    “Amber is fortunate to have met a nice boy like you,” Trudy said across the store. “She’s very special to me, and I know that you are very special to her.”


    Daniel smiled and returned to the counter. 


    After he paid, he asked Trudy not to say anything about Amber’s gift, and left the store.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    THIRTY-NINE


    Kyle was exhausted. Sweat streaming down his face and soaking his practice jersey; Kyle wiped his face with a black towel with the EHS Hornet stitched at the bottom. Kyle was now glad he hadn’t eaten all his ice cream earlier that afternoon. He, along with the other JV players – especially those chosen for Midnight House – had given over one hundred percent on the court; and Kyle hoped Luke had noticed. 


    Kyle took a long drink of water from a water bottle, swallowing almost half in one go, when he saw Steven Trout approach from his right side.


    “I can’t ride the bench at Friday’s game,” Steven immediately said.


    Kyle wiped his mouth with his arm, looked at Steven. “Hello to you, too,” he said.


    “My parents are coming, and I’d like them to see me play for once,” Steven said.


    “Is this about your parents, or about Midnight House?” Kyle said, placing his towel around his neck.


    “Both,” Steven said.


    Kyle considered Steven’s proposal. It would make sense to have him play due to his Midnight House acceptance, but on the other hand, Steven wasn’t a strong player, and they needed the strongest guys to beat Red Bluff on Friday.


    “You’re weak on defense, stronger on offense,” Kyle said, “so, I’ll swap you in for Meeks during the second half and see what happens. Hopefully, we’re ahead enough by then that we’ll be okay.”


    “You know I’d be better if you played me more,” Steven said.


    “Do you want to play more, or do you want the team to win more?” Kyle said. It was tough truth, but the reality was that Steven Trout wasn’t their best player. He was good in a pinch if someone was sick or injured, but Steven just wasn’t worth putting into the game if it meant sacrificing a win.


    “Just let me play,” Steven said. 


    Kyle could sense a little desperation in his voice. He nodded.


    “I’ll make sure you do,” Kyle said.


    “Thanks,” Steven said, his whole face lighting up.


    “Don’t let me or the team down,” Kyle said.


    “No problem,” Steven said as he ran across the court to the locker room.


    “Did I just hear you promise to put in Trout on Friday,” Kyle heard Luke’s voice from behind him.


    Kyle turned toward Luke. “Yeah,” Kyle said. “I think we’ll be far enough ahead that if he’s in for a while, it won’t make a difference.”


    Luke stepped toward him. “Like I told you, if any of our teams lose on Friday, Midnight House isn’t happening Friday night.”


    “Why was Trout even picked to go to Midnight House if he’s such a lousy player?” Kyle asked.


    Luke looked at him, smiled. “I have my reasons.”


    Kyle’s face dropped. “Look,” Kyle began, “I’m not gonna let you humiliate someone like Steven Trout just because you think you can. He’s a good guy.”


    “Are you questioning me?” Luke asked. “Are you questioning Midnight House?”


    “No,” Kyle said. “But if you’re planning something against Steven, I’m out on Friday. And I’ll get the other JV players to back out, too.”


    “Wait,” Luke said. “Nothing is going to happen to Steven, okay? I think he has real potential as a team leader, and I want to see how he handles himself on Friday night. Nothing will happen to him that won’t happen to the rest of you.”


    “What’s going to happen?” Kyle asked, a small knot growing in the pit of his stomach.


    “Nothing,” Luke said, patting Kyle on the shoulder. “You just make sure the JV team wins Friday. That’s your main objective right now.”


    Luke turned and ran across the court to join Coach Neufeldt and the other players.


    “Don’t let me down, Trout,” Kyle said to himself. “We have a whole night that depends on you.”


    [image: ]


    Luke knew he had almost blown it, but lucky for him Kyle was easily persuaded. And the lure of becoming Varsity Captain was just the bait Luke needed to reel Kyle in. 


    The truth was that Luke had chosen the other players randomly since the night’s primary intent wasn’t to select the next Varsity Captain; it was to kill Kyle Hanson out of revenge for Austin’s death. He knew it, and his brother knew it. The key was to keep the illusion going so Kyle and the others didn’t catch on that something else was happening at Midnight House other than what told to them Tuesday morning. 


    Even if the other JV players dropped out of going Friday, the only one that mattered was Kyle. 


    And, so far, it seemed to be working. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY


    Amber took a break from studying and picked up her phone. She knew Kyle hadn’t told Megan about his plans for Friday night and also knew if she didn’t tell Megan and something happened to Kyle, she would feel guilty. 


    After all, Megan was her closest friend in Redding, and she felt she owed it to Megan to let her know when her boyfriend was about to do something stupid.


    Amber hit the FaceTime icon and waited.


    “Amber!” Megan exclaimed when she popped up on the screen. Megan’s blonde hair was down and perfectly styled, cascading down the shoulders of her pink sweater. “How are you?”


    “I’m good,” Amber said. “How’s London?”


    “Amazing,” Megan said. She moved the phone over to the window. Amber could see a river and a big white Ferris wheel. “That’s the Thames and The Millennium Wheel,” she continued as she moved back into the frame. “How’s Spirit Week going?”


    “Great,” Amber said. “I think everyone is happy with how it’s going so far.” 


    “Just make sure you don’t blow the balloon budget on this one week,” Megan said. “It’s all the money we have for the rest of the year.”


    “No problem,” Amber said. “So, what do you think about Luke?”


    “Luke?” Megan said, cocking her head. “He was always nice to me. Why? Is he giving you a hard time?”


    “No, I can handle him,” Amber said. “You ever heard of Midnight House?”


    “That secret thing that goes on every year?” Megan said. “Yeah.”


    “Well, brace yourself,” Amber began, “Luke has invited Kyle and some other players to go this Friday.”


    Megan’s face dropped. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”


    “But you said Luke was a nice guy,” Amber said.


    “Nice in controlled situations,” Megan said. “I wouldn’t be alone with him. I wouldn’t trust him after school. Have you seen his calendar?”


    “Seen it,” Amber said with a smile. “I bought one!”


    “No!”


    “Yeah, but I gave it to Steven.”


    “Good thinking,” Megan said. “Well, guess I’ll call Kyle, tell him he can’t go.”


    “Good luck,” Amber said. 


    “How are you adjusting to Redding?” Megan asked.


    “Fine. Just glad I have people my age to do stuff with. When are you back?”


    “May,” Megan said. “And we are going to have a girl’s night when I get back. No Kyle. No Daniel. Just us. I’m sure you’re ready for a break from those two.” Megan laughed.


    “Some days are more frustrating than others,” Amber said. “But I’m sure once this Midnight House nonsense is over, Kyle’s ego will deflate...a little.”


    “I think I’ll call him now,” Megan said. “Call back anytime!” 


    “Bye,” Amber said. The video chat disconnected. Amber looked at herself in the mirror. “I’ll bet you five bucks he doesn’t listen to her,” she said to her reflection. “No deal. Because we both know you’re right.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-ONE


    Daniel walked up to his front door after getting back from The Beadman and the gym. He had his backpack over his shoulder and the box with Amber’s bracelet in his hand. 


    “Hi, Daniel!” he heard his sister say through the Ring doorbell’s speaker. 


    “Hello,” he said as he entered the house. His parents were watching the local news; his sister on her tablet. “Does she need to have access to that thing?”


    “It’s her gift,” his dad said. 


    “You have no idea how many cats walk across our lawn,” April said as she hopped off the love seat where she had been sitting next to their mom and shoved the tablet at him. “I’ve got fifteen videos of different cats!”


    “I’ll look later,” Daniel said.


    “What’s in the box?” April asked.


    His parents were now looking their way.


    “It’s nothing,” Daniel said. “It’s a gift for Amber.”


    “What is it?” his mom asked.


    “Bracelet,” Daniel said.


    “Well, I think she’ll really like that, Daniel,” his mom said with a smile.


    “But if she doesn’t, can I have it?” April said, her eyes wide.


    “No, you can’t,” Daniel said. “Dad, can I talk to you, please?”


    His dad got off the couch. “Yeah.”


    “Are you gonna talk about sex?” April asked.


    “No,” Daniel said. “Go back to your cat videos.”


    Daniel and his dad went into Daniel’s room. Daniel’s dad sat on his bed as Daniel closed his door. 


    “What’s up?” his dad asked.


    Daniel opened his sock drawer, pulled out the Christmas sock, and took out the bottle of sleeping pills. “I’ve been using these,” Daniel said with a sigh of resignation, handing the bottle to his dad. He then went to his desk, opened the drawer, and from the back of a Baby Groot stuffed toy, he removed his bottle of caffeine pills. “And these.”


    He handed the caffeine pills to his dad. His dad looked at both bottles. “For how long?”


    “Too long,” Daniel said. “Dad, I’ve been having nightmares about what happened in the field two years ago, and I was using the sleeping pills to try and stop them, but it didn’t work. So, I’d be tired in the morning and take one of the caffeine pills...”


    “Along with an energy drink,” his dad cut in. “Daniel, that’s very dangerous. Especially at your age.”


    “I know. That’s why I want to stop doing it. I want to see a counselor.” Daniel took a breath, exhaled. “I think I have PTSD.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-TWO


    Daniel’s dad sat on the edge of Daniel’s bed, staring at the bottles in his hands. “Daniel,” he began, “what you experienced out there was traumatic, and horrible, and I wish I had been here instead of deployed so I could have helped you right after this happened. I also wish you had come to me or your mom before you decided to play with sleeping pills and caffeine pills.”


    “I just...” Daniel said, but was cut off.


    “But these,” his dad said, holding up the bottles, “are in the past. We do need to get you some help, and I’ll make some calls tomorrow and see what I can do.”


    “Kyle and Colby were wondering if they could come, too,” Daniel said.


    “I’ll call Kyle’s parents and Colby’s dad tomorrow, and we’ll figure something out.”


    “Thanks, dad.”


    His dad stood, and they hugged. “I love you, son.”


    “I love you, too, Dad,” Daniel said. “Can I ask you a question?”


    “No, you can’t have the pills back,” his dad said with a smile.


    “No,” Daniel said. “Do you have PTSD?”


    His dad paused, looked away, then back at Daniel. “A little bit,” his dad said. “I go to a group once a week. We talk about our experiences over there. Our losses. Friendships. It takes time to get over trauma. Sometimes you never do. But you can learn to deal with it in ways that don’t involve pills.”


    “Is that why you’re up at night sometimes?”


    “That’s exactly why,” his dad said. “And if you do see me up, don’t be afraid to chat for a bit.”


    “I will,” Daniel said.


    “I bet you’re pretty hungry by now, eh?” his dad said.


    “Yeah, starving,” Daniel said.


    “You want leftovers or In-N-Out?”


    “I’ll meet you in the car,” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-THREE


    Kyle finished washing and drying the dishes from his dinner, a rib-eye steak and salad, when his cell phone came to life. He saw MEGAN on the caller ID and immediately hit ACCEPT to begin Face Timing.


    “Hey, Megan,” Kyle said. “What a nice surprise.”


    “What are you doing Friday night?” she asked, no hint of a smile on her face.


    Crap, Kyle thought. She knows. Amber told her, I know it!


    “Well,” Kyle began, choosing his words carefully. He had to figure out a way to tell the truth without telling the truth since she had been recruited to talk him out of what he wanted to do, even though he fully planned to do it no matter what. “I’m hanging out with some of the guys from the team.”


    “At Midnight House?” Megan asked.


    “Yeah, but from what I’ve been told the name is more of a metaphor.”


    “A metaphor?” Megan said. “And what’s it a metaphor for?”


    “A metaphor for?” Kyle repeated. His mind was desperately grasping for anything that sounded more truthful than B.S. “The darkness in which we will be having fun?” I don’t even buy that! Kyle thought.


    “Nice try,” Megan said. “You can’t go.”


    “Megan,” Kyle said.


    “I don’t trust Luke,” Megan said. “Plain and simple. And you know I’m calling because I talked to Amber, and I know Daniel doesn’t like this idea, either.”


    “Megan, this is the chance for me to prove myself to become Varsity Captain next season!” Kyle said. “This is a good thing. Don’t you want to be dating the Captain of the Enterprise Varsity basketball team?”


    “If I was there, would you go?” Megan asked, looking directly into the camera and staring directly at him.


    “What?”


    “If I was there, in Redding, at your house, in your bedroom, asking you not to go Friday night, would you still try and talk me into letting you go?”


    Kyle thought about it. The gears cranking in his mind. “What would you be wearing in this scenario?” he asked with a smirk.


    “A parka and ski pants,” Megan replied.


    “I was thinking something else,” Kyle said.


    “Of course, you were,” Megan smiled. “Answer the question.”


    “Honestly,” Kyle said, sitting on the couch in the living room, “if you were here, I wouldn’t go.”


    “Then I’m coming back,” Megan said.


    “No,” Kyle said. “No, you’re not. That’s crazy. You have, like, three months left over there. You need to stay.”


    “I know what you’re doing,” Megan said.


    “What?”


    “So, now, since you did the noble thing and told me to stay, I should do the noble thing and let you go. Am I close?”


    “How about this?” Kyle said. “I’ll go, but as soon as anything weird or bad starts to happen, I’ll pull the plug and demand to be driven back to my truck.”


    “You could just drive your truck,” Megan suggested.


    “Ah, but I don’t know where it is.”


    “I do.”


    “You do? Where?”


    “Don’t go, and I’ll tell you.”


    “Don’t tell me, and I’ll go.”


    Megan let out a frustrated grunt. “Kyle Hanson, you drive me crazy!”


    “Yeah, but you love me because I do, and I’m cute when I do it,” Kyle said with a smile and a wink to the camera.


    Megan laughed. “You know I’m right about this,” Megan said, her smile fading.


    “Yeah, you probably are,” Kyle said. “But I really want to go. This is my chance. Luke said if I make it through Midnight House, I’ll definitely be Varsity Captain.”


    “So, it’s fixed?” Megan said, a look of skepticism on her face.


    “Or,” Kyle said, “Luke likes me and thinks I have potential to lead the team next season.”


    “There are two things Luke likes, himself, and his reflection.”


    “I’ll be fine. My parents are okay with it. But don’t call them,” he added in quickly, “‘cause they’re busy with my brother...and his wife...who is my sister-in-law.”


    Megan stared at the phone. “Did that sound better in your head, or did you take any time to plan that one out?” 


    “I miss you,” Kyle said.


    “I miss you, too,” Megan said. 


    “I could go and livestream the whole thing for you to watch,” Kyle suggested. “And if anything happens that you don’t like, you can order me to leave.”


    “Just go,” Megan said. “But I want it known that I am not happy about this, and I already know it’s a bad idea.”


    “Great!” Kyle said, excited. “I mean, I know you don’t want me to go, but I promise I will call you on Saturday and give you a full rundown of what happened. Every. Single. Detail.”


    “I doubt that,” Megan said. “But have fun.”


    “I will,” Kyle said. “This is going to be great! Talk to you Saturday. Love you.”


    “Love you, too,” Megan said. Her side disconnected.


    Kyle was torn. Should he go? Daniel, Amber, and Megan were all against it. But Steven Trout was going, and Amber didn’t say she had a problem with him being there. 


    But why would Luke lie about him being a strong contender for Varsity Captain? What did he gain?


    And if he didn’t go, and didn’t get the position, did it really matter in the long run? Did they really care ten years from now whether or not you held some exalted position on a high school basketball team?


    Kyle guessed not.


    But, still, he really wanted to go Friday night. If not for the opportunity to get the gig he was promised, then to just have the experience that was Midnight House. No matter what it was, he knew he would come out of that night a better person, a better man, and a better player.


    At least, in his mind, he hoped so.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-FOUR


    Luke was in the dining room working on his homework, the reflections from the light bouncing off the crystal chandelier above him were making patterns on the dining room table. 


    It was dead quiet in the house, which was a rarity lately since Tyler spent his evenings playing video games in the living room, and his parents were either talking on their phones or arguing about something related to the real estate business.


    As he worked through another Calculus problem, his phone lit up. It was a person he hadn’t seen in months, and one he was desperate to see again if only to get rid of Amber.


    “Hello,” Luke said as casually as possible.


    “Uninvite him,” Megan said.


    “Megan!” Luke said, unphased. “How’s your trip?”


    “It’s fine,” Megan said. “Are you going to do it?”


    “Do what?” 


    “Uninvite Kyle to Midnight House on Friday,” Megan said.


    “God, this is the world’s worst kept secret,” Luke said.


    “No,” Megan said. “That would be your reputation.”


    “Oh,” Luke laughed, “just so you know, this has nothing to do with you rejecting me.”


    “Really?” Megan said, sounding unconvinced. 


    “Trust me,” Luke said. “Kyle’s shown real potential on the court this season. Not that you would know. And I think he has what it takes to be Varsity Captain next season.”


    “And Midnight House?” Megan said.


    “Gotta show these guys a little fun,” Luke said. A thought popped into his head. “Wait, I know what this is. You called him and told him to back out, and he refused, right?”


    Megan stayed silent.


    “Oh, my God,” Luke said, “that’s classic. That is great! Can’t wait to use that against him on Friday night. Even his girlfriend couldn’t save him from what’s about to happen.” Luke laughed again.


    “And what exactly is going to happen?” Megan asked. 


    “Guess Kyle will have to tell you after it’s all over,” Luke said. “If he survives.”


    Feeling that was a good place to end the call, Luke disconnected. He laughed to himself, thinking that now Megan’s mind was swirling with ideas about the potential horrors that awaited her narcissistic boyfriend.


    Only Luke was sure that Kyle dying wasn’t on her list of possible outcomes.


    As he went back to his homework, he heard the door to the garage open. Tyler entered in a white dress shirt and black dress pants. 


    “When are you taking everything up?” Luke asked Tyler.


    “Hi to you, too,” Tyler said as he slid off his shoes. “I’ll haul the supplies up tomorrow, do some fishing. Set up tomorrow night. It’ll be ready.”


    Tyler walked to the fridge.


    “I just hope this works,” Luke said.


    “Don’t worry, little brother,” Tyler said, opening a beer bottle with his bare hand. “I’ll be ready. And by the end of the night, Kyle Hanson will be dead.” 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-FIVE


    Daniel was full of two protein-style Double-Doubles and felt a weight had been lifted off his shoulders as he settled in to talk to Kyle over Skype. Now that his parents knew about the pills and the nightmares, Daniel hoped he would find some level of peace going forward.


    The Skype alert came on, Daniel answered.


    “I gotta ask you something, Daniel,” Kyle said.


    “Is this another one of your gross hygiene things?” Daniel asked. “I just ate.”


    “No,” Kyle said. “Did you call Megan and tell her about Friday?”


    “No,” Daniel said.


    “Okay,” Kyle said, “Anyways, did you talk to your Dad?”


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “I gave him my sleeping pills and caffeine pills. It’s gonna be a long night.”


    “I’m here if you need to talk to someone. It’s not like I’m gonna wake anyone up over here.”


    “True,” Daniel said. “So, Megan called you about Friday?”


    “Yeah,” Kyle said. “I think Amber called her and told her.”


    “And you’re still going?” Daniel asked.


    “You bet,” Kyle said. “Megan tried to talk me out of it, but I think I made a good argument for going.”


    “You tried to lie, and she caught you, and you begged like a five-year-old, and she gave in,” Daniel said. “Accurate?”


    Kyle bobbed his head a bit before answering. “More or less,” he said.


    “So, do you have any clue what’s happening Friday night?” Daniel asked, taking a sip from his large In ‘n Out lemonade.


    “No clue,” Kyle said. 


    “You’re probably going to go to someplace and get drunk, watch porn, and act stupid all night.”


    “Take out getting drunk, and that sums up our last summer sleepover!” Kyle said. 


    They both laughed. 


    “I need to shower,” Kyle said. “See you tomorrow. Night.”


    “Later,” Daniel said, and disconnected from the call. He stood and went to his sock drawer, pulled out the Christmas sock. 


    Empty.


    “Damn habits,” Daniel said to himself. “Well, just gotta hope for the best.” He turned off the light and crawled into bed.


    And lay awake all night.


  




  

    THURSDAY


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-SIX


    Daniel had barely survived the day, having been awake all night. With no sleeping pill to help him sleep, he lay awake all night, watching TV shows he’d never seen to try and keep his mind engaged. As the afternoon arrived, he was still having trouble kicking his brain out of its insomniac fog. Just his luck, the vending machine had sold out of Monsters – probably thanks to him – and his brain was aching for a caffeine fix. 


    But with no sleep came no nightmares, so at least that was a positive. Right? 


    The fatigue was creeping into his bones and muscles, but he did his best to put up a brave front and act like he was okay. He knew his dad was going to make some calls today and try and get him, Kyle, and Colby in to see a counselor, and he was hopeful that that would be the start of some sort of recovery.


    Daniel adjusted his backpack over his shoulder as he made his way to his mom’s Civic after school. He zipped his jacket up a little further to shield himself from the chill in the Redding air. He and Amber had a study date at his house, and he was anxiously awaiting their time alone. 


    Daniel looked around the parking lot. It had been Future Profession Day, and his view was littered with lab coats, camouflage, and sports jerseys.


    He spied Amber standing next to Steven Trout and his car. She was dressed like a lawyer in a dark blue blazer and matching skirt with a white shirt underneath. A grey trench coat protected her from the cold, and her backpack had been replaced for the day by a dark brown briefcase. Steven was wearing a NASCAR driver jumpsuit and a NASCAR baseball cap. 


    Amber handed Steven something, and they hugged. Daniel felt his body tense. His headache began to intensify as the blood rushed into his head.


    “What’s up?” he heard Kyle say next to him. Now was as


    good a time as any to get to the bottom of what had been eating at Daniel all week.


    “Does Amber like Steven Trout?” he asked Kyle.


    “Ah,” Kyle said. “No.”


    “No,” Daniel said. “Are you sure?”


    “Gee,” Kyle said. “Insecure much?”


    “Thanks for taking me seriously.”


    “Daniel,” Kyle said. “Are they friends? Yes.”


    “But not more than friends?”


    “Not likely,” Kyle said.


    “How do you know?”


    Kyle looked around, then placed his hand on Daniel’s shoulder and moved in closer.


    “He’s not interested in girls,” Kyle said in a low voice.


    Daniel let this news sink in. “Are you sure? You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”


    “Daniel,” Kyle said. “This is your best friend talking. And I’m telling you that he’s more interested in guys than he is in girls.”


    Daniel processed this new information. “So, that would mean he’s gay?”


    “Yes,” Kyle said.


    “So, I’ve been feeling jealous over nothing?”


    “’fraid so,” Kyle said. “Is this another reason why you haven’t been sleeping?”


    Daniel looked away again. “Yeah,” Daniel said.


    “This is exactly why we’re doing the Avengers marathon this weekend. We can stay up, eat junk, and we’ll talk about anything you want. Just you and me, acting stupid, doing that bonding crap. It’ll be great!” 


    “Okay!” Daniel said. “And my family’s in Sacramento this weekend, so that’s perfect.”


    “Great!” Kyle said. “Off to practice. Talk to you tonight.”


    “Later,” Daniel said.


    Kyle hurried off across the parking lot to the gym. Daniel looked over and saw Amber approaching.


    “What were you two conspiring about?” Amber said with a smirk as she linked her arms around his.


    “What?” Daniel said.


    “You and Kyle,” Amber said.


    “Nothing,” Daniel said. “We were making plans for Saturday.” Should I tell her I’m okay with her being around Steven now that I know? he asked himself.


    “You look like you want to say something to me,” Amber said.


    “I do?” Daniel said.


    “You had that look people get when they have something to say but they don’t want to say it even though they know they should,” Amber said. “So, what is it? Spill.”


    Daniel felt a chill as the wind picked up a bit. “Let’s get in the car,” he said.


    He and Amber got inside the Civic, the sounds of traffic and students silenced from inside the car.


    “Okay,” Daniel began, as he exhaled. “I’ve been jealous of you hanging out with Steven Trout. I’m not happy with myself that I have felt this way, but I do. I’m sorry.”


    Amber smiled. “You’re jealous of me and Steven?” she said.


    “I was,” Daniel said.


    “Steven?” She laughed a little. “Trust me, Daniel. He’s not my type. Wait, correction. I’m not his type.”


    “Yeah,” Daniel said, “I just figured that out.”


    “I’m guessing that Kyle told that he’s...”


    “Not interested in you like that, yes,” Daniel said.


    “Because he’s...”


    “Exactly,” Daniel said, looking away and out the window. “I thought that maybe you were considering Steven and not me. And maybe I was worried that what I told you Monday night about my abduction scared you away.”


    “Daniel,” Amber said, placing her hand on his. “If I was going to dump your ass, you would know it. And what happened to you two years ago doesn’t affect how I feel about you. We all have crap in our pasts that we wish hadn’t happened.” 


    He looked over at her.


    “And, I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but Steven is having a hard time dealing with coming out and he needed a friend to talk to.”


    Daniel closed his eyes, placed his head on the steering wheel, and exhaled. “I’m an idiot,” he said.


    “Yeah,” Amber said, squeezing his hand. “But you’re my idiot, and that’s all that matters.”


    Daniel smiled a little, sitting up.


    “You know what I think?” Amber said. “I think you have a lot going on up here,” she pointed to his head, “that’s preventing you from sleeping, and it’s eventually going to affect other parts of your life.”


    “I’ve been...” he began, “having these nightmares about what happened two years ago. I used to have them sometimes, but they’ve gotten worse recently. I don’t know why. I thought telling you about what happened would help, but it didn’t.”


    He looked away again. “I’m sorry I lied to you about being okay. I just don’t want you to worry about me.”


    “Daniel,” Amber said. “People worry about you when they care about you. Your parents. Your sister. Kyle. Me. We want what’s best for you. And, like I said before, you can call or text me anytime, and I’ll be there to talk. Don’t forget that.”


    “Thank you,” Daniel said. They hugged. Amber’s embrace felt stronger than usual. 


    “Now,” Amber said, releasing from the embrace. “Let’s go to your house and study. Take your mind off things.”


    “Sounds good to me,” Daniel said, starting the car. 	


    Gotta keep it together, man, Daniel thought, before you end up in a padded room, in a straightjacket, rocking back and forth, drooling on yourself.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-SEVEN


    Amber sat near Daniel on the couch at Daniel’s house, their notebooks open on the cushion between them. She had changed out of her power suit and into regular clothes and now had her history book on her lap. Daniel was writing notes as he talked. But she wasn’t listening to what he was saying. She was fixated on his lips. Lips she hadn’t kissed the whole time they had been dating. 


    She was growing impatient. Being a nice, respectful guy was great and all, but she was really hoping that he would kiss her. Soon.


    “Which is cool because the Romans basically stole their gods from Greece,” Daniel was saying as she tuned back in. “Are you okay?”


    “What?” Amber said.


    “Should we take a break? I know how I nerd-out over this history stuff.”


    Amber decided to go for it. “Daniel? Why haven’t you ever tried to kiss me?” She was now looking at a guy who looked like a semi-truck was bearing down on him.


    “Um. What?”


    “Kissing,” Amber said. “Why won’t you kiss me?”


    “I didn’t want to put any pressure on you to do anything you didn’t want to do,” Daniel stammered out.


    “Well, I want to. Do you?”


    “Yeah. Of course, I do.” Daniel sat and stared at her. “You mean now?”


    “I don’t see why not.”


    “And you’re okay with this?”


    “Daniel. I’m sitting here telling you to kiss me. Do I need to make a sign?” She opened her notebook, scrawled KISS ME! onto the paper with her pen, and showed it to him.


    Daniel cleared his throat, put his history notebook on the floor, and moved closer to her.


    Amber got a sudden zing of excitement as he moved toward her. She moved toward him as well. 


    Their lips met. Then their bodies. It was clear that both of them had wanted this to happen. Now that it had, neither appeared to be disappointed.


    “Why did we wait?” Daniel said as he took a breath.


    “Because you’re a nice guy, and I respect that,” she said as she kissed his neck.


    “I think we’re done studying for today,” Daniel said. 


    “Class dismissed,” Amber whispered. She gently pushed him back onto the couch until his head was on the cushioned arm. They continued kissing.
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    Daniel couldn’t believe he had waited so long to kiss Amber. The last attempt he had tried kissing a girl involved a truth or dare game on a trampoline and a shared Rice Crispy Treat. And he had accidentally bit her lip! But this was...this was so much better. He was grateful he had had gum after school and didn’t have Dorito breath for once.


    Amber sat up and pulled her bra straps down from her shoulders and pulled her arms through them. She moved her hands behind her back, then lifted the bottom of her shirt and extracted a black bra. “Much better,” she said. 


    “I don’t think we should do anything more than kissing,” Daniel blurted out. 


    “Well, duh,” Amber said with a smile. “I’m just getting comfortable.”


    “Oh, okay.”


    “Aren’t you comfortable?”


    “Maybe if we kiss some more.”


    Amber leaned over to him and kissed him again. He caressed her back as their kissing became more intense. He moved his legs up onto the couch. Amber shifted to lay on top of him.


    “I can tell you are really enjoying this,” Amber said breathlessly.


    “Yeah,” Daniel said, more than a little embarrassed. “Sorry about that.”


    “Don’t be sorry,” Amber said as they kissed again. 


    That’s when he heard it: the garage door opening!


    Daniel’s eyes shot open. “My mom!” Daniel said. Amber sat up. Both scrambled around, grabbing their notebooks and textbooks. Daniel pointed. “Go to the table!”


    Daniel adjusted himself, then fanned his face with his notebook as they scrambled to get their belongings to the table.


    Amber sat down at the table. Daniel dropped his binder and textbook on the table one chair away from her. The door to the garage opened. He heard the door that led from the garage to the house close, and his mom walked in.


    “Hey, guys,” Shelly said with a smile. How’s the studying going?”


    “Good,” Amber said.


    “Good,” Daniel said. He could feel the heat pulsing in his face. He prayed his mom wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary as she hung up her keys on the hook and made her way toward the dining room area.


    “Amber, would you like to stay for dinner?”


    “Sure,” Amber said.


    “Pizza?” Shelly asked.


    “Sure,” Daniel said.


    “Soda or milk?”


    “Soda,” Amber said.


    “And do you want to put your bra back on before or after dinner?”


    Daniel looked at Amber. They both looked down at her backpack, where half her bra was sticking out of the side.


    Amber unzipped the backpack, grabbed her bra, and hurried down the hallway. “I’ll be right back.”


    Daniel covered his face with his hands.


    “You know, that didn’t hide you when you were three,” his mom said, “and it really isn’t working now.”


    “Can we not talk about this right now?”


    “And when is a good time? When she’s three months pregnant?”


    “It wasn’t like that. We were just kissing.”


    Amber returned.


    “Have a seat,” Daniel’s mom said.


    Amber did so, hesitantly. “Is she going to yell at us?” Amber said quietly to Daniel.


    “No. I think she’s in lecture mode.”


    “You got that right,” Shelly said. 


    “I just want to say,” Amber began, “that me and your son weren’t having sex.”


    “Can I leave now?” Daniel said. “Flee to Canada or something?”


    Shelly looked at Daniel. “Stay,” Shelly said. She looked at Amber. “Were you planning to?”


    “No. Today was the first day your son even kissed me.”


    “Really?” Shelly looked at her son. “It took that long?”


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “It did. I’m sure it will be breaking news on CNN later tonight.”


    “So, no sex?” Shelly said.


    “No sex,” Amber said.


    “I’d like to just stick to kissing for the time being, if that’s okay with everyone,” Daniel said. Please let this end soon, God. Please!


    “Well, I’ll have to consult your dad and April, but I think that’s fine.”


    “Very funny,” Daniel said. 


    “Pepperoni?” Shelly asked.


    “Huh?” Daniel said.


    “Pizza? You want pepperoni on your pizza?”


    “Yeah,” Amber said. “That’s great.”


    “Works for me.”


    “So,” Amber said. “You want to keep studying or go kiss in your room until the pizza gets here?”


    Shelly looked at Daniel. “She’s joking, mom.” 


    “I know,” Shelly said. “That’s why I like her.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-EIGHT


    Kyle pulled a bubbling pan of chicken enchiladas from the oven as the timer blared from the stovetop. The heat emanating from the open oven felt good, given how the weather continued to deliver cold and rain for another evening in Redding. Kyle was getting tired of winter and was ready for summer to finally come again. Well, maybe not the 110-plus heat that Redding was known for, but something between arctic and hell would be nice for a change.


    Aside from his apron, he put on a white dress shirt and black tie, black dress pants, and shiny, black church shoes. He was sure it wouldn’t matter if he was just in sweats and a shirt, but he wanted to impress Luke any way he could. 


    As he placed the enchiladas on two potholders and slid his special garlic bread in the oven next, the doorbell rang. He closed the oven and hurried to the front door.


    “Hanson,” Luke said as he entered the house. He was wearing a dark blue jacket and khaki pants. “Nice apron.”


    Kyle looked down and saw he was still wearing his mom’s snowman Christmas apron. “Thanks,” Kyle said, taking it off. “Dinner’s almost ready. I’m glad you could make it.”


    “I’m just here for dinner,” Luke said as he took off his jacket and handed it to Kyle. “No need to suck up, or whatever you have planned tonight.”


    Kyle laughed, now holding Luke’s wet jacket with nowhere to put it. “Have a seat!” Kyle said, motioning to the couch. Kyle draped Luke’s jacket over one of the dining room chairs and returned to the living room.


    Luke looked at him. “Can I have a drink?”


    “Yes!” Kyle said. “I have water, milk, Pepsi, O.J., and some eggnog, but I think it’s a couple months old.”


    “Water’s fine,” Luke said. 


    Kyle headed back to the kitchen to get Luke his glass but felt Luke behind him. “I can bring it out to you,” Kyle said.


    “That’s okay,” Luke said. “When do your parents get back?”


    Kyle went to the cabinet and took out a glass. “Next week. They went to see my brother and his new wife.”


    “Very nice,” Luke said. “What do your parents do?”


    “My dad’s a pastor,” Kyle said, “and my mom’s a CPA.” 


    “So,” Luke said, “tell me about Meeks, Kline, Trout, and Myers. Good guys?”


    “Absolutely,” Kyle said, getting ice from the freezer and clinking it into Luke’s glass. He thought it was weird how fast the topic had changed. “Great guys and great players. Well, you know the whole Trout situation, but he gives it his all, so that’s a positive.” Kyle filled Luke’s glass with the Brita from the fridge and handed it to Luke.


    “Thanks,” Luke said. “You trust them?”


    “Yes,” Kyle said. “Why? Have they been trying to sabotage my chances as Varsity Captain? Because I have dirt on all four of those guys that would make a drill sergeant blush.”


    “No,” Luke said. “Just want to make sure they can keep their lips sealed about Midnight House.”


    “Oh, yeah,” Kyle said, relieved. “You can trust them. And I was just kidding about knowing dirt about them. I don’t.” Even though I do, Kyle thought. “Did you want to eat at the table or in front of the TV?”


    “What are we, my grandparents?” Luke scoffed. “Table.”


    Kyle slipped on a pair of oven mitts and walked over to the oven. “I know it’s probably not okay,” Kyle began as he checked the garlic bread, “but could you give me a little hint about what’s going to happen tomorrow night? Just a little, tiny clue?”


    “If I told you...” Luke started.


    “You’d have to kill me!” Kyle finished. They both laughed. Luke cutting his laughter first and just looking coldly at Kyle. “I was just kidding. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. More fun to find out when it happens. Like a surprise party.”


    Luke sat down at the head of the table. “A surprise party is exactly what you should be thinking about when it comes to Midnight House,” Luke said.


    “Great,” Kyle said. “I can work with that.” He took the garlic bread out of the oven and walked it over to the table. “This is my super-secret garlic bread recipe. Only two people know it. Me and Daniel.”


    “I’d like to know it, too,” Luke said.


    “Oh, I don’t know,” Kyle said, considering.


    “Don’t you trust me?” Luke said as Kyle sat down at the table.


    “Of course,” Kyle said. 


    “Then what’s in your special garlic bread?” Luke said, staring Kyle down.


    Kyle felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. But it’s a secret, Kyle thought, between me and Daniel. No one else. But it is just garlic bread, he reasoned. It’s not that secretive.


    “I guess I can tell you,” Kyle said. 


    “Excellent,” Luke said. “Welcome to our Circle of Trust.” Luke lifted his glass. Kyle did the same. They clinked glasses, and each took a drink.


    Why did that feel so weird? Kyle asked himself. It’s like I just made a deal with the devil.


    “So,” Luke said. “What is it?”


    “I’ll text it to you right now,” Kyle said, taking out his phone.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FORTY-NINE


    Daniel sat next to Amber at the Robinson dinner table. April was across from him, his parents on either end. 


    They all ate in silence. 


    The pizza was from Mary’s Pizza Shack, Daniel’s favorite, especially their large pepperoni and sausage.


    He was still mortified over what had happened earlier. He knew that his mom had already told his dad what had happened. The talk was coming, whether he wanted to have it or not. 


    “I’m glad your aunt let you have dinner with us,” Daniel’s mom said.


    “Thanks for having me,” Amber said. She placed her hand on Daniel’s leg and gave it a quick squeeze.


    “Why do you live with your aunt?” April asked.


    “You don’t have to answer that,” Daniel blurted out, pizza particles flying from his mouth.


    April and his parents looked at him. Daniel’s mom looked at Amber.


    “If you’re not comfortable...” Shelly began.


    “No, it’s okay,” Amber said with a smile. “My mom died when I was born. I was told it was a complication from having me. My dad was a truck driver, so he was always on the road, and I was living with my grandparents. But they got too old to deal with me, so my dad had the idea that I come and live with my aunt – who’s my mom’s sister – and I moved here last summer.”


    “Oh,” April said. “Can you dye my hair like yours?”


    “You’ll have to ask your parents.”


    “Mom?“


    “Maybe over the summer, not during the school year.”


    April leaned across the table toward Amber. “Do you think you’ll still be dating him in the summer?”


    Daniel felt his face grow hot. “We can all hear you,” he said to his sister.


    He felt Amber’s hand on his shoulder. “Yeah,” she said to April. “I think so.”


    “Do you love him?” April asked.


    Daniel’s parents both stared directly at Daniel. 


    Where’s an earthquake when you need one? Daniel thought.


    “Well, I really like your brother,” Amber began. “He’s sweet and kind, and honest, and a very good guy.”


    “Hm,” April said, looking at Daniel with a look of skepticism. “She must be talking about another Daniel.”


    Daniel’s parents laughed, which broke the tension. Amber laughed, too. Daniel just stared at his sister but couldn’t help but smile.


    April returned the smile and laughed.


    “Well,” Daniel said as he placed his napkin on his paper plate. “I don’t know about you, Amber, but I’m about done with embarrassing situations for today.”


    “Yeah, I probably should go home,” Amber said. “Thanks for letting me have dinner with you.”


    She and Daniel got up from the table. “I’ll be back in a few,” Daniel said to his mom.


    “A few is all it takes,” his mom said with a knowing smile.


    “Mom,” Daniel said through his teeth.


    “Well, let’s go,” Amber said, breaking the tension.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY


    Luke marveled at the trust Kyle had in him. Kyle was willing to sell-out his own teammates and give up secret info that only he and his bestie knew. All for the promise of a gig that he wouldn’t be around for after tomorrow night. And yet, here he was, Kyle Hanson, desperately trying to impress Luke with homemade food and basketball strategy. 


    And Luke was getting bored.


    “Tell me more about Daniel,” Luke said, cutting Kyle off mid-sentence, talking about some dull basketball video he saw on YouTube. 


    “He’s a great guy like I told you before,” Kyle said. “And we went through that thing in the field two years ago.”


    “So,” Luke said. “You were there when Daniel escaped?”


    Kyle appeared to hesitate. “Um,” Kyle said. “He had already escaped, and I found him. But we both went back to stop Austin.”


    Luke knew that this was all great fuel to throw on Tyler’s rage before tomorrow night’s events. “I have to ask,” Luke said, trying to remain focused but casual. “How did you guys kill him?”


    “Well,” Kyle began, “this guy caused his own death, in my opinion. He had tackled Daniel to the ground and was bashing the back of his head into the dirt, and I was trying to figure out what to do, so I pissed in a water bottle, and ran out and threw it in Austin’s face.” Kyle paused, looked down at his plate. “Then I took this piece of wood that had, like, two nails in it, and I started hitting Austin on his back, trying to get him to let go of Daniel.”


    Luke could see Kyle’s hands shaking, but he had to keep the story going. “And that stopped him?”


    Kyle looked at him. There was a glint of tearing in Kyle’s eyes. “No,” Kyle said. “Daniel must’ve seen one of the lines for Austin’s traps, and he triggered it. I had been hit with one earlier that night when I was following James to the house.”


    “Who was James?” Luke said.


    “Some other kid that was helping Austin,” Kyle said. “Anyway, Daniel sprung the trap, and these bricks fell from the trees and smashed into Austin’s head.”


    “And he died,” Luke said.


    “No,” Kyle said. “He popped up one more time, said something, I forget what, and then he dropped.” Kyle stood and picked up their plates, walking them to the sink. “Next thing I heard, he was dead, and they had arrested James.”


    “Wow,” Luke said as he watched Kyle put the plates in the sink. “Quite a night.”


    “That’s an understatement,” Kyle said. “I hate to do this, but it’s getting late, and I should probably...”


    Luke stood. His work for the night was done. “Yeah,” Luke said as he put on his jacket. “Thanks for having me. And for the garlic bread recipe. And for telling me about two years ago.”


    “Not a lot of people know,” Kyle said.


    But the right one is about to, Luke thought. “I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”


    “Yeah,” Kyle said as he walked him to the door. “See you tomorrow.”


    “You bet,” Luke said. He paused and turned. “If you tell anyone on the team I was here, I really will have to kill you.”


    Kyle laughed a little. Luke remained stoic.


    “You’re joking, right?” Kyle asked.


    “Guess you’ll have to tell someone and find out,” Luke said. “Enjoy your night.”


    Luke walked outside and heard the door close and lock behind him. The rain was a light mist. The coolness of the mist and the air on his face felt good after leaving the warm house.


    His mission complete, Luke knew he was about to unleash a new level of fury in his brother.


    And for some perverse reason, he would enjoy every moment of it. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-ONE


    Daniel drove Amber back to her aunt’s townhouse, behind Cinemark Movies 14 off Old Alturas Road, and parked. “I’m sorry about today,” he said. “My mom walking in on us. And with your bra. And for my sister.”


    “Don’t be,” Amber said. “And I like your family.”


    “They’re okay,” Daniel said with a smile. “My sister can be a pain, though. Was what you told her true? About your family?”


    “Yeah,” Amber said. “I hope you don’t think I wasn’t going to tell you eventually.”


    “No,” Daniel said. “I’m just sorry that you had to deal with all that so young. Is that why you were in counseling?”


    “Partly,” she said. 


    Daniel reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the white box. “I...I got you something.” He handed it to her.


    “What for?”


    “For being so caring and supportive. Open it.” He switched on the dome light so she could see.


    She opened the box. “Daniel!” she said breathlessly. “It’s beautiful.” She pulled the sapphire bracelet out of the box.


    “I got it from The Beadman. Your aunt helped me pick it out. I wanted to make sure it was just what you would want. I’m sorry those aren’t real sapphires, but it’s what I could afford.”


    She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. Daniel’s entire body warmed up as their lips met.


    “I love it!” she said as she put it on. “I guess I better get inside.”


    “Yeah, my mom might think we’re doing something other than kissing if I don’t get home soon.” Not that I would be against it at this moment, he thought.


    They both looked at each other.


    “Until tomorrow?” Amber said as she opened the car door. A cold breeze entered the car, which was a needed antidote to the sexual tension that had been building since they had entered.


    “Have a good night,” Daniel said.


    She climbed out and closed the door. Daniel waited for her to walk up to the townhouse and enter. 


    “You better have a sex dream tonight, Daniel Robinson,” he said out loud to himself as he turned the car around. “No more of this Austin and James shit!”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-TWO


    Luke could see a little glint of fear in Kyle’s trusting eyes with his final words before he left. But fear was part of the fun, especially with what Luke had in store for Kyle and the others once they arrived at Midnight House.


    He had to give Kyle some level of comfort tonight. After all, it was the guy’s last full night he would be alive.


    As long as Tyler’s plan worked.


    Luke went inside his house, his older brother glued to the TV playing video games.


    “How was it?” Tyler asked, not looking away from the TV.


    “Good,” Luke said. “Food was good. He told me about his family. Sound like nice people.”


    “Austin had a family,” Tyler said.


    Yeah, Luke thought, an ex-con uncle, an imprisoned dad, and a vanishing mom. Great family! “He told me a little more about what happened at Austin’s that night.”


    Tyler paused his game and looked at Luke. “Tell me.”


    Luke revealed what he had heard from Kyle about Austin’s final moments. He watched as his older brother’s jaw tensed and his eyes ignited with rage upon hearing about what really happened to his best friend.


    “He’s home by himself?” Tyler said after Luke was done.


    “Yes,” Luke said.


    “Let’s just go and kill him now,” Tyler said.


    “We can’t,” Luke said. “There’s a cop that lives across the street, car’s out front. We’re better off doing it tomorrow night where no one will be around if things get loud.”


    Tyler inhaled, then exhaled. “And messy.”


    “But don’t worry,” Luke said. “You’re the one taking care of it. I’m just getting him there.”


    “This better go as planned,” Tyler said, standing and moving toward Luke. “Because if it doesn’t, you and I might have to kill everyone there tomorrow night.”


    “No witnesses?” Luke said.


    “No witnesses,” Tyler repeated. “Get some sleep, little brother. Friday’s gonna be a long one.”


    Tyler went back to his game. Would he really be capable of helping Luke kill more than one person tomorrow night? Luke guessed he would have to be.


    Or Tyler would add him to the kill list.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-THREE


    As Daniel drove home from Amber’s, he began to wonder how his mom got home so soon from work. She usually worked days until seven.


    One name popped in his head as he snapped his fingers in realization: April.


    He made a beeline for her room when he arrived home and found her reading one of the Ramona Quimby books on her bed. “Did you tell mom that me and Amber were here this afternoon?”


    “No,” April said, still looking at her book.


    “Then why did she come home early?”


    “Because she has the Ring app and got a video alert that you and Amber were here,” April said with a smile.


    “That damn camera,” Daniel said under his breath.


    “What you should have done,” April said, now looking at him, “is come in through the side door by the garage. No camera there.”


    “Mystery solved,” Daniel said. “Sorry for trying to blame you.”


    “What’s a little sister for?” April said with a smile.


    Probably best not to answer that question, Daniel thought.


    “Maybe I should have you download the app to my phone,” Daniel said.


    “Okay,” April said, not looking up from her book. “But you can’t disable the other users from your phone. Not without the password.”


    “And what’s that?”


    She looked up at him. “It’s classified,” April said with a smirk.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-FOUR


    Kyle finished drying and putting the dishes away. He still felt unsettled about the last half of his time with Luke. He hadn’t really thought about what had happened that night two years ago in such vivid detail, and yet, as he was telling Luke, he felt like he was back there once again. 


    He even thought he could smell the smoke from the fire that had been burning around him and Daniel. Kyle was sure that if he had felt that way just now, whatever Daniel and Colby were currently experiencing was probably much worse.


    For the first time in his time by himself, he started to feel alone. He raced to his iPad in his room and Skyped Daniel.


    “What’s up?” Daniel said.


    Kyle was relieved to see him appear on the screen. “Can you come over?”


    “Be there in one,” Daniel said and hung up.


    Kyle put down the iPad, unlocked the front door, and walked to the kitchen. He had made guacamole but had completely forgotten to take it out for Luke. He took it out of the fridge and put it on the table. He took a bag of tortilla chips from the pantry and opened them.


    Daniel came in through the front door.


    “I made guac,” Kyle said.


    Daniel tore off the foil on top of the bowl and grabbed a handful of chips. “So, how was your evening?” Daniel said with a smile.


    Kyle looked at him, curious about his expression. “Interesting,” he said. “What’s with the dopey smile?”


    “You first,” Daniel said, still smiling.


    “Screw that,” Kyle said, dipping a chip. “You have good news.”


    Daniel nodded as he chewed. “Me and Amber kissed today.”


    “Okay,” Kyle said, eating a chip. “Why is that news?”


    “It was our first kiss,” Daniel said.


    “No way!” Kyle said. “Really?” Really? he thought.


    “Yes,” Daniel said.


    “Ever?” Kyle said.


    “That’s what first means,” Daniel said.


    “Wow,” Kyle said, sitting back in his chair. “Congratulations!” Kyle got up and hugged Daniel tight, then let go. He was still surprised at this revelation. He and Megan had kissed at the end of their first date. Sure, it was a quick one, since her father was driving, but it was still earlier in their relationship than Amber and Daniel’s first kiss. 


    “Why’d you guys wait so long?” Kyle asked.


    “I honestly didn’t know she wanted to,” Daniel said. “I mean, I wanted to, but didn’t want to pressure her.”


    “So, who kissed who first?” Kyle asked with a wry smile. “Can I guess? It was her, wasn’t it?”


    “Yep,” Daniel said.


    “So,” Kyle began, “did anything else happen?”


    “I think it might have, but my mom came home.”


    “Oh,” Kyle said, a little disappointed.


    “But I’m not trying to rush things. I mean, you and Megan waited.”


    Kyle felt his face warm-up. “Still waiting,” he confessed.


    “But you told me--”


    “I may have exaggerated in the past about what me and Megan have done,” Kyle said. “That was because I thought you had done more, and I wanted to sound like I had, so there you go.”


    “So, neither one of us has?” Daniel said.


    “Right,” Kyle said.


    “Well, that’s a huge relief,” Daniel said, sitting down at the dining room table. 


    Kyle felt a sense of relief, as well. “Couldn’t agree more,” Kyle said. “I mean, it is a big step.”


    “Huge step,” Daniel said.


    “And I don’t want any kids right now,” Kyle said. “Even though they do have things that prevent that.”


    “We’re talking about condoms, right?” Daniel said.


    “Yeah,” Kyle said. “I’ve heard about those breaking, and nine months later...baby!” 


    “Same here,” Daniel said, shoveling chips in his mouth. The house was silent for a moment, the only sound the crunching of chips.


    “Still,” Kyle said, breaking the silence and looking over at Daniel. “Would be fun, though.”


    Daniel nodded. “Definitely fun,” Daniel said.


    “But I can wait,” Kyle said.


    “You don’t really have a choice,” Daniel said with a smile. “It’s not like Megan’s on this continent!”


    “Funny!” Kyle said. “Very funny. You think Amber wants to?”


    “I think Amber would have this afternoon if my mom hadn’t showed up.”


    “Man,” Kyle said, shaking his head. “So close.”


    “You ready for tomorrow?” Daniel asked.


    “Yes, sir,” Kyle said. “Ready for the game, and for Midnight House.”


    “I really don’t think you should go,” Daniel said, looking Kyle square in the eye.


    “To the game?” Kyle asked.


    “To Midnight House,” Daniel said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. You don’t know what’s going to happen, and I think you should just come home after the game and hang out with me and Amber.”


    “And be the third wheel?” Kyle asked, pushing back. “Do you want me there because you want me there, or do you want me there to make sure you and Amber don’t have sex?”


    “Both, kinda,” Daniel said. “I just...I don’t know.”


    “You and me are hanging out on Saturday, okay?” Kyle said. “I’ll probably get home early in the morning, I’ll take a nap, and then we’ll get into our Avengers marathon. Are we doing just the four Avengers movies, or watching from Iron Man to Endgame?”


    “I think we should just do the four Avengers movies,” Daniel said. “And Civil War if we have time.” Kyle saw him look at his watch and stand.


    “And maybe,” Kyle said, standing up, too, “you’ll have a story to tell me on Saturday about you and Amber doing more than just kissing.”


    “We’ll see,” Daniel said. “No pressure.”


    “Not from me, bud,” Kyle said as they walked to the front door. “I’m driving myself, but I’ll come over in my Winter Soldier costume before so your mom can take pics of us together.”


    “Sounds good,” Daniel said.


    “You’ll be awake in time, right, Captain America?” Kyle said.


    “Definitely,” Daniel said. They hugged again.


    “See you tomorrow,” Kyle said. “Big day.”


    “Sounds like it,” Daniel said as he opened the front door and stepped outside.


    “Night,” Kyle said.


    “Later,” Daniel said. 


    Kyle closed the door, still processing the fact that Daniel and Amber had shared their first kiss just that afternoon. 


    He suddenly missed Megan more than he had in a while. He missed his parents, too. He was glad that they would be home next week. And happy that another week would be over and closer to Megan coming back from studying abroad.


    Kyle put the guacamole back in the fridge and got ready for bed.


    Twenty-four hours from now, he would be headed to Midnight House. And his dream of being Varsity Captain would be closer to being a reality. 


  




  

    FRIDAY


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-FIVE


    Daniel liked where this dream was going. He was seated on a lounge chair around the edge of the pool at Sun Oaks. It was a warm day, but a slight breeze helped take the edge off the heat. Daniel was alone at the pool. No kids splashing. No parents ordering their kids to stop roughhousing. No lifeguard blowing their whistle at people running around the soaked poolside concrete.


    Nice and peaceful. Daniel was wearing sunglasses and a pair of boardshorts, enjoying the serenity of the moment when he saw her.


    Amber. In a red bikini. Sunglasses. She was walking toward him. A halo of light around her. She arrived at the foot of his lounge chair, smiled.


    “Looks like we’re all alone,” she said.


    “Looks like it,” Daniel said.


    Amber sat down beside him and removed his sunglasses. “What should we do since we’re all alone?” she asked.


    “Can we kiss again?” Daniel asked.


    “I think we can do a lot more than that,” Amber replied with a wink. She lunged toward him, kissing him full on the lips. Their tongues intermingling as their hands did the same as they caressed each other’s bodies. 


    Amber moved on top of him, her hands behind his head as she pushed Daniel’s face up to hers. Daniel closed his eyes, taking in the moment.


    He inhaled deeply and nearly choked on what smelled like cigarette smoke.


    What the hell?


    His eyes still closed, he moved his hands up toward Amber’s hair.


    And felt a baseball cap.


    Daniel’s eyes shot open.


    Austin was staring right back at him. Daniel was back in Austin’s garage, lying on his ratty old couch.


    “Rise and shine, kid,” Austin said with a smile, a lit cigarette dangling from the side of his mouth. He swatted the sides of Daniel’s face with his fingertips. “You look confused,” he stated with sarcastic concern. “Did you really think I was gonna let Amber take my place inside your head?” Austin laughed. 


    Daniel tried to move, his wrists and ankles now bound with duct tape. 


    “You know,” Austin said as he placed a final piece of duct tape over Daniel’s mouth, then sat next to him on the couch, “I think that this time I’m going to save myself all the problems I had the last time you were here. Sound good?”


    Daniel shook his head. He smelled gasoline. 


    Austin took the lit cigarette and flicked it behind the couch, out of view. A ball of flames erupted. An explosion shook the house.


    “That takes care of my little buddy, Colby!” Austin said with a smile. “Oh, James?” he called out in a sing-song voice.


    Daniel looked up as James exited from the door that led from the house to the garage. Austin aimed a .38 snub-nosed revolver at James and fired five shots into James’s white polo shirt. Florets of blood igniting with each bullet-hit.


    James dropped to the floor. Dead.


    Austin turned to Daniel. “And one bullet for my special friend,” Austin said, smacking his hand against Daniel’s face before he placed the hot barrel of the revolver between Daniel’s eyes. “I’m so glad it got to end like this. The right way.” 


    Austin pulled the trigger.


    Daniel kicked off his covers and lunged out of bed. His heart was racing. His body and clothes covered in sweat. His eyes were wet and stinging from tears.


    “Stop,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “Stop it!” Daniel felt what felt like a weight in the pit of his stomach. The weight began to ascend.


    He ran out of his room and to the bathroom, making it just in time to dry heave and vomit up last night’s dinner.


    His mom came out from his parents’ bedroom, turned on the bathroom fan, then knelt next to Daniel.


    “I’m okay,” Daniel said as he spat into the toilet, then flushed. “I just had a bad dream.”


    “That’s one hell of a bad dream,” his mom said, handing him a towel. 


    “Thanks,” he said. He wiped his face and mouth, then kept the towel in one hand just in case as he slumped back against the bathtub. His stomach felt better now.


    “You want to talk about it?” his mom said.


    “No,” Daniel said, standing up. “I don’t want you to have to deal with this, too.”


    “I’m glad you finally asked for help,” his mom said as she backed out of the bathroom so he could exit. “I know we should have gotten you help sooner, but...”


    “I said I was fine,” Daniel said. “But sometimes it sucks to be so wrong about something.”


     “Why don’t you take a shower, and I’ll get you some Ginger Ale, and maybe that will calm your stomach.”


    “Okay,” Daniel said.


    They moved down the hallway. As his mom headed to the kitchen, Daniel grabbed some fresh, dry clothes from his bedroom and headed back to the bathroom.


    As he closed the door and started the shower, he prayed that all of this would end soon. His hands were shaking, and he felt weak, mentally and physically. He stepped into the shower and under the spray.


    After what his mind had just thrown at him, Daniel began to wonder, How much worse could the nightmares get?


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-SIX


    The alarm on Kyle’s cell phone alarm was set for 6:30AM, but he was awake at 6:28. He jumped out of bed, gathered the boxer briefs, undershirt, and socks he had picked out the night before to wear for game day, and headed to the bathroom.


    This is it, he said as he stepped into the shower. The big night. He was definitely looking forward to it. Would there be a dinner at Midnight House? Maybe some sort of ceremony? He wondered how he would be chosen. Would it look rigged like Luke seemed to imply it was?


    But what if Luke had told the other guys the exact same thing? What if he had promised each of them they were The One just to throw everyone else off?


    He got out of the shower and brushed his teeth. He shook his hair out of his eyes, which caused toothpaste foam to fly around and hit the counter. Maybe I should get a haircut, he thought. Maybe I should ask Luke.


    Ask Luke? Did he just think that? He finished brushing his teeth, got dressed in the boxer briefs, undershirt, and socks, then styled his hair. Why would he ask Luke what to do with his hair? That was Megan’s job, and she loved running her fingers through it.


    Well, when she was here.


    He walked out of the bathroom and crossed to his room across the hallway.


    He pulled on his Winter Soldier costume, complete with a fake-looking metal arm sleeve with a red star at the top. He looked in the mirror on his closet door. It wasn’t billion-dollar franchise quality, but it would work for one school day. 


    He picked up the long-haired wig he had ordered and put it on. Pretty accurate for the character he was playing. Of course, this was the school-friendly Winter Soldier. No guns or weapons allowed. 


    He walked back into the bathroom, took out a new eyebrow pencil, and pulled up a pic of Sebastian Stan as Winter Soldier on his phone. He blended the black around his eyes the best he could, then put the wig on and sent a selfie to Megan.


    “You’ve got this,” he said with a smile and a wink to himself in the mirror. “Time to go see Cap and Black Widow at the Avengers Compound across the street.”


    He picked up his backpack, jacket, and umbrella and headed out.


     


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-SEVEN


    Daniel splashed cold water on his face and looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. He looked like hell. His eyes were red. The circles beneath them were darker than normal. His brain felt fuzzy.


    Happy Friday.


    He was in his new Captain America costume, specially ordered for today. Unfortunately, he couldn’t wear the mask due to school safety reasons, so he planned to wear a fake beard to look like Cap in Infinity War. But the beard he ordered looked like crap, so he decided against it. 


    He figured if people couldn’t figure out who he was from the suit and the shield, they were out of luck.


    Daniel heard the doorbell. Amber was coming by early, which he was happy about. He wanted to give her a huge hug for being so supportive. For dealing with something she shouldn’t have to deal with.


    That neither of them should, at their ages.


    “I got it,” Daniel called as he unlocked and opened the door. Without saying a word, Amber jumped onto him and gave him a huge hug. 


    Just as he had hoped.


    They walk-hugged inside, Daniel closing the door behind them. They stood together in the warmth of the house. Daniel didn’t want to let her go. She was dressed as Black Widow, complete with fully-dyed red hair.


    “Mom,” April said from behind him. “Captain America and Black Widow are hugging unsupervised in the living room.”


    “Hugging is okay,” his mom called back.


    They released their hug. “Welcome back,” Daniel said with a smile. 


    Amber looked at him, an air of concern on her face. She lightly touched under his eyes, placed her cold hands on the sides of his face. Gave him a quick kiss on the lips.


    “I needed that,” Daniel said. “Did you want to have some coffee or juice before we go?”


    “Sure,” Amber said. She took his hand in hers as they walked to the kitchen table.


    April was seated, eating a bowl of Frosted Flakes. She noticed their hands. “Mom, is holding hands okay?”


    “Yes,” Daniel’s mom said as she placed a glass of orange juice in front of April. She looked over at them and smiled. “Holding hands is okay.”


    April watched them closely as she ate her cereal. Daniel looked back at her. “Why are you staring at us?” Daniel asked.


    “Isn’t that what people in costume want people to do?” April asked back. “Is that your real hair?” April asked Amber.


    “Yes,” Amber said. “Dyed it last night.”


    “It looks good,” Daniel said.


    “You didn’t even know it was her real hair,” April said.


    “I’m not even sure you’re my real sister,” Daniel said.


    “And welcome to weekday mornings at the Robinson’s,” Daniel’s mom said to Amber as she sat down at the table.


    “I usually eat breakfast by myself,” Amber said, “so this is nice.”


    “Still don’t know why you picked him,” April said, rolling her eyes.


    “Mom,” Daniel said.


    “I can’t pick sides this morning,” Shelly said, putting up his hands in surrender. “You both seem to have started this at the same time.”


    The front door opened. Daniel looked and was happy to see it was Kyle.


    “Bucky!” Daniel said.


    Kyle entered the dining room area in his costume. “Thought we should get some pics before we head out,” Kyle said.


    “You look like a raccoon,” April said to Kyle.


    “Thanks,” Kyle said.


    “Daniel does, too,” April said. “But that’s because he’s not sleeping at night.”


    There was an awkward pause. 


    Daniel jumped up from his chair. “Let’s get these pictures and get going.” They all moved toward the entryway.


    Kyle looked at Daniel. “Are you still not sleeping?”


    “Not a good time,” Daniel said aside to Kyle. “Okay, mom, let’s get some pics so we can go. Where’s my shield?”


    April ran over with his shield. “Captain,” she said.


    “Thanks,” Daniel said. 


    “Okay,” Daniel’s mom said. “Ready?” She took a series of pics with her phone. “I’ll text them to Daniel, and he can text them to you.”


    “Thanks, Mom,” Daniel said.


    Kyle opened the front door.


    She kissed him on the cheek. “Have fun today,” she said. “Drive safe.”


    The three teens piled out of the door. 


    “Cap and Black Widow,” Kyle said. “I’ll see you at school.” Kyle saluted them.


    “Roger that,” Daniel said, saluting back.


    Daniel and Amber got into Amber’s car.


    “Can your mom or sister see us from here?” Amber asked as she started the Focus.


    “I don’t think so,” Daniel said.


    “Good,” Amber said. She leaned over, grabbed the back of Daniel’s head, and kissed him. She released the back of his head, and he sat back in his seat, mildly out of breath, blushing.


    “I’ve wanted to do that again since last night,” Amber said with a big smile.


    “You and me both,” Daniel said. “What if we just skipped school, went to Vegas, and got married?”


    “I have a quiz first period, and we’re underage,” Amber said.


    “Damn,” Daniel said, disappointed. “Onward to school.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-EIGHT


    Kyle removed his lunch bag from his locker as the throng of students dressed as sci-fi and superhero characters filtered past him in the hallway. The rain was coming down in full force, but the costume contest was still planned in the Small Gym ten minutes into lunch. 


    And he and Daniel were gonna win!


    “What the hell are you supposed to be?” Kyle heard Luke’s voice behind him. 


    Kyle turned as he closed his locker and saw Luke in his Varsity jacket flanked by several other Varsity players, also in their Varsity jackets.


    “I’m Bucky Barnes,” Kyle said, “also known as The Winter Soldier.”


    “What’s with the eye make-up?” Luke said, moving closer. “You look stupid.”


    “It’s Sci-fi and Superhero Day,” Kyle said. “I thought looking stupid was the point.”


    A serious look crossed Luke’s face. “Lose the costume,” he said. “You’re going to Midnight House, not Comic-Con.”


    “I will,” Kyle said. “After school, it’s gone.”


    “Now,” Luke said, stepping close to Kyle. “You are a candidate for next year’s Varsity Captain. This is not a great way to make the case that you are worthy of the position.”


    I see someone isn’t a Marvel fan, Kyle thought.


    “After the costume contest,” Kyle said.


    “Kyle,” Luke began. He looked away, then back at Kyle. “Lose the costume, or lose your ticket to Midnight House. Got it?”


    “Got it,” Kyle said. 


    Luke and his Varsity minions walked past Kyle. What was he going to do? He couldn’t let Daniel down. And if he gave in to Luke and Amber found out, he’d never hear the end of it from both of them. 


    But, he reasoned, what if he could do the contest without Luke ever finding out?


    He looked around the hallway, which was diminishing in students. Still, there was the possibility he could find who he needed.


    And he did.


    “Hey, Seth!” Kyle called out. Seth turned toward him and nodded his direction. Kyle closed his locker and jogged toward his teammate, wearing a white dress shirt and black tie under his EHS jacket.


    “What’s up?” Seth asked.


    “I need a huge favor,” Kyle began.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    FIFTY-NINE


    Daniel stood alone in line for the costume contest as the Star Wars theme blasted on the speakers at the far end of the Small Gym. Pairs of costumed students were lined up in front and in back of him. Daniel checked his watch. 


    Where was Kyle?


    He looked over at Amber, who looked back at him with a slight smile. The mic was in her hand, ready to start the contest. She mouthed, “Where is he?” and Daniel shrugged.


    Daniel watched as Amber shrugged back, turned the mic on, and started. “Happy Sci-Fi-Superhero Day, Hornets!” The students in line for the contest and those in the bleachers cheered.


    As Amber continued talking, Daniel saw someone running toward him in his peripheral vision. He turned his head as Kyle leaped from a few feet away and landed right beside him. “Ready for the contest, Captain America,” Kyle said with a smile and a salute.


    “Took long enough, Bucky,” Daniel said with a smile and salute back.


    “Had a problem in Wakanda,” Kyle said. “Had to take care of it.”


    “Let’s get started!” Amber said in the mic. She listed off the first set of students in costume; they were dressed as The Joker and Harley Quinn. The students cheered and stomped on the bleachers.


    “Hope we win,” Daniel said over the crowd.


    “Same here, brother,” Kyle said.


    They came in third.
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    After the contest, Amber met up with Steven Trout, dressed as Super Man, and they started their walk around the track. Amber felt silly wearing a hoodie over her Black Widow costume, but the cold air made it a much- needed accessory.


    “I told my parents,” Steven Trout said as they started a second lap around the track. “Last night.”


    “Really?” Amber said. “And how did that go?”


    “They said they already knew,” Steven said with a smile. “I guess my collage of Zac Efron pictures was a big tip-off a couple years ago.”


    “Yeah,” Amber said, “that would probably be a solid clue. I’m happy for you. Now you don’t have to worry about them finding out.”


    “Thanks for helping me through this,” Steven said. “It’s nice to talk to someone who, you know, doesn’t judge or use what you tell them against you.”


    “Yeah, well,” Amber said. “I’ve dealt with plenty of those people in my lifetime.”


    “And you’re only sixteen!” Steven said.


    “Crazy, right?” Amber said with a laugh. “You wanna hear something funny?”


    “Sure.”


    “Daniel thought you and I were...”


    Steven stopped walking. “You’re kidding?”


    “Swear to God, he did.”


    “And what did you tell him?”


    “The truth,” Amber said. “He’s been going through a lot, and I wanted our friendship to not be something he was worried about.”


     “You didn’t tell him about the crush I have on him, did you?” Steven asked.


    “No,” Amber said. “But knowing him, I’m sure he’d be fine with it. But I think I’ll save that news for another afternoon.” They continued walking. “So, what’s up with this whole Midnight House thing?”


    “No clue,” Steven said. “Just happy to be invited.”


    “And you have no problem with not knowing anything about anything other than it’s Midnight House?”


    “Amber,” Steven said, “I’m just happy to be invited. Hell, I’ve been on that bench since my Freshman year. It’s nice to be invited to do anything with my teammates. I even got Kyle to let me play Friday.”


    “That’s great!” Amber said. “I’ll be there to see you. I promised Megan I’d make a video of Kyle playing and send it to her. There may be some commentary added in, but I don’t think she’ll mind.”


    Amber heard the warning bell in the distance.


    “Thanks for walking with me,” Steven said. He turned and gave her a hug. 


    “Any time,” Amber said. “And I’m very proud of you.”


    “Thanks,” Steven said. “I owe you. And I hope Daniel works through whatever it is that he’s going through.”


    “Same here,” Amber said. “I just hope it’s sooner than later.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY


    Daniel waited for Amber after school. His eyelids were growing heavier and heavier throughout the day. The coffee and the Monster – thankfully, they had refilled the vending machine - he had earlier weren’t getting the job done. Even the surge of excitement from the costume contest wasn’t enough to keep him energized. Especially a third-place win. But hey, gift cards to Mary’s Pizza Shack were always a welcome prize. 


    He just wanted to get to the gym, then go home and sleep for a bit before he had to come back for the basketball game. His parents and April had left for Sacramento after April got home from school, so he would have the house all to himself once he got there. 


    Throughout the day, Daniel’s mind drifted toward thoughts about Kyle, Midnight House, and how the whole situation seemed pretty suspicious. At least to Daniel, it did.


    That’s when he came up with an idea. A plan. One that he was certain was an overreaction, but at the same time, he wanted to make sure Kyle was safe tonight. He knew what he wanted to do and how he planned to do it, but he was unsure if he should.


    And he knew he didn’t want to do it alone. 


    He saw Amber coming down the hall. He knew that if anyone would be honest with him and tell him what a stupid idea it was to do what he wanted to do, it was Amber.


    “Can I tell you something?” Daniel asked as she came up to him. They joined hands.


    “You can tell me anything, Captain America,” she said with a smile and a twinkle in her eyes.
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    Amber listened as Daniel finished telling her his plan. Daniel, still in his Captain America costume, and she, in her Black Widow costume, made the idea much more intriguing. 


    But even in their Marvel gear, it did sound like a crazy idea. And she’s wasn’t exactly in the Kyle Fan Club at the moment, either.


    When he finished telling her, he paused and looked at her with those tired eyes she found so cute.


    She kissed his nose. “You really should just go home and sleep. You need it.”


    “I know. But I feel like Kyle needs me more.”


    “No,” Amber said. “You need to take care of you.” She took his hands in hers, looked him in the eye. “Maybe we can drive someplace quiet and get in the backseat?”


    She could feel his pulse-rate increase through his hands. His palms got a little damp.


    “Really?” Daniel said.


    She moved closer to him. “And I think cuddling with you would be a lot more fun than dealing with Kyle tonight. Don’t you?”


    “Yes,” Daniel said.


    She moved in to nuzzle his neck.


    “I really, really love that idea,” Daniel said in a whisper. 


    “You have to let Kyle do what Kyle is going to do,” Amber said. “He’s smart enough to know if he’s putting himself in a bad situation.”


    “But what if he isn’t?” Daniel said. She could clearly see the concern in his eyes, and the exhaustion as well. “What if he’s too close to this thing, and his not thinking clearly because his ego’s in the way?” Daniel looked away for a moment, then back at her. “If I ignore this feeling I have, and something happens to Kyle...” Daniel drifted off.


    “I talked to Megan,” Amber confessed. “She wasn’t too happy about this, either. Guess he didn’t listen to her. Big surprise.”


    Amber looked back at the school. She knew she had one more attempt to try and end this before tonight’s antics began.


    “Here’s what I want you to do,” she said to Daniel. “Take the day off from the gym. I’ll drop you off at home. Take a nap. Try and relax. I’ll buzz by and pick you up before the JV game, and we’ll find a spot in the bleachers where I can livestream some of the game for Megan, and we can make-out.”


    She saw Daniel’s cheeks blush. “Okay,” he said. 


    “I have to get things ready for the raffle and other halftime stuff for tonight, so I’ll be here if you need me.”


    They kissed once more and climbed into Amber’s Focus.


    After she dropped him off, after a few minutes of kissing, she headed down Bradford Street back toward Enterprise.


    “Guess it’s my turn to try and stop this,” Amber said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-ONE


    Upon her arrival at the school, Amber entered the ASB room and found Luke. The lights were off, the curtains were drawn across the wall of windows that looked out at the quad. 


    She knew he’d be here. He always came in here to focus before a game. The ambient noise of waves crashing against the shore could be heard emanating from a speaker near Luke in the corner where he was seated on the floor, legs crossed.


    His eyes were closed.


    Amber flicked on the overhead fluorescents, which knocked Luke from his tranquil state of mind.


    “What the hell, Amber?” Luke said. “I’m prepping for tonight’s game.”


    “Did Megan call you about tonight?” Amber asked point-blank.


    He smiled as he turned off the waves, stood. “Great. Another member of the Save Kyle Campaign,” Luke said, shaking his head. “Look. We’re going up there, we’re gonna have a little fun. Maybe alcohol will be involved. Maybe guys will act stupid and do stupid stuff. It’s a fun night, okay? Why can’t you and Megan, and that Daniel guy understand that and leave Kyle alone?”


    Amber crossed her arms and stared at him.


    “And, yes,” Luke continued. “Apparently, Megan tried to stop Kyle herself, but when he refused not to go, she tried to get me to uninvite him. I said no.” Luke sat on one of the ASB tables facing her. “And what do you care? You don’t even like him.”


    “He’s my boyfriend’s best friend,” Amber said. “Had to make an attempt.”


    “Is his bestie coming by next to try and stop him?”


    “No,” Amber said. “I think we’re done here.”


    “Great,” Luke said. “I look forward to seeing you at halftime for the big raffle.”


    “I’ll be there,” Amber said, heading for the door.


    “Oh, and Amber?” Luke said.


    She turned, her hand on the doorknob.


    “Don’t try anything tonight, okay?” 


    “How can I try anything,” Amber said, “I don’t even know where it is. Which I think is the same thing your last girlfriend said when you took off your pants. Have a nice day.” 


    With a smile, Amber turned and walked out into the hallway.
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    Luke hated being interrupted as he was mentally preparing for a game. And of all the people it could have been, it was Amber. 


    He flicked off the lights, turned his wave noises back on, and returned to his corner. He closed his eyes and breathed in deep through his nose, then out through his mouth. 


    He had to refocus, but his thoughts were trailing to later tonight. Now he was more determined than ever to make sure Tyler’s plans happened the way he wanted. The fact that Megan and Amber were both desperate to stop Kyle from going, and the fact that Kyle was still coming with Luke and the other players to Midnight House, was proof that Kyle’s own ego would help seal his fate.


    And whatever Tyler had planned for him would end his life.


    Then Megan and Amber could tell Kyle’s casket that they told him so.


    Luke smiled at the thought.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-TWO


    Kyle finished showering and joined his fellow teammates after the JV team took down the Red Bluff Spartans to a 110-73 defeat. Kyle had blazed up and down the court, doing his best to impress Luke, who watched the first two periods.


    Kyle was even more impressed by Steven Trout. Trout helped the JV team score multiple baskets in the second half, which helped build their lead against the Spartans and ensure their victory.


    He was definitely going to make sure Steven was playing more in future games.


    He had had Amber livestream some of the game to Megan so she could see him bring his A-game even from overseas. He couldn’t wait to contact her and see what she thought.


    He felt great.


    In his hand, he held a small envelope. He noticed that the other Midnight House candidates had similar envelopes in their hands as well. Kyle’s envelope was in his locker when he and his fellow teammates returned to the locker room after their victory.


    “Hey,” Kyle said to Jason Meyers. “You open yours yet?”


    “Not yet,” Jason said. “Luke didn’t say we couldn’t.” Jason ripped his open, pulled out a slip of paper.


    “What’s it say?” Kyle asked.


    “’Meet at the blue van near the flag pole after the game’” Jason read.


    Kyle opened his. Same message. “Well, at least we know we’re all headed to the same location,” Kyle said.


    Jason nodded. 


    The gym lights went out, and the crowd roared with excited cheers and stomps. The Varsity game was about to begin. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-THREE


    After the Varsity game, another victory for the Hornets, Daniel stood with Amber next to her car. He watched as Kyle and his teammates headed toward a blue van. He really, really, wanted to go somewhere secluded and make-out with Amber, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else if he was worried about Kyle.


     “Amber, my gut’s telling me I have to do this,” Daniel said.


    “Do what?” Amber asked.


    “Make sure Kyle’s safe,” Daniel said. He looked back over to the van.


    “And you’d probably be too distracted to have sex if we didn’t go,” Amber said.


    “Exactly,” Daniel said. Wait, what did she just say. “Wait, what?”


    Amber looked at him. “What?”


    “Did you just...?”


    “We should get going,” Amber said, taking out her keys. ”I’m driving,” Amber replied as she opened the driver’s side door.


    “Wait,” Daniel said. “Did you just say something about sex?”


    She looked up in thought, shook her head. “Don’t think so,” she replied.


    Daniel rubbed his eyes. “I must be more exhausted than I thought.”


    “Then it’s a good thing I’m driving,” Amber said.


    “Why’s that?”


    “Because I don’t trust your gut to get us there safely, I’m a better driver, and you don’t have your car,” she said with a smile. “Get in the car.”


    “Amber,” Daniel began.


    “Get in the car.”


    “Amber.”


    “Get in the car.”


    Daniel looked at her, cocked his head.


    “What are you going to do?” Amber asked.


    “I’m gonna get in the car,” Daniel replied. He heard the passenger door unlock.


    “Good choice,” Amber said. 


    Daniel climbed into the passenger side of Amber’s car and closed the door. Amber started the car. Daniel watched the van as its brake lights illuminated the surrounding cars and people with a blanket of red.
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    “What if we lose the van?” Amber asked still watching the van through the windshield. She had joined the line of cars attempted to leave the parking lot.


    “Me and Kyle have cell phone trackers on our phones. I can use that if I need to.”


    Amber turned and looked at him. “You have a what?”


    “It was Kyle’s idea.”


    “Good. I was hoping you weren’t going ask me to do that with you. A girl needs some level of independence.”


    “I agree. You have a life. I’m just happy to be a small part of it.”


    “I’d kiss you right now,” she said, still watching the idling van, “but we can’t afford to fog up the windows.” Amber smiled and patted his upper thigh.


    Had he really imagined what she said about sex?


    Daniel saw the van circle around and move toward the parking lot’s exit. “There it goes,” he said.


    Amber removed her hand from Daniel’s leg and shifted the Focus into drive. “Let the games begin,” Amber said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-FOUR


    Kyle was energized as well as tired. It had been a busy week and a grueling game earlier in the evening, but he was here now on his way to Midnight House. He was seated in the back of the van between Seth Kline and Steven Trout and was very happy that everyone in the van had showered before tonight’s adventure.


    Luke was seated in the passenger’s seat. The driver was another Varsity player that Kyle knew by sight but not by name. Brandon Meeks and Jason Myers were in the bench seat in front of his.


    Where were they going? What did Midnight House look like? What were they going to do? The questions were buzzing around Kyle’s head like a swarm of bees, and he knew that soon all his questions would be answered.


    “How long until we get there?” Kyle said.


    “There is no talking in the van,” Luke responded loudly, still facing forward.


    He looked at Seth, then Steven, who both shrugged a response.


    Whatever it takes to make it to the next level, Kyle thought. Whatever it takes.
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    Amber’s car was a few car lengths behind the van. She could see the back of Kyle’s head in the back of the van thanks to the headlights of the cars in front of her. She assumed that the van was more than likely headed to a location that didn’t have a lot of traffic. And she was grateful Daniel had the phone tracker for when they did have to back off to avoid being detected.


    “What’s your plan for when we get there?” Amber asked. 


    “I honestly have no idea,” Daniel replied. 


    “That’s comforting,” Amber said. She reached over and turned up the heater.


    “I just want to make sure Kyle isn’t in over his head. You know how he can be.”


    “Egotistical? A narcissist? Full of himself?”


    “I was going to say that he sometimes gets so fixated on what he wants to do that he forgets to notice what’s going on around him. But those are pretty accurate lately.”


    “So, what if you get up there and it’s just stupid guys lighting farts and running around in their boxers like a bunch of idiots?”


    “Then we’ll go home,” Daniel said.


    “And if it’s not?”


    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Daniel said. “The ‘What if it’s not’ scenario?”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-FIVE


    Almost a half-hour later, the van drove through Old Shasta. Kyle watched as the vague forms of the crumbled brick buildings from decades past flew by on the left. 


    The van arrived at the Whiskeytown Visitor’s Center parking lot, pulled in, and parked. Only a few yellow-tinted lights were on in the parking area. Kyle knew Whiskeytown Lake was right in front of the van, but it was so dark all he could see was a vast expanse of blackness.


    Several times he and Daniel and their families had been out on the lake water skiing, tubing, or wakeboarding during the many summers they had spent together. Unlike last summer, there was no fear of getting a sunburn out here tonight.


    Luke turned around and looked at the group. He held up his fist with what looked like handkerchiefs in the dim light. “All of you tie these over your eyes. Still no talking.” 


    He passed them out to everyone. Kyle took his. It was red. Blindfolds? Kyle thought. This is getting pretty weird, but okay. He noticed the other four had dutifully put theirs on.


    “Waiting on you, Hanson,” Luke said.


    Kyle nodded, took a deep breath, then tied the blindfold in the back. The knot took a couple tries, but he finally got it. It was already dark before the blindfold, but now he was completely sightless.


    I hope the driver doesn’t have to wear one, he joked to himself. 


    “What’s so funny, Hanson,” Luke said.


    Crap! Kyle thought to himself. I must’ve been smiling. He shrugged and shook his head.


    The van started again, and Kyle felt them back out of the parking space. He had been to Whiskeytown Lake, and its smaller friend, Brandy Creek, dozens of times with his family, Daniel and his family, and Megan and her family, so he knew the area pretty well. Of course, all those times he wasn’t blindfolded in the back of a van. But he could tell that they had turned right out of the parking lot and were headed down the windy road toward Whiskeytown Lake and Whiskeytown Dam. 


    With the blindfold tight around his eyes, Kyle had no clue where they would end up. He just hoped that all of this would be worth it in the end.
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    Amber had pulled the car into a spot in front of the Old Shasta Courthouse Museum. Daniel looked at the cell phone tracker app, and Kyle’s phone was on and in the van. The dot was at the Whiskeytown Visitor’s Center. He only had one bar left for reception and prayed that stayed put for as long as possible.


    “Does that thing work if his cell or yours doesn’t have service?” Amber asked. He looked up at her, her face illuminated by the glow of his cell phone screen.


    “I don’t know,” Daniel said. “We’ve never used it in this type of situation before. Usually, we use it to find each other at a concert or the fairgrounds. Not like this.”


    He looked back down at the screen. The dot was moving again. “They’re headed up toward Whiskeytown Lake.”


    Amber started the car. “And so are we,” she said as she pulled out and got back on the main road.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-SIX


    Kyle continued to sit in silence and total darkness. The van took curves a bit too fast causing his seatmates to smoosh up against him on more than one occasion. It was warm in the van, and he could smell a slight hint of gasoline in the air around him. 


    The van made a quick right turn, and the tires crunched down on loose gravel. The van made its way up a slight incline, then stopped. 


    The van turned off. “Keep your blindfolds on,” Luke said from the front. Kyle heard two doors open, then the side door slid open. Cold air invaded the interior of the van giving Kyle a slight chill. 


    “Grab the hand of the guy next to you and slowly get out of the van,” Luke said.


    Kyle, Seth, and Steven grabbed hands. Seth’s was sweaty and clammy, while Steven’s was warm. Steven stood and pulled on Kyle’s arm, which caused him to get up and pull Seth out of his seat. Kyle felt someone’s guiding hand on his elbow as he stepped out of the van, and his shoes crunched onto the gravel beneath them.


    “Now, remove your blindfolds,” Luke ordered.


    Kyle reached back behind his head and untied the blindfold. The interior light of the van illuminated the scene: Luke was flanked on both sides by other – Kyle assumed - Varsity teammates that must have come up before them. They stood in front of Kyle and his JV teammates.


    All of them, except Luke, were in masks. Jason Voorhees, Freddy Krueger, Chucky, Ghostface, and Leatherface flanked Luke on both sides.


    The driver, in a Michael Myers mask, handed out slips of paper, a small snack bag, and pens to each of them. “Write down your name and the passcode for your phone,” Luke instructed, “then place your phone in the bag.”


    “Isn’t that a little unnecessary?” Steven Trout asked. 


    Luke stepped toward him. “Are you questioning the ways of Midnight House?”


    Uh oh, Kyle thought. Just go with it, Steven. It’s all part of the game.


    “No,” Steven said, looking away from Luke’s laser-focused gaze. “Never mind.” Kyle saw Steven reach in his jeans pocket and take out his phone.


    Kyle and the others did as well. Kyle wrote down his name and passcode on the slip of paper, then placed his phone in the sandwich bag provided, along with the paper.


    They handed them back to Michael Myers, who placed them in a backpack.


    “Let’s head inside,” Luke said. The Varsity players led the way as the other boys followed around the front of the van. 


    Before Kyle and the others stood a beautiful log cabin-style house. It looked like a house you’d see in one of those Hallmark Channel movies that Kyle’s mom loved so much. But he doubted that inside was a young career woman who had returned to her hometown in an attempt to save her father’s flower business. 


    The front steps were lit up with bright lights that led to a porch where Kyle could see patio furniture that definitely didn’t look cheap. The wooden front door was accented with a stained-glass oval in the center.


    I wonder who owns this? Kyle thought as they walked up the steps and entered through the fancy door.


    When they got inside, Kyle expected to see a lot of expensive furniture and other nice stuff. 


    What he did see was quite the opposite.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-SEVEN


    Amber’s Focus idled next to the JFK Memorial near Whiskeytown Dam. She wished she and Daniel were up here just to hang-out instead of some kind of recon mission. 


    Amber looked over at Daniel, who was zooming in on the map on his phone with his fingers. 


    “Where are they?” she asked.


    “Some area behind NEED Camp,” he replied.


    “NEED Camp?” she said. “What’s that?”


    Daniel looked up at her. “Well, now it’s Whiskeytown Environmental School,” Daniel said. “It’s a camp we went to in fifth-grade for a week. It was a lot of fun. Kyle found a scorpion in his cabin. Tried to bring it home. We learned to square dance.”


    “Square dance, eh?” Amber said. “Sounds like a rip-roarin’ time,” Amber said with a forced country accent. 


    Daniel smiled, then looked back at his phone. ”I think I can walk up to the place they are if we park near the entrance to the camp.”


    “Why don’t we just drive up and have a look?”


    “I don’t know what we’re driving into.”


    “Daniel,” Amber said, looking toward him in the darkness. The light from the JFK Memorial only partially illuminated the inside of the Focus. “This is not an action movie. You aren’t going in there with the fear of facing a bunch of guys with martial arts skills and weapons training.”


    “I know,” Daniel said.


    “Are you afraid to piss off Kyle?”


    “A little bit,” Daniel confessed. “But I’m more afraid of something else.”


    “What’s that?” Amber asked.


    “Losing him completely,” Daniel replied.


  




  

    CHAPTER 


    SIXTY-EIGHT


    Kyle looked around the large living room area of the cabin. Blue tarps covered the walls and floor. There were plastic folding tables and chairs around the room, the tables also draped in plastic sheeting. The tables had open bottles of alcohol, shot glasses, and other items on them. 


    There was a kiddie pool in one corner full of water.


    Kyle felt his heartbeat increase and his gut tighten. 


    “What the hell did we just walk into?” Seth Kline whispered next to Kyle. “A freakin’ Saw movie?”


    The Varsity players stood in a line in front of the JV candidates. “Strip,” Luke said matter-of-factly.


    He wants us to do what? Kyle thought. He and the other boys looked at each other.


    “What are you, deaf?” Luke said louder. “I said strip!”


    “Um,” Steven Trout said, timidly raising his hand. “Is that really necessary?”


    Luke smiled and stepped forward. “What did you think would happen when you came to Midnight House?”


    “I don’t know,” Steven began. “Some choosing method to pick who would be Varsity Captain next year. Like, eenie-meenie-miney-mo.”


    “Or musical chairs,” Brandon Meeks chimed in.


    “Not a bad idea,” Steven Trout continued. “And I see four chairs over there, and there are five of us. I think we have a plan here, guys.”


    Luke moved toward Steven, getting right in his face. Way too close. “I didn’t ask for your input, Trout. I said strip! All of you!”


    Kyle saw Steven smirk. “Leave the underwear or...”


    “All of it!” Luke screamed, his perfect complexion turning an ugly reddish pink. 


    Kyle took off his shirt, as did the others. They eventually were all naked, their clothes in a pile to the side. It was very weird being naked in front of a group of guys just staring at you. Kyle and the others covered their privates with their hands.


    “Did I say cover up?” Luke said.


    The boys moved their hands to their sides. A clock started to chime. Midnight.


    Luke smiled. “Welcome to Midnight House, boys! Now the real fun can begin.”


  




  

    SATURDAY


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SIXTY-NINE


    Daniel unbuckled his seat belt as Amber’s Focus arrived at the closed gate near the entry to NEED Camp. The map on his phone showed that Kyle’s phone had been in the same location for a while. The location was only a half-mile up the road from where the Focus was now parked.


     Amber turned off the car, and they sat in silence, the only sounds from the rainwater dripping from the tree branches above Amber’s car.


    “How long?” Amber said, breaking the silence. 


    Daniel jumped a little. He hoped she hadn’t seen him do so in the darkness. It was now midnight, according to his phone, which now read ‘No Service.’


    “Just long enough to see that he’s okay,” Daniel said. “Then I’ll be back.”


    “Are we gonna do the cliched ‘If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, you know what to do’ bit?” Amber asked.


    Daniel reached for the handle to open his door. “Let’s go with twenty,” Daniel said. “Then, if I’m not back, drive down to the visitor’s center and call the cops.”


    “The cops?” Amber said.


    “Please?” Daniel asked.


    “Okay,” Amber said. “I’ll do it.”	She unbuckled her seatbelt, leaned toward him, and kissed him. “Good luck.”


    “Thanks,” Daniel said as he opened the car door. “See you in twenty.”


    He closed the passenger door and heard Amber lock herself inside. Daniel zipped his jacket to the top in an attempt to protect himself from the chilly night air. He felt cold water drip on his head from the tree branches above.


    He exhaled a large plume of smoky air due to the cold, then walked away from Amber’s Focus and up to the main road. 


    Daniel put the phone in his back pocket and walked up the slight incline toward what he hoped would be a peaceful reunion. 


    [image: ]


    Amber didn’t like to feel scared, and she didn’t really feel that way at the moment. She was more concerned about Daniel and his mental state. His lack of sleep. The nightmares. His worrying about Kyle. His trust issues with her regarding her friendship with Steven Trout. 


    Was she helping or hurting him by driving him out here tonight? Should she have pushed harder for the late-night cuddle session at her Aunt’s house? 


    She looked at her phone and saw that she thankfully had one bar. That at least gave her some sense of security if something crazy did happen.


    Whatever that might be.


    Twenty minutes. Twenty minutes and she was to drive down and call the cops. But she had a bar on her cell, unlike Daniel, so she could call from here. 


    If she had to, that is.


    A few minutes after Daniel left, Amber opened her car door. The sudden rush of cold air shot through her body like an icy knife. 


    She walked to the back of the Focus and popped the trunk. Using the flashlight on her phone, she looked at the trunk’s contents: a beach towel, some blankets, an EHS sweatshirt. 


    She dug underneath the items, making a note to take the blanket back with her when she returned to the car. Amber pulled up trunk’s floor to reveal the spare tire, jack...and a special item she wanted to have with her, just in case.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY


    Daniel hiked up the gravel road, amazed that his phone had reception now. His location, and the location of Kyle’s phone, drew closer on the screen the further he walked. As cold as it had been in Redding, Whiskeytown’s elevation brought a stronger chill that penetrated through Daniel’s jacket despite the cloud cover above.


    He stopped abruptly, his shoes skidding slightly on the loose gravel beneath him. It sounded like bass pounding nearby. 


    Another glance at his phone’s screen made it clear that the noise and Kyle’s phone were probably located in the same place.


    But what the hell was it?


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-ONE


    Kyle’s eardrums felt like they were about to explode, but he fought through the pain. As he started the third round of the first game of the evening, Kyle dropped to the tarp-covered floor, did twenty push-ups, jumped up, ran across the room – which was a challenge due to the only light source being a strobe light – took a shot of some horrible-tasting alcohol, did ten jumping jacks, spun in a circle five times, then back across the room for another ten push-ups. 


    With each round, Kyle could feel himself getting – what he could only guess it was, since he had never been before – drunker. He and his fellow teammates were bumping into each other with each pass.


    The older boys’ screams and yells over the pounding music, along with being pelted by ice-water filled balloons left Kyle disoriented, dizzy, and nauseous.


    But he had to keep going. He wanted that Varsity Captain position. And if this is what it took, he was okay with it.


    On his fifth cycle through, he slammed hard into one of his teammates, which caused Kyle to lose his balance and fall backward onto the slick, wet tarp below him. Kyle had to move his body around on the wet tarp with only the aid of the strobe light to avoid his other teammates’ incoming legs as they ran past. 


    Kyle hurried to his feet, his body dripping with cold water, spilled alcohol, sweat, and who knew what else, and felt as if he was about to throw up. Determined not to fail, he started the next round.


    The strobe shut off. The music stopped.


    Kyle’s ears rang, and he could still see the remnants of the strobe light flashing in his vision.


    The house lights came back on.


    Kyle looked around at the mess of water, spilled alcohol, and out of breath teammates that surrounded him. The older, masked Varsity players and Luke stood across the room.


    “Nicely done, ladies,” Luke said.


    “I feel like I’m gonna puke!” Seth Kline said, kneeling on the floor beside Kyle.


    “Puke, and you’re walking home!” Luke yelled.


    Silence, except for the heavy breathing of the five naked JV players.


    Luke walked to the table where empty shot glasses and red Solo cups were tipped over or littered the floor beneath. Most of the liquor bottles were near empty.


    “Impressive,” Luke said. “Next game. You guys like to swim?”


    Kyle and the other JV guys looked at each other and nodded.


    “You like to wrestle?”


    Again, nods from the JV team.


    “Good. Hanson, you’re up first!”


    Kyle wasn’t sure what that meant, or even if he could take a step without falling over. His vision was becoming increasingly blurred, and his stomach was on the verge of a revolt as his body became uncomfortably warm.


    The Varsity players moved the table out from the center of the room, and Luke dragged the kiddie pool Kyle saw earlier into the center of the room. Even from where he was, Kyle could see that there was ice floating in the shallow water.


    Kyle staggered forward toward the kiddie pool, arriving at the edge, and looked down. His equilibrium began to shift.


    Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up! Kyle repeated to himself on a loop.


    “Let’s bring out his opponent,” Luke said with a smirk.


    A door opened. A mountain of a man in a black and grey skull mask, no shirt, and flower-covered board shorts entered the living room.


    Kyle could feel his eyes widen, his mouth went dry, and his heart-rate increased even more than it already had from the alcohol-fueled games he and his fellow JV players had just completed.


    You can throw up now, Kyle’s brain said to him.


    The hulking man arrived on the opposite side of the pool.


    “I...” Kyle began. “I don’t member seeing him before.” 


    “Transfer student,” Luke said. “First person to pin the other one underwater for ten seconds wins, then on to the next round. Winner wrestles the next JV player until we have a winner.” 


    Luke picked up an air horn and blasted it, which brought Kyle back to the reality of the situation. He stared into the cold, dead eyes that peered back at him from the shirtless giant in the skull mask.


    Kyle knew he was in big trouble!


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-TWO


    Daniel stood at the edge of the driveway, his anxiety gripping his heart, his lungs, and his mind. A house in the middle of nowhere. Unknown horrors inside. A best friend to be saved. 


    Now he knew how Kyle must have felt two years ago when he came across Austin’s house in the field.


    The music had stopped, and the lights had come back on a few minutes ago. He had no clue how to approach the situation. Should he sneak in? Did they have guys patrolling the area? He hadn’t seen any.


    This is stupid, Daniel said to himself. These are guys from school, not international terrorists or a drug cartel.


    Reassured, he knew what he should do.


    He heard an air horn blast from inside the cabin. 


    “Guess that’s my cue,” Daniel said to himself as he walked past the blue van and toward the cabin’s front door.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-THREE


    Kyle wrestled his masked opponent the best he could, amid the screams, cheers, and hollers from both the JV and Varsity players. His feet were freezing and going numb in the icy water of the kiddie pool, and the headlock he found himself in wasn’t helping matters. 


    His limbs felt rubbery from all the alcohol he had ingested, and most of his will-power was being spent on not puking instead of fighting back.


    And the stench of body odor from Skull Mask’s armpit wasn’t helping Kyle keep his stomach contents at bay, either.


    Skull Mask released him, and Kyle fell backward into the icy water of the kiddie pool. The ice water sloshed all around him. Kyle felt chunks of ice bob against his bare skin, which made him suddenly aware that he was buck naked in a pool of ice water.


    Kyle and Skull Mask made eye contact. Kyle clamored to his feet and slammed into the giant with as much force as he could muster in the short distance. Skull Mask didn’t budge, and Kyle felt himself losing power and energy at a fast pace.


    Kyle felt his legs crumple beneath him, his body once again submerged in the icy water as he splashed back down, Skull Mask on top of him.


    Cold! It’s so cold! Kyle’s mind screamed.


    Skull Mask grabbed Kyle’s hair and one of his shoulders and flipped him on his stomach, his face now submerged in the icy pool.


    “Ten seconds! Ten seconds! Ten seconds!” the Varsity players chanted.


    One-thousand-one, Kyle’s brain counted. One-thousand-two.


    He felt his face being pressed into the bottom of the kiddie pool. One ear still above the waterline, he could hear the cheers of the Varsity team. 


    Something wasn’t right.


    Kyle tried to flail his arms, move his legs. But he was pinned, Skull Mask’s knee driving deep into Kyle’s lower back. 


    Weakened by the alcohol, Kyle felt himself growing colder, more tired with each passing second.


    He heard a loud pounding. 


    What the hell was that?


    [image: ]


    Luke looked at the other Varsity players, then at Tyler – Kyle’s giant, skull-masked opponent - who motioned with his head for Luke to get the door.


    Luke opened the door.


    It was Kyle’s best friend, Daniel.


    “Hi,” Daniel said with a smile and quick wave. “I’m looking for Kyle Hanson?” 


    “Hey, Daniel!” Luke heard Kyle say behind him from the kiddie pool. “What the hell are you doing here?”


    Why had his brother stopped what he was doing? Luke wondered. Luke realized that this would have been the perfect scenario: Daniel witnessing his best friend’s accidental death. A hazing accident gone wrong. Oops.


    Daniel looked down at the pool. “There you are, silly! You were supposed to meet us for bowling night tonight.”


    “I was? I’m sorry,” Kyle said, followed by a belch.


    “Look, Daniel,” Luke said, blocking as much of the doorway with his body as he could. “Kyle’s fine. Why don’t you run along and you can see your friend tomorrow?”


    Daniel took a step inside, closer to the kiddie pool.


    Luke held on to the door, blocking his way.


    Could we take them both out? Luke thought. But a quick glance around the room proved there were too many witnesses.


    And Luke didn’t feel like going with Tyler’s plan of taking everyone out.


    Luke looked Daniel square in the eye and smiled. “Kyle?” Luke began. “Tell your little friend that you’re fine and tell him to get lost,” Luke said.


    “Hey, Daniel!” Kyle said again. “What the hell are you doing here? Remember when we were naked in that pond, and I got the frog in my pubes?”


    Luke shrugged. “Have a good night,” Luke said as he attempted to move Daniel out the door by getting in his personal space.
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    Daniel was in the thick of it now. From his perspective, none of this looked good. The room reeked of liquor and sweat, and Kyle was naked and pinned in a kiddie pool by a giant guy in a black and grey skull mask. The other JV players were also naked, and all the other guys in the room were in horror movie masks, except for Luke.


    Daniel stopped the closing door with his hand and foot. “I think I’ll just take my friend and leave.” He looked at the large masked man pinning Kyle in the kiddie pool. “Get off him.”


    Silence. Daniel stared directly into the eyes of the giant in the skull mask. Daniel felt his jaw and lips tighten. “That wasn’t a suggestion, asshole,” Daniel said. “Get off him!”


    The giant rose up, stepped out of the pool.


    “Come on, Kyle,” Daniel said. He extended his arm toward his naked, soaked friend.


    Luke grabbed Daniel’s wrist.


    Daniel’s mind flashed back to the shoulder of Rancho Road two years prior when Austin grabbed his wrist. 


    Like a reflex of what he should have done two years ago, Daniel sucker-punched Luke in the nose. 


    Chaos erupted in the room as Luke reeled backward, holding his nose. The Varsity players rushing to his aid.


    “God dammit! My nose!” Luke screamed.


    Daniel’s fist immediately began to throb. Daniel used the chaos to his advantage. With his other hand, Daniel yanked Kyle out of the pool, out the front door, and onto the porch.


    Daniel slammed the door behind them and instantly realized that Kyle was a wet, naked, shivering, drunk mess. But they both had to get back to Amber’s car, even under the circumstances.


    And he knew exactly which way to go.


    “Hope you’re ready to run, Kyle,” Daniel said as he dragged Kyle across the gravel driveway and down a slick, ivy-covered embankment.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-FOUR


    Tyler knew he had screwed up. He should never have told Luke to get the door. He was so close to getting the job done. So close to ending the life of Daniel’s best friend, the way Daniel had ended the life of Tyler’s.


    But he couldn’t take the chance of it being a park ranger or one his parents on the other side of the door.


    He wasn’t surprised to see Daniel standing there, but based on the look in the kid’s eyes when he told Tyler to get off his friend, drowning Kyle at that point would look premeditated.


    And it was supposed to look like an accident.


    At least to the other guys in the room, even if it wasn’t.


    With the new chaos in the room and his brother’s nose looking more like a strawberry Gusher, he knew that they had to act fast. What if Daniel had the intention to call the cops? What if he wasn’t alone? 


    Tyler’s face was baking underneath his latex skull mask. The smells of latex, sweat, body odor and liquor were trapped inside the mask as well. He wanted to rip the mask off, but knew he couldn’t with the current crowd.


    “What the hell are you waiting for?” Tyler yelled at his brother in a booming voice with no concern for his bloodied nose. “Go after them!”


     “You heard him!” Luke said, his hand over his nose. “Get ‘em!”


    The Varsity and naked JV players stormed from the cabin.


    Luke looked at his brother. Tyler tossed him a roll of paper towels and pulled off the skull mask.


    “Clean up,” Tyler said. “Then catch up with them.”


    “I didn’t know he would show up!” Luke said, blood spreading across the wad of paper towels he held to his nose.


    Tyler told Luke what he wanted him to do. Luke’s eyes widened. The bloody paper towels masked the rest of his face.


    “Now, hurry up,” Tyler said, yanking the paper towels away from his brother’s face. “You’ve got a problem to fix.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-FIVE


    As Kyle ran down the steep embankment, he could see a white building in the distance up ahead, thanks to the emerging moonlight. His bare feet were numb from the cold but still killing him thanks to the wide variety of pinecones, sharp rocks, and pine needles he had stepped on. He was definitely ready to stop running. 


    What a night! One minute he’s wrestling some big masked guy in a kiddie pool of ice water, and the next he’s out in the cold, running down a hillside with Daniel.


    His head was pounding, and he could see his breath rise in smoky plumes with each exhale. He was naked, freezing, and nauseous. 


    “Slow down a minute,” he heard Daniel say close by.


    He and Daniel slowed their running for a moment and listened. All Kyle could hear were forest sounds and the excess rainwater falling from the trees all around them. 


    “We have to get to Amber’s car before Luke and the others find us,” Daniel said.


    “You’re the boss,” Kyle said with a chuckle.


    Kyle hoped Luke and the other basketball players would find him. It was warm inside Midnight House, even if he had been in a pool of icy water. And, hell, he was having a good time with his teammates and friends. They were bonding and laughing and having a great time. Sure, he probably would have lost that round of wrestling, but he would make sure he had another shot. After all, he was destined to be Varsity Captain next season, and his pride was on the line. 


    Kyle was sure that the other players were out looking for him. The lucky ones with their shoes, and their pants, and their jackets. 


    He envied them.


    Which meant now he had a more challenging task: convincing Daniel to let him go back with his teammates.
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    Daniel looked around in the darkness, afraid to turn on his phone’s flashlight. He didn’t want to give their pursuers any hint as to where he and Kyle were located.


    “What’s that building?” Kyle said. He pointed down toward a clearing in the trees. The large building seemed to glow in the now-increasing moonlight. Daniel could tell even more now that Kyle was drunk, and now he was drunk, out-of-breath, and shivering. Not a great combination. 


    “It’s the main building at NEED Camp,” Daniel said. “Bet they have clothes in there. Lost and found stuff.”


    “NEED Camp!” Kyle yelled. “I love NEED Camp! I’ll race you, then we can square dance!”


    “Sh!” Daniel said as he looked around. Cold water dripped down on him from the tree branches above. “Are you crazy?”


    “You’re right,” Kyle said as he moved unsteadily toward Daniel. Daniel could smell the alcohol on his breath. “We can’t square dance without music.”


    Uphill, Daniel heard what sounded like a stampede of elephants charging their direction. A war cry cut through the night and echoed through the trees. “We need to go,” Daniel said. “Now. Wanna race?”


    Without hesitation, Kyle took off down the hill. 


    Now Daniel had to get them back to Amber’s car and out of here for good.
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    Kyle felt like he was flying. The breeze felt good on his exposed skin, but he wasn’t a fan of the cold air gnawing on his exposed privates. He made a mental note to ask all those who had seen his privates in their currently cold-shrunken state to say nothing to Megan or anyone else. 


    Especially Amber. He knew she’d have some nickname for him that she would never stop using.


    He looked back to see if he could see Daniel and tripped on something, stumbled, but kept his footing as the clearing to NEED Camp came closer into view.


    He heard a second yell in the distance behind him and Daniel.


    His teammates were coming to take him back!


    Kyle arrived at the clearing first behind a pair of NEED Camp cabins, his bare feet now on solid, cold dirt. 


    Daniel arrived seconds later. They made their way across the soccer field to the large building that Kyle remembered housed the cafeteria and offices.
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    Daniel led Kyle around the back of the large building to a door with ADMINISTRATION OFFICE stenciled in white on the lower half. He tried the doorknob. Locked. 


    He paused a moment and listened. The yelling had stopped. Were they here? Did they give up? Daniel knew he and Kyle had to hurry, but this was a necessary detour.


    “You think the lost and found would be in here?” Daniel asked.


    “Probably,” Kyle said. “My toe hurts.” Kyle watched as Daniel took out his phone and shined his flashlight on Kyle’s feet. His right big toe was covered in blood and dirt; the nail bent up and back. 


    “Oh, my God!” Daniel exclaimed.


    “I wonder why it doesn’t hurt as bad as it looks?”


    “Because you’re drunk off your ass, and your feet are probably numb from the cold, that’s why,” Daniel said.


    “Oh,” Kyle said.


    Daniel scanned one of the window frames. “Just wait until tomorrow when you’ll have to decide what hurts worse, your hangover, or your toe.”


    Kyle laughed. 


    “Doesn’t look like there’s an alarm.” Daniel looked around quickly with his phone’s flashlight and found a decent size rock. He smashed through the window as quietly as possible, reached in and unlocked the door, then opened it from the outside. “Careful of the glass,” Daniel said.


    Daniel stepped inside. He swept the area around the inside of the door with his shoe, clearing it of any broken glass that had fallen.


    “Let’s find you some clothes,” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-SIX


    Amber looked up as she heard the faint sounds of hollering in the distance. She rolled down her window and could hear more hollers and whooping cutting through the silence of the cold night.


    Was Daniel in trouble? Was this just another part of the Midnight House stupidity?


    She knew she had to find out. 


    She opened her door once again, closed it as quietly as she could, and locked the Focus. Her special friend was gripped tightly in her hand, ready for use if it came to that.


    And she hoped it wouldn’t. 


    The sounds were coming from inside NEED Camp as far as she could tell, but she had no clue what the geography was of the camp, and the blackness of the night, thanks to the clouds and trees, wasn’t helping.


    She didn’t want to use the flashlight on her phone in case it alerted anyone she was there. She used the dimmer light from her phone’s screen as a guide as she moved around the main NEED Camp gate and began her walk down the road to what she hoped would be an easy trek.


    And an easier exit.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-SEVEN


    Daniel was hopeful that if he and Kyle waited, the other players and Luke would give up and go back to Midnight House. This event was mainly Luke’s little game, and Daniel was sure most of these players weren’t as sadistic as Luke probably thought. He also hoped that Luke would send others to come after them and not come himself.


    At least then, Daniel figured, if they were found, he could reason with them. Hell, one was Steven Trout, his girlfriend’s best friend. It should be easy to get out of here with no problem.


    Daniel knew that was the best-case scenario.


    Unless, of course, the big one in the skull mask came with them. Who the hell was he, anyway?


    “I think I found it,” Kyle said. “The lost and found.” Kyle pointed through an open doorway that led to an inner-office. 


    “What makes you think it’s in there?” Daniel asked.


    “Do you see it out here?”


    “Good point,” Daniel said.


    Daniel and Kyle slipped inside.


    Daniel turned on his phone’s flashlight once more, knowing his battery was draining each time. There was a small window near the ceiling on the opposite wall from the door. On the ground below the window was a large, weathered box: Lost and Found. Daniel and Kyle grabbed the box and hefted it onto the metal desk that sat nearby. 


    They sifted through the clothes and made a sobering discovery. “I think it was an all-girls camp this last time,” Kyle said. “There are no guy’s clothes in here.”


    “Well,” Daniel said as he pulled out a Frozen sweatshirt, “it’s either these or run around naked in the freezing cold again. Your choice.”


    Kyle considered. “Fine. Ooh! A Wonder Woman zip-up hoodie. Nice!” 


    Kyle got dressed as Daniel played look-out. Kyle belched a few times. The last one sounded a little too watery for Daniel’s liking. He didn’t see or hear any signs the mob was nearby, but he still knew they had to be cautious. 


    “You gonna throw up, buddy?” Daniel asked.


    “I hope not,” Kyle said. “But it’s a definite possibility.”


    Daniel was hopeful they could make it to Amber’s car without any more problems. And hopeful Kyle would puke before they got into her car.
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    The clothes were tight, but they were good enough for what Kyle needed. After he was fully dressed, minus shoes, Kyle joined Daniel. “Ready,” Kyle said.


    “Amber’s parked at the entrance,” Daniel said. “I think we can make it by moonlight.”


    Kyle paused, knowing he had to say what needed to be said. “I’m not leaving.”


    Daniel turned and looked at him. “What?”


    “I wanna go back,” Kyle said. “I still have a shot to be Varsity Captain, Daniel. That is if you didn’t ruin it for me.”


    Daniel put his hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “Kyle, you’re drunk. You’re not thinking clearly. Those guys tried to kill you. Do you understand?”


    “You know what?” Kyle said, a warm feeling blanketing his body. “I think Luke was right about you.” Kyle exited the offices and headed outside.


    “Right about what?” Daniel asked, following close behind.


    “You’re weak and insecure, and that’s why you’re afraid to leave me.”


    “Luke said that, huh?” Daniel said.


    “Yep,” Kyle said, as he continued back around the building the way they had come.
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    Daniel followed close behind Kyle, shaking off his best friend’s hurtful words. 


    Daniel turned the corner and stopped mid-step. 


    In front of him was a pack of masked Varsity players, naked and shivering JV players covering their privates, and Luke standing in front of them.


    Kyle, in his newfound Wonder Woman and Frozen ensemble, joined the pack of guys and faced Daniel.


    “I told you to go home, Daniel,” Luke said. “I should have them beat your ass for what you did to my nose.”


    “I guess next year’s calendar will be a little delayed,” Daniel said.


    He could hear a few snickers from the other players. He saw a smile on Kyle’s face.


    “Kyle, it’s time to go,” Daniel said as he stepped forward.


    Kyle didn’t move.


    “These people aren’t your friends, Kyle.”


    Kyle stepped forward toward Daniel. Daniel was relieved. He walked toward Kyle to meet his barefoot, slightly limping friend halfway.


    Kyle slugged Daniel in the gut. Hard.


    Caught off-guard, Daniel crumpled to the ground; the wind knocked out of him. His vision blurred with tears as he desperately struggled to suck in the cold night air.


    “I have new friends,” Kyle said above him. “Go home, Daniel.” He heard Kyle spit. The wad hit Daniel in the face.


    Through his blurred vision, Daniel saw the group moving away from him.


    What the hell had just happened? 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-EIGHT


    Kyle didn’t want to do it, but he knew it was the only way to get Daniel out of there without Luke doing something to him. He felt horrible. Disgusted. Sick. He wanted to run back and hug Daniel. To apologize and tell him how sorry he was.


    But he knew he couldn’t.


    Not right now. Kyle was at the back of the pack, Luke beside him.


    “Not bad,” Luke said, clapping Kyle on the back. “I mean, I would’ve kicked him in the face, too, but I’m still impressed.”


    “Thanks,” Kyle said, now happy he did what he did.


    “But you do know you have to be punished for what happened, right?”


    Kyle’s mind seized-up for a second. Punished?


    “What do you mean?” Kyle asked.


    “An outsider discovered Midnight House. That’s a violation of the rules. And broken rules have consequences.” Luke leaned closer to his ear. “Don’t worry,” he whispered, “it’s all part of the game.”


    Luke snapped his fingers.


    Kyle felt himself being lifted off the ground from behind by a group of hands. 


    It was a crowd-surfing moment he knew he would regret for a long time.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    SEVENTY-NINE


    Amber was close enough in the shadows to see Daniel get punched and fall to the ground, followed by Kyle spitting on him. She wanted to run out there and do something, but knew she would be outnumbered given the situation. 


    A slight breeze came her way, and she could immediately smell the alcohol present in the air. She definitely had no desire to confront a group of drunk teenage boys hopped up on their own testosterone-fueled power and energy.


    She peeked around the corner again and saw that the others were leaving Daniel by himself. Alone. 


    She was ready to move in to help him when she heard shoes on gravel.


    Someone else was here.
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    Daniel tried his best to breathe and not throw up as the pain in his gut from Kyle’s surprisingly strong punch immobilized him on the cold, hard, damp dirt. He could feel another wave of nausea pass as he rolled over onto all fours, spit a mouthful of saliva onto the ground, then stood. 


    Well, that definitely didn’t go as planned.


    He had to get back to Amber. 


    And, he knew it was crazy, insane to even think at this point, but he knew he still had to go back for Kyle.


    That’s why he was out here. That’s why he had put himself and Amber in this situation. And even as he lay on the cold dirt, his stomach revolting against him as he attempted to move, Daniel knew he had to go back.


    Kyle would’ve done it for him, after all.


    And two years ago, he did.


    Daniel took a few more breaths, rubbed his stomach through his jacket, and got to his feet. He took a couple steps toward the main NEED Camp building. 


    He heard the crunch of gravel behind him. 


    He turned and saw Skull Mask from inside the cabin, advancing toward him like an enraged bull. He was now in a t-shirt, sweats, and shoes, but the mask remained.


    Daniel sprinted toward the grassy field where he had once played soccer years ago. The grass was slick from the recent rains, and the ground was spongy beneath his feet as he raced away to be anywhere but near the skull-masked giant.


    Despite his determination, Daniel felt two hands shove him hard from behind. 


    Daniel lost his balance and fell forward onto the rain-saturated grass, sliding to a stop. He attempted to get up but felt a foot press down between his shoulder blades.


    A foot moved to Daniel’s side and flipped him over on his back. In the now-present moonlight, Daniel stared up at Skull Mask. The wetness from the grass had slowly seeped into the back of Daniel’s jacket, shirt, and jeans. He felt cold and clammy.


    The foot stepped down on Daniel’s stomach, causing a wave of nausea to return.


    “You really think your little girlfriend over there in her white car can save you?” Skull Mask asked.


    Daniel felt a rage build inside of him. It was one thing to go after him, but another to bring Amber into this. 


    And how did this guy even know she was his girlfriend?


     


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY


    Kyle’s hands were bound above his head, the rope tied around his wrists connected to one of the wooden beams above him. His NEED Camp clothes had been stripped off, and he was now naked again and facing away from the group.


    “This paddle,” he heard Luke behind him addressing the others, “is for those who break the rules of Midnight House. And Kyle Hanson has broken one of those rules tonight.”


    Kyle felt the wooden paddle glide down his back and across his butt. He was still a little buzzed from the alcohol from earlier in the evening and hoped that helped with what was to come. Although his toe was starting to throb now, which wasn’t a good sign.


    “How many whacks does he deserve?” Luke asked the group. He heard voices shouting out numbers like the audience on a twisted version of The Price is Right. “How about his jersey number?” Luke said, quieting the group.


    My jersey number? Kyle thought. That’s...


    “Fourteen!” Luke said. “Let’s get to it. But first,” Luke held up a bottle of whiskey in front of Kyle’s face, “here’s a little something to take the pain away.”


    Before Kyle could object, the whiskey bottle was shoved into his mouth, the contents of the bottle now filling his throat and spilling down his face onto his chest. He reflexively swallowed, the brown alcohol burning his throat and nostrils, but the burning tapered off the more he swallowed.


    Luke pulled the whiskey bottle from Kyle’s lips and looked at what remained inside. “Half a bottle should do the trick,” Luke said, then leaned in closer to Kyle. “Oh, and nice try getting Seth to distract me while you did your little costume party. I’m really gonna enjoy this.” 


    Luke disappeared behind Kyle.


    Kyle closed his eyes. Between missing the rally, distracting Luke so he could do the costume contest, and Daniel showing up tonight and punching Luke in the nose, Kyle had a feeling a lot of Luke’s anger was about to be dispensed through the wooden paddle he brandished in his hand. 


    The first smack of the paddle against Kyle’s bare butt stung beyond anything he had felt before. The pain in his toe and his emerging headache were suddenly a distant memory.


    SMACK! came the second one! SMACK! With each hit, his backside began to feel numb, but the initial sting of the impact resonated through his body. His legs shook like Jell-O. 


    Kyle bit his lip, gritted his teeth, and did his best not to make a sound. He was certain if he let out even a whimper, Luke would start over.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-ONE


    Amber saw her moment to attack as Daniel was shoved to the ground, then flipped over. She charged from her spot behind the main building and across the grass directly toward the big guy and Daniel. She gripped her weapon tightly as she approached and saw her opportunity to strike. 


    Amber fired up her stun gun and jammed it as hard as she could into the big guy’s lower back. The stun gun sparked and popped, the smell of burning fabric hit her face. 


    The big guy in the skull mask screamed and dropped to his knees, then onto his side on the wet grass, jerking from the voltage injected into him.


    In the moonlight, she could see him seizing on the wet grass. 


    Her eyes met Daniel’s.


    “Amber?” Daniel said in disbelief, the masked guy’s body still jerking on the grass between them.


    “Let’s go,” she said as she started to run. Daniel joined her.


    “What did you hit him with?” Daniel asked as they left the grass and their feet met asphalt.


    “Stun gun,” Amber said, matter-of-factly. “Should keep him down long enough.”


    They raced across the parking lot area toward the Focus. 


    She unlocked the car, and they hopped inside. 


    “I have a crazy idea,” Daniel said.


    “Whatever it is,” Amber said, turning on the Focus, “at this point, I’m in.”
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    Daniel was grateful Amber showed up when she did and definitely wanted to know more about how she got a stun gun. But right now, it was clear Amber had a plan similar to his that he was more than willing to go along with: they were going to get Kyle.


    Before Daniel had a chance to put on his seatbelt, Amber had hit the gas. He lunged forward in his seat as they accelerated backward toward the main road.


    Amber turned the wheel as the car made it to the main road, the front of the Focus aimed up the road where Midnight House resided. She threw it into drive just as Daniel clicked his seatbelt into place, and the car sped toward its new destination.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-TWO


    As Tyler lay on the ground, his muscles contracting, his body shuddering from the sudden shock of what he guessed was electricity – had he heard the girl say the words stun gun? – his will to break free from his invisible bonds grew. His rage grew hotter. His bloodlust was suddenly at a fever pitch as he felt the pain in his lower back where the stun gun had made contact.


    This was definitely not how things were supposed to go tonight.


    He had told Luke to get Kyle back to the house any way he could and give him enough time to get down to the camp. Then, he would take care of Daniel himself, come back to the house, and kill Kyle once and for all.


    But as he hiked down the road and neared the entrance to the camp, he spied an empty white Ford Focus. Who did he know who had one of those?


    Daniel’s girlfriend, Amber, Tyler remembered. Luke had told him when he was laying out all he knew about Daniel and Kyle over the past week. 


    If she was here, she was probably hiding.


    But he had no idea that she would be armed with a stun gun and use it on him. 


    But now, he had to get back to the house. Fast.


    His mind was already on its way back up the hill, but his body wouldn’t obey.


    Tyler heard a car’s engine roar to life and speed off and up the road.


    He took a few deep breaths, counted to three in his head, and with all his might, he got to his feet. His body was still shaking from the electricity that has pulsed through it; his lower back was on fire. The smell of burnt fabric still lingered in the cold night air.


    Tyler pulled off his mask, shoved it in his pocket. 


    Kyle’s still at Midnight House. Kyle, his original target.


    He had to get back there before he missed his chance...again.


    It was time to take care of what he had set out to do, and this time he wouldn’t be distracted.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-THREE


    When the final blow was dealt, Kyle heard Luke drop the wooden paddle to tarped floor. Luke walked around to face Kyle. Sweat glistened on Luke’s forehead. The twisted smile below his swelling, blood-encrusted nose was more vengeful than happy.


    He grabbed Kyle’s jaw in his hand. “This is what happens to those who break the rules!” Luke yelled in Kyle’s face. The stench of beer on Luke’s breath. 


    Between the booze and the beating, Kyle’s body had had enough. His head dropped, unable to move, or function, or even think.


    It felt like a light switch flicked off in his head, and he blacked out.
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    Luke picked up the paddle from the tarp-covered floor and looked around the room. Each year Midnight House seemed to get messier and messier. He hoped his parents weren’t planning a trip up here anytime soon.


     “So, we’re done?” Steven Trout said to Luke as the players finished getting dressed. “My parents wanted me home by two, so...”


    “Yes,” Luke said, nodding. “The evening is finished. The four of you have all passed and will be considered for Varsity Captain next year. Head to the van.”


    “What about Hanson?” Seth Kline asked as he tied his shoes.


    Luke looked over at the unconscious Kyle. He took a step toward him, about to answer Seth, when he heard an engine revving outside.


    “What the hell is that?” Luke asked.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-FOUR


    Amber hit the gas and drove around the circular driveway a few times, the loose gravel pelting her car’s undercarriage and causing small rocks to fly every which way around the property. She laid on the horn as she slammed on the brakes, which made Daniel grateful he had put on his seatbelt.


    The car was positioned toward the main road for a fast exit.


    Daniel jumped out of the Focus’s passenger side, stun gun in hand. He bounded up the front steps of the cabin, and threw open the front door.


    Everyone inside turned and looked at him. To his left, he saw Kyle naked with his arms tied up over his head, his head slumped forward. A stunned Luke stood with a paddle in his hand, and the JV players awkwardly stood around, now mostly dressed.


    To his right near the kiddie pool were the handful of masked Varsity players, their focus shifting from him to Luke and back again.


    Empty bottles of liquor and cans of beer littered the tarp-covered floor, along with puddles of liquid. The room was thick with the mixed stench of alcohol and body odor.


    Daniel held out the stun gun toward Luke, his finger poised on the trigger. “Take him down,” Daniel commanded, his heart racing. 	


    Luke smiled at him. “Or what?” Luke said. “What are you going to do this time?”


    “There’s enough booze on the floor, and in the air, that one spark will ignite this entire place,” Daniel said.


    All the players looked at Luke, who now had a look of concern, which turned to fear. He dropped the paddle onto the liquor-soaked tarp beneath him. “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” Luke said, his hands up in surrender. “This is my parent’s summer place, okay? No one is going to blow anything up. You win.”


    “Take him down, and get his clothes,” Daniel demanded, the stun gun still in front of him, his finger positioned over the trigger.


    Luke untied Kyle, who dropped to the tarped floor.


    “Get his clothes,” Daniel said.


    Luke picked up a pile of clothes, handed them to Kyle.


    “What do I do with these?” Kyle asked, in a drunken stupor.


    “Trout,” Daniel said. “Help him put his clothes on.”


    “Why me?” Steven Trout asked, a little off-balance himself.


    “Please?” Daniel said again, a little nicer this time.


    As Steven Trout dressed Kyle, Daniel was concerned the jolt of voltage Amber gave Skull Mask earlier may not have been strong enough. And if that was the case, they would now have a very large and very angry person out to get them both.


    And Amber was a sitting duck in the car.


    “Hurry up, hurry up,” Daniel insisted. Kyle was now in his boxers and shirt. “That’s good enough,” Daniel said. Daniel motioned Kyle toward him, and as Kyle approached, he moved his best friend behind him and near the open front door. 


    Steven Trout walked over and handed Daniel a bundle of Kyle’s shoes, jeans, and jacket. Daniel hugged them to his body with his free arm, the stun gun still pointed at Luke. He turned his head slightly toward Kyle. “Go get in Amber’s car.”


    “But I don’t wanna go,” Kyle said with a hint of drunken defiance in his voice.


    “But you said you did,” Daniel lied.


    “Oh, yeah,” Kyle said with a chuckle. “Silly me!” Kyle waved. “Goodnight, team!”


    A smattering of mumbled goodnights came in response.


    Daniel looked at Luke. “No one follows us, understand?”


    “Whatever you want,” Luke said. “See you Monday, Kyle.”


    “Later, dude,” Kyle said as Daniel stepped backward out the doorway and slammed the door behind them. He hurriedly walked Kyle down the porch steps and across the gravel driveway to Amber’s Focus.


    Daniel heard Amber unlock the doors. He opened the driver’s side passenger door for Kyle, who got in and immediately slumped over in the backseat.


    “Well,” Daniel said as he closed Kyle’s door. “That’s not good.” Daniel got in the passenger’s seat, closed his door, and pointed toward the exit.


    Amber hit the gas, and the Focus lurched forward on the gravel. The Focus drove down the driveway and made a left onto the main road and back toward Redding.


    Daniel looked back at Kyle, then reached back and shook him. “Kyle? Kyle?” Daniel said.


    Kyle sprung back up in his seat. “Are we at grandma’s?”


    “No,” Daniel said. “You’re drunk, and I need you to stay awake for me, okay?”


    “My butt hurts,” Kyle said.


    “Why don’t you take your mind off of it by telling me your favorite Marvel movies... in order. Rank all 24.”


    “All of them?” Kyle said. “Now?”


    “Yes,” Daniel said. “Go.”


    Kyle began his list. Daniel sat back in his seat.


    “Why do you think his butt hurts?” Amber asked.


    “With the stuff I saw the two times I was in that place,” Daniel said, “I can only imagine. And I don’t really want to do that, either.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-FIVE


    Luke was dumbfounded by what had just happened. To be humiliated in front of his teammates once tonight was bad enough. But twice? 


    Tyler made it clear he would take care of Daniel before he came back, and yet Daniel had returned and escaped with their initial target for a second time!


    So, where was Tyler?


    The clock began to chime once again, it’s original signal for mayhem and chaos diminished by recent events.


    Events now out of Luke’s control.


    “Everyone who came in the van, back in the van,” Luke said. “Everyone else, I’ll see you Monday at school.”


    The now clothed JV and masked Varsity players headed outside.


    Luke followed, closing the door behind him. He left it unlocked just in case Tyler forgot his keys. 


    “Do they need the blindfolds?” the driver in the Michael Myers mask asked as Luke walked to the van.


    “No,” Luke said, mustering some sense of power and control one last time. “I think they learned from Hanson’s punishment to keep their mouths shut. Right, guys?”


    “Right!” a collective voice from the remaining JV players said from inside the van.


    “Back to Enterprise,” Luke said.


    The van circled the island of succulents in the center of the gravel driveway, and headed back to Redding.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-SIX


    Tyler emerged from the bushes, ready to put his mask back on if needed. 


    Pain still radiated from his lower back and his legs from the stun gun blast. His legs were still a little shaky, which had slowed him down as he made his way back to the house. 


    As his feet hit the gravel driveway, he looked around. The absence of cars and people enraged him even more. The van was gone. The other Varsity players’ cars were gone. 


    Which meant that either the two that escaped him either didn’t come this way, or they did, and he had missed them.


    He raised his head to the heavens and let out a guttural scream. He could hear awakened birds and other woodland creatures scattering in the wake of the surprise sound that echoed through the dead of night.


    Tyler walked up the porch steps, holding on to the wooden railing just in case his legs decided to lose their strength on his way up. 


    He opened the front door – nice of Luke to leave it unlocked - and was met with the stench of mixed liquors and body odor. He had no desire to clean the mess at the present time. That could wait until tomorrow.


    He picked up a can of beer, opened it, and guzzled it down. Some of it dribbled down his chin and onto his shirt.


    But he didn’t care. 


    Nothing mattered right now.


    Except his next plan.


    And this next time, he would not fail.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-SEVEN


    Amber turned her Focus into the Whiskeytown Visitor’s Center and parked in the spot furthest from the main building. Her adrenaline was still pumping after the series of events that had just ended barely ten minutes ago. Right now, she wanted a few minutes to collect herself and her thoughts. 


    She turned on the overhead light and saw Daniel looking back at Kyle in the backseat. She clicked the light off.


    Kyle had gotten through about half his Marvel movie rankings before his voice started to fade, and the back seat went quiet.


    “You think he’s okay?” Daniel asked her.


    Amber reached back and shook Kyle, which caused him to produce some incoherent noises. “How much do you think they made him drink?” she asked.


    “No clue,” Daniel said. 


    “We need him to get rid of some of it,” Amber said.


    “How?” Daniel asked.


    Amber shook Kyle harder. “Kyle!” she said.


    Kyle popped up in the backseat, slamming against the door. “Where the hell am I?” Kyle asked in a drunken drawl.


    “You’re in my car,” Amber said. “But you need to get out, like, now.”


    “Why do I need to...” Kyle began. Amber heard a gurgling from inside Kyle.


    “Get out!” Amber demanded.


    Kyle threw open the back door and ran toward the bushes. Amber heard him cough, dry heave, then vomit. Multiple times.


    “How did you know that would work?” Daniel asked.


    “He’s not the first drunk I’ve dealt with before,” Amber said nonchalantly. “I knew if he sat up, he’d get the spins, and that would trigger him to throw up. Just glad he got out of the car in time.”


    “Jesus,” Daniel said. “I’m sorry I got you involved in this mess.”


    “What else is there to do in Redding on a Friday night?” Amber said. She took his cold hand in hers. “So, who brought Mongo to the festivities?”


    “No clue,” Daniel said. “Maybe Kyle knows.”


    They heard Kyle vomit again. 


    In the rearview mirror, Amber saw a set of headlights illuminate the road they had come from. The blue van pulled into view, then turned right on Highway 299 back toward Redding. 


    They hadn’t been seen, thankfully. 


    “I’ll go check on him,” Amber said as she opened her door.


    Amber walked in the direction of Kyle’s retching. His body hunched over.


    “Hey, buddy,” Amber said as she walked up next to him.


    “I’m never drinking again,” Kyle said in a raspy voice.


    “I’ve heard that from plenty of people before,” Amber said. “And they always break that vow. Sometimes hours later.”


    “God, it’s cold out here,” Kyle said.


    “Well, you are in just boxers and a shirt,” Amber said. 


    “Can we go home?”


    “Are you done throwing up?”


    “I think so.”


    Amber guided a wobbly Kyle back to the Focus and helped into the backseat. She popped the trunk, took out the beach towel, tossed it to Kyle, closed his door, then climbed back into the driver’s seat.


    “How is he?” Daniel asked.


    “Fine,” Amber said. “I’ve dealt with drunks before.” 


    Amber sent off a quick text to Steven, feeling that he would provide her with additional information about what had happened inside Midnight House. Unlike Kyle, she knew that Steven could hold his liquor and would remember more. 


    “So, where to, guys?” Amber asked in an overly perky voice.


    “Let’s head to my house,” Daniel said. “We can go and get Kyle’s car later once he’s sobered up.”


    “Works for me,” Amber said.


    As she backed the Focus out of the parking spot, she could hear snoring from the backseat. 


    Enjoy your nap, Kyle, Amber thought. You’re definitely gonna have a hangover later you won’t soon forget!


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-EIGHT


    Luke kept nodding off as the van headed back toward Enterprise. Of all the outcomes he had expected from this evening, Kyle leaving with Daniel definitely wasn’t one of them. 


    He knew he’d have to face his older brother sooner than later – more than likely tomorrow during the clean-up of Midnight House – but until then, he felt a little safer being in the van.


    His nose was still throbbing from Daniel’s sucker punch, and he could feel his pulse pound in his tender, quickly bruising nose. He was sure a black eye or two would result from the hit, which was not something he cared to explain to his parents, teachers, or anyone else. But he had the rest of the weekend to figure that out, and even if he had to call out sick for a couple days, he would do it.


    He was ASB President, after all, and he could do whatever he wanted. 


    Luke looked back at the four remaining JV players. The once anxious and excited bunch now a sleeping, snoring mess of passed out teens. They had done their part tonight, even if he and Tyler were unable to do theirs.


    Luke felt something vibrate against his foot. He looked down and saw that one of the phones they had confiscated from the JV players had lit up. He leaned down, opened the backpack that held the baggies of phones, and took out the lit-up cell phone.


    The message was from Amber: Wtf happened up there??? it read. 


    Luke opened the bag and saw the name STEVEN TROUT on the slip of paper with the passcode. He used the passcode to unlock the phone, then deleted the entire message string from Amber. Luke then went into Steven Trout’s contacts and blocked Amber’s number.


    Oops, he thought, smiling.


    He put the phone back in the baggie, then back with the other phones. He’d have to return them all as the JV players left, but what to do about Kyle’s cell...


    He knew he couldn’t keep it with him, and he knew giving it to another player would cause too many questions to be asked. No, the best thing to do was to return it to its rightful owner with no evidence other than the plastic baggie to protect it.


    It was not as complicated as planning a murder, but it would get the job done. After all, Luke felt that Kyle still believed he was the Chosen One to be Varsity Captain. 


    And Luke knew he could use that to his advantage. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    EIGHTY-NINE


    Amber’s Focus pulled into Daniel’s driveway a little after four. Daniel was wet and cold and tired. Kyle was snoring lightly in the backset, bundled in a beach towel, his clothes in a heap under Kyle’s head that was currently acting as a pillow.


    Daniel and Amber sat in silence, the sounds of the engine and heater filling the quiet. 


    “So,” Amber said, looking at Daniel with a smile. “On my list of crazy dates, this was definitely in the top five.”


    “Top five?” Daniel said. “What’s number one?”


    “Oh, I don’t think we have the time or energy to get into that,” Amber said with a smirk. “I’ll tell you later.”


    “I’m sorry I got you involved in this,” Daniel said. 


    “Well, if we’re being honest,” Amber said, “I invited myself, so no need to apologize. Besides, we got Kyle. He’ll be okay in a few days...maybe.”


    Daniel looked back at his best friend and shook him awake. ”Wake up, sleepy,” Daniel said. “We’re home.”


    Kyle’s head popped up. In the glow of the overhead light, Daniel could see Kyle squinting, his hair a matted mess. “Am I dead?”


    “No,” Amber said. “Well, maybe brain dead, but still alive.”


    “Thanks,” Kyle said. “I need a shower. And something for this headache,” he swallowed, “and a mint.”


    Daniel opened his door. “Let’s get you inside,” Daniel said. He opened the back door. Kyle got out, picked up his pile of clothes, and leaned against the wet car. The beach towel around his shoulders like a cape.


    Daniel crawled back in to say goodbye to Amber. “I’ll call you later,” he said. 


    Amber kissed him, which sent a warming sensation through his body. 


    “Oh, and hey,” Amber said, her eyes lighting up. “Don’t forget, you owe me a square dance.”


    Daniel lowered his head in shame. “I never should’ve said anything about that,” Daniel said.


    “Yee-haw, cowboy!” Amber said with a country drawl.


    They kissed once more, and Daniel got out of the car, closed the door, and moved Kyle away from the Focus.


    He watched as Amber backed out and drove away.


    “Okay, buddy,” Daniel said to Kyle, his arm around his best friend. “Let’s get you inside.” Daniel was grateful that no one was awake to see them as they headed up the walkway. 


    Daniel froze. The doorbell camera! He couldn’t trigger it. What if his parents and sister saw them coming in this late all the way down in Sacramento? That was a call he didn’t want.


    “New plan,” Daniel said. He walked across the driveway, opened the latch to the side gate, and made his way to the side door that led to the garage. 


    He took out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight. He fished out his keys and opened the back door that led to the garage.


    The garage was a little warmer than it was outside, his mom’s Civic resting safely inside. Daniel led Kyle to the door leading to the house and unlocked it. 
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    Kyle followed behind Daniel as they entered the house through the cold garage. They walked through the laundry room and into the hallway, made a sharp right, and were in the living room. 


    The house was dark save for a small lamp in the corner of the living room.


    “How’re you doing?” Daniel asked Kyle.


    “Still a little buzzed, but better,” Kyle said. “Just ready to go home and sleep for the rest of the year. And my toe hurts like hell. And my butt is on fire.”


    “Not much longer, buddy,” Daniel said as he turned on more lights. “Why don’t you take a shower here, we’ll clean up your toe, and you can head home after,” Daniel suggested. “I’ll wash your clothes, and you can wear some of mine home.”


    “Works for me,” Kyle said. Kyle walked down the hall and opened the door to the bathroom at the end of the hallway.


    Closing the bathroom door, Kyle looked at himself in the mirror and cringed at what he saw. He looked as if he had aged ten years overnight.


    He stripped off his shirt and boxers and turned to look at his backside. The skin was turning black and blue. Red marks were also on full display from what must’ve been the edges of the paddle. Just the sight made him wince, but he knew when he attempted to sit on any hard surface, his injured toe would be the least of the pains he would be feeling.	


    As he continued to process what had taken place the night before, his headache grew in size. The bathroom light seemed to grow brighter in intensity, and the fan sounded like a jet engine.


    Kyle turned on the shower. The falling water pounded in his brain like a waterfall. 


    Yeah, he thought sarcastically, last night was totally worth all this!
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    Daniel went to his room, gathered some items for Kyle to wear and for himself, then headed back down the hall.


    He knocked on the bathroom door.


    “Yeah?” he heard Kyle say. Daniel opened the door and placed the clothes on the counter.


    “Clothes,” Daniel said and closed the door.


    He then entered his parent’s bathroom, closed the door, and turned on the shower. He peeled the wet clothes off his sore, cold body, then stepped into the inviting warmth of the shower.


    A shower he never wanted to leave.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY


    Kyle slid open the shower curtain and stepped out of the shower. He used his hand to wipe the fog from the mirror and turned to see his butt in the reflection. 


    After he dried off -careful not to catch the towel on his damaged toe – in the boxer briefs, sweats, and shirt that Daniel had provided, and exited the bathroom.


    Kyle ambled down the hallway in the boxer briefs, sweats, and shirt that Daniel had provided. The hardwood floor was cold on his feet, his injured toe screaming for mercy with each step. He could hear noises coming from the kitchen. 


    “Thanks for the clothes,” Kyle called out.


    Daniel appeared from the kitchen, bowls in hand. “No problem. Cereal?”


    “Sure,” Kyle said. He walked over to the dining room table and looked down at his nemesis: the hard kitchen chair. He watched as Daniel pulled several boxes of cereal from the pantry.


    There was a First Aid kit on the table. Kyle opened it and found some bandages and Neosporin to use on his toe. Setting his injured foot on one of the kitchen chairs, Kyle could see his big toe was swollen, the nail bent upwards. It didn’t look as bad as he thought it would, but it still hurt.


    “So,” Kyle began as he applied some Neosporin to the underside of the nail with his finger. “Some night, huh?” 


    Daniel looked at him, then went back to the kitchen and opened a drawer. “If you call some masked psycho trying to kill you, then me, then Amber, ‘some night,’” Daniel said as he walked back to the table with two spoons, “then yeah, I guess it was.”


    Kyle was a little put off by Daniel’s tone. “No one told you to come.”


    Daniel walked back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. “And if you had listened to me,” Daniel said, taking out a gallon of milk and closing the fridge door, “you wouldn’t have been there in the first place.” He placed the gallon of milk on the table.


    Kyle opened a large bandage and gently applied it to his toe. “Oh, so all of this is my fault?” Kyle said, his head beginning to throb from the sudden increase in volume.


    “Kyle,” Daniel said. “I told you Luke was not a good guy, and you went up to that place with him anyway.”


    “I was with other people,” Kyle said. “It’s not like I went up there for some weekend getaway alone with him.”


    “And who was that masked a-hole who was trying to drown you in that kiddie pool?” Daniel asked as he poured Lucky Charms into a bowl.


    “I don’t know,” Kyle said. “And he wasn’t trying to drown me. We were wrestling.”


    Daniel laughed. “Wrestling?”


    “Yeah,” Kyle replied. “And you know what? I don’t like that you screwed my chances to be Varsity Captain because you showed up and caused trouble.”


    Daniel shook his head as he poured milk into his bowl. “You’re an idiot,” Daniel said, pointing at Kyle with his spoon. “I saved your life.”


    “Oh, really?” Kyle said, putting his foot down. “You wanna see what you caused to have happen to me?” Kyle turned around and pulled down his sweats and boxer briefs.”


    “Oh, my God!” Daniel exclaimed. “That’s it. We’re telling my dad what happened when he gets home.”


    “No way!” Kyle said, pulling the back of his sweats and boxers back up. “You’re not getting the cops involved with this.” Kyle took a breath, doing his best to keep his anger in check. “Daniel, I get why you’re letting this bother you. After what happened to you two years ago --”


    “This has nothing to do with what happened to me two years ago, okay? This is about you and your stupid bad judgment that almost got you, and me, and Amber killed!”


    Kyle and Daniel stood several feet apart, their eyes locked onto one another. Kyle could see the redness creeping into Daniel’s face. But for some reason, Kyle couldn’t stop himself from rattling Daniel’s cage even more.


    “Well, if you had just done what you always do and hang out with her instead of me, then everything would have been fine!”


    “Don’t do that,” Daniel said. “Don’t get jealous over Amber.”


    “Oh, I can’t get jealous,” Kyle said, “but you can be jealous of Amber and Steven, and me and Luke, is that it?”


    “I wasn’t...” Daniel began. “I was never...”


    “I guess Luke was right,” Kyle said. “It really should be bros before hos. But he chose his bro, and you chose--”


    Kyle saw Daniel’s eyes widen, his hands clench into fists. 


    “Get out,” Daniel said, pointing toward the front door.


    “What?”


    “You heard me,” Daniel said as he walked past Kyle and opened the front door. “Go home, Kyle. And take your ‘Luke said’ sexist bullshit, and get out of my house!”


    “Fine!” Kyle said. “And you know what, Daniel Robinson? I hope you and Amber are very happy together, because we are done!”


    “Fine with me,” Daniel said as he opened the front door. “And you can keep those clothes!”


    “I’m gonna burn them after I take them off,” Kyle said.


    “It’ll smell better than your cooking!” Daniel said.


    “Screw you!” Kyle yelled.


    “Screw you!” Daniel slammed the door in Kyle’s face.


    Kyle felt tears sting his eyes. What had just happened? He was shaking. He felt sick to his stomach. 


    He walked across the wet, cold lawn in his bare feet, across the sidewalk, into the street, then up to his front door. Tears now streaming down his face.


    What had he done?


    Was his friendship with Daniel really over?


    Kyle’s emotions took a quick hiatus when he realized something: he didn’t have his keys. Or his wallet. Or his phone. And his shoes were still at Daniel’s.


    He looked back across the street. Did he dare go back? He replayed the events of the last night, recalling that Luke had taken their personal belongings and put them in baggies.


    Luke still had his stuff. But he had no way to contact Luke since Luke had his phone and Kyle didn’t know his number.


    Kyle’s feet were getting cold, but he knew of another place where a spare house key was stashed: his truck. 


    Which was still at the school. And Kyle knew his parents didn’t leave a spare anywhere around the outside of the house.


    “Great,” Kyle said to himself. “Now what?” 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-ONE


    Daniel sat at the kitchen table, wishing he had gone to Sacramento with his family and avoided the events of Midnight House. At least then he would still have his best friend around, if he really wasn’t on the verge of being drowned the night before.


    Daniel was overwhelmed with emotion. He was sad. Angry. Frustrated. Exhausted. Confused. He wiped the tears from his eyes and looked out at the backyard. It was a peaceful, serene scene of their green lawn, a fountain, and small black birds hopping and flitting around together on the rain-soaked wooden fence. 


    Was it really over between him and Kyle? For now, he was pretty sure it was. They had argued before, but usually over stupid stuff like the best superhero movie or what place made the best pizza.


    But it was never like this. 


    Not until now. 


    Daniel stood and went into his bedroom. He picked up his phone and texted Amber. He figured she was probably asleep, which sounded like a good idea to him. 


    If he was able to. 


    He crawled into bed, snuggled the covers up halfway over his face, closed his eyes, and hoped that when he woke up – if he was even able to sleep - things would make more sense than they did now.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-TWO


    Luke pulled up and parked outside the cabin a little after ten. The tarps were laid out to dry on the gravel driveway. The kiddie pool empty and leaning against the front porch. The front door was wide open. Tyler hadn’t answered his phone, and Luke was afraid that his big brother would take out his anger on him for how last night had ended.


    He removed his sunglasses and looked at his nose again in the rearview mirror. It didn’t appear to be broken like he had initially thought, but it still hurt like crazy. There was definite bruising, but nothing a little make-up couldn’t cover up.


    After all, he did have an image to uphold.


    Luke stepped out of his Charger, the sun bright but the chill of winter still in the air. His shoes crunched across the gravel as he made his way up the porch’s front steps.


    Luke entered. The smell of sweat and alcohol mixed with the scent of wood as he stepped further inside. He could hear flies buzzing around and the small taps they made against the windows as they attempted to escape. 


    Tyler emerged from the hallway, a lamp in hand. He looked at Luke, then proceeded to set the lamp back on the table beside the couch. “Morning,” Tyler said as he retreated down the hallway once more.


    Luke was unsure how to proceed, but he figured being direct was the best course of action. He spotted a red cup in the corner near the fireplace and went to pick it up as Tyler returned. He stared at the cup in his hand, sticky from the remnants of liquor. “I’m sorry,” Luke said.


    Tyler said nothing. 


    He’s not gonna make this easy, is he? Luke thought. He turned and looked at his brother. “I didn’t know Daniel would show up. I guess I figured that I had done what I could to break them apart, make it easier for you. But it didn’t work.”


    Tyler took a step toward him, another lamp in hand. He brushed past him, placing the second matching lamp on the opposite side of the cabin on another small table.


    Tyler motioned with his head toward the door. “Help me fold the tarps.”


    The brothers stepped outside back into the cool air and sunshine. It felt nice. A light breeze rustled the surrounding pines giving the area a fresh pine scent, much nicer than the smell inside.


    Luke picked up one end of the first tarp – it was still a little damp – Tyler the other. They walked toward each other, their tarp ends meeting when they did. The folding continued.


    Was his brother really playing the same silent treatment game that Luke had done with Kyle on Monday? That their dad had done to them so many times when they were growing up? 


    If he was, it was working. Luke didn’t know if Tyler was upset, okay, or exacting revenge on Luke for what had gone on last night. After all, if he did anything to him up here, who would know. 


    There were plenty of places to hide a body in the wilderness.


    Tyler stacked the four tarps on top of each other, then crouched down, slid his arms underneath the bottom tarp, and stood with them in his arms. He walked back toward the cabin’s porch.


    “I don’t think we should just give up,” Luke blurted out. “I think we still can get the revenge you want. Kyle’s easy to manipulate. I found that out pretty quick this week.”


    Tyler looked at him as he dropped the tarps on a cast-iron lawn chair on the porch. He turned and patted Luke on the shoulder, which left dirt and grime from the damp tarps on his long-sleeve shirt. 


    Tyler walked back inside. Luke followed. 


    Tyler picked up a black trash bag filled with bottles that clinked against each other as he tied and hefted it over his shoulder. 


    Tyler walked past Luke and out the front door.


    Luke followed his big brother outside, down the steps, and around the side of the cabin to the trashcans. 


    “Whatever we do,” Tyler said, looking at Luke, “Daniel and his girlfriend will show up and try to save him. So, we’ll let them do just that.”


    “Again?”


    “Yeah,” Tyler said. “But this time,” he placed his hand on Luke’s shoulder, “no loose ends.”


     


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-THREE


    Daniel heard the doorbell ring as he lay in bed, unable to sleep. He got out of his warm bed, opened his door, and walked to the front door. He looked through the peephole.


    It was Kyle.


    Daniel took a deep breath, unlocked the door, and opened it.


    “Hey,” Kyle said.


    “Hey,” Daniel said. The two looked at each other like no history existed between them.


    “So,” Kyle began, “I left my shoes here. And could you, maybe, help me find my phone and stuff? I don’t know where it is. And my car is still at school.”


    Daniel looked down and noticed he was still barefoot, his bandaged toe soaked through. The bottoms of the legs of the sweatpants were wet as well. “How long have you been outside?” Daniel asked.


    “A while,” Kyle said.


    “Why didn’t you come back when you realized you didn’t have your keys?” Daniel asked.


    Kyle looked away, then down at his feet, exhaled. “Because I didn’t know how to apologize for what happened earlier. I shouldn’t have said what I said. It was wrong. I’m happy for you and Amber.”


    “I’m,” Daniel began, “I’m sorry, too.” He opened the door all the way. “Come on, it’s freezing out there.”


    “You don’t have to tell me,” Kyle said as he walked inside. “I can’t feel my freaking feet!”


    Daniel closed the door. They stood in the entryway, looking at each other. 


    “We good?” Kyle said, hesitation in his voice.


    “Always,” Daniel said. They hugged. “Let’s find your phone and get you some socks and your shoes.” They released from the hug, and Daniel went to his room and picked up his phone. He opened his top drawer and saw the Christmas socks that once concealed his sleeping pills. He picked them up and closed the drawer.


    He tossed the socks to Kyle, then opened his Phone Finder App.


    Kyle sat down on the couch and put on the socks. “So, where’s my phone?”


    “At the school,” Daniel said.


    “Let’s go get it,” Kyle said, excited. “Hopefully, my keys and wallet are there, too.”


    “Let’s hope,” Daniel said, handing him his shoes. Kyle looked up at him. “What’s wrong?”


    “You ever wish you could take something back that you said to someone,” Kyle said, “because you know even if they act like things are fine, you don’t really know that they are?”


    “They are, Kyle,” Daniel said. “Trust me, they are.”


    “You’re sure?” Kyle said.


    Daniel sat down on the love seat.


    “Two years ago,” Daniel began, “when I was taken to Austin’s house, I thought for sure I was gonna die. I didn’t want to think about that. I didn’t want to even imagine being killed by two psychos and never seeing my family or you again. Still, there were moments when I really did think I was going to be killed out there.


    “But when me and Colby escaped, and we ran into you, that was the moment that I knew that you and I were more than just best friends. We were brothers. Kyle, you risked your life to save me that night, and when Austin had me pinned to the ground, you did all you could to rescue me. And I have always felt like what you did that night is something I could never repay.


    “Last night was my attempt to repay you for saving my life, and I failed. I failed because it wasn’t the same situation, but in my mind, it was. To me, you needed to be saved the way you knew back then that I needed help.”


    Kyle bit his lip. “Daniel,” Kyle said softly.


    “Are things okay between us?” Daniel asked, “Yes. Because I know that you would risk your life to save me, and you would do it again if you had to. And I would still do the same for you.”


    The two boys stood and hugged each other tightly.	 


    “Okay,” Daniel said as they released each other. “Let’s go and get your stuff.”


    As Kyle finished putting on his shoes, Daniel grabbed his keys from his bedroom, and they headed for the garage.


     


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-FOUR


    Kyle found his phone, wallet, and keys inside a plastic bag that was stuffed in the wheel well of his truck. 


    As Kyle drove home, he replayed what Daniel had said to him. They really were like brothers. There was a loyalty between them, an unbreakable bond. 


    And he had almost screwed it all up.


    Kyle arrived home and, upon entering, he texted Luke: Sorry about last night. Call me.


    He sent the text and stared at the screen. Would Luke respond right away? Was Luke really mad at him, or was that all for show? He had been so nice and supportive all week, after all? Was what happened really enough to kick him out of the running for Varsity Captain?


    It was true that Daniel showing up was not supposed to happen, but Luke couldn’t blame Kyle for something someone else did on their own. Or could he? Was he doing that now by not texting back? 


    Maybe he’s up at Midnight House cleaning up, Kyle thought. If that was the case, then he probably wouldn’t have any service up there. So, Kyle reasoned, that was probably why he didn’t text back yet. 


    Kyle walked into the kitchen, placed his favorite skillet on the stove, and fired up the burner. His head still hurt from all the drinking last night, and his stomach hurt from its lack of food.


    Not to mention the pain in his toe and his butt. 


    Kyle prepped some eggs and pulled a package of bacon from the fridge as the skillet heated up. 


    He looked at his phone. Nothing from Luke.


    Kyle knew he had worked hard all week to prove he was worthy of being Varsity Captain next year. As JV Captain, he was the team leader, so it made sense to just have him do it again next season. 


    And by next season, Megan would be back. 


    And his parents.


    His parents were back this Wednesday, and Megan was back at the end of the semester. But both seemed too far away.


    He put the bacon in the skillet first; the sizzle and smell made his mouth water and his stomach cry out. 


    Kyle’s phone dinged. 


    “Of course,” Kyle said. “Right when I’m cooking bacon.”


    He looked, and it was a text from Daniel: Avengers later?


    Kyle texted back, Yeah, then went back to his bacon.


    Now he hoped that Luke would get back to him before he was hanging out with Daniel. He didn’t want to explain why he was constantly checking his phone or secretly texting someone while Daniel was around.


    He put the bacon on a paper towel to absorb the grease, then drained the bacon fat from the skillet into an empty olive can. The hot grease spattered a bit on his exposed flesh and the counter, but he was able to get all of it in the can.


    He then poured the eggs in the skillet and moved them around with a spatula, knowing they would cook fast in the already hot pan. He nibbled on a piece of bacon as he worked on the eggs. The salty, crunchy bacon tasted amazing, and he quickly devoured three pieces before putting the scrambled eggs on a plate.


    Maybe he should’ve invited Daniel over for breakfast, but he had a feeling they both needed a little break from each other. Especially after what had happened earlier.


    Two years ago, after they both got out of the hospital, they didn’t see each other for over a month. Daniel’s mom had become pretty protective of him, and Kyle’s parents weren’t in a trusting mood with Kyle, either. 


    It was true that he had lied to them, but he had been able to justify it. At least in his own mind, he had.


    But as the months wore on, the leash loosened, and soon he and Daniel were back together again as if nothing had split them apart.


    But there would always be what happened in the field.


    And now last night.


    He rechecked his phone. Nothing. He texted his mom: What time will you guys be home Wednesday?


    His mom texted back: Wednesday around 6. How messy is the house?


    He smiled, walked out to the spotless living room, and snapped a picture. Sent it to her. She texted back: Okay. But what’s the rest of the house look like?! 


    He smiled. Texted back: Miss you.


    Mom replied: Miss you. Love you. 


    While he had enjoyed living alone, he was ready to have his family back. 


    And they couldn’t get back soon enough.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-FIVE


    Daniel’s parents and sister made it home from Sacramento around five Saturday night. They brought home Mary’s Pizza, along with their garlic bread and salad. 


    “So, how was the railroad museum?” Daniel said as he sat down at the table and opened one of the pizza boxes. The warmth from the pizza and the smell of melted cheese, sauce, and pepperoni made his mouth start to water.


    “Good,” his mom said. “Not much has changed since we went with you the last time.”


    “Except this time, Kyle didn’t climb on one of the train engines and fall off and have to go to the hospital for a broken wrist,” April said.


    “That’s true,” their mom said. “Glad we avoided that.”


    Daniel was halfway through his second piece when he noticed April looking at him. 


    “What?” Daniel said.


    “Nothing,” she said, taking a drink of her lemonade. “But since we’re talking about him, what were you and Kyle fighting about this morning?”


    Daniel froze mid-chew. That damn doorbell camera!


    “April,” their dad said. “We weren’t going to talk about that until after dinner, remember?”


    “It was a good try, dad,” Daniel said.


    “So?” April said.	


    “We had a fight about Amber,” Daniel said, giving in, which wasn’t a lie, so he didn’t feel like he was dodging the truth completely. 


    “Does he like her, too?” April asked.


    “No,” Daniel said to his sister. “He thinks I’m spending too much time with her and not with him, and why am I telling you this?”


    “Because I asked the question,” April said.


    Daniel looked at his parents. “I think he’s just lonely because his parents are out of town, and Megan’s in Europe. Once his parents come back, he’ll be better.”


    “Are you guys okay, now?” his mom asked.


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “We’re fine.”


    “I could see Kyle with Amber,” April said.


    Daniel looked at her, ready to say something, when his dad interrupted.


    “Invite Kyle over,” Daniel’s dad said. “I’m sure he’d like some pizza and watch Jurassic Park with us.”


    “Sounds good,” Daniel said. He turned to April. “Not one word about this when Kyle’s here, got it?”


    “Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t,” April said with a smirk.


    “April,” their dad said. 


    “Not a word,” April said, taking another sip from her lemonade.


    “I’m gonna text Kyle and get him over here,” Daniel said. He got up and went to his room. He texted Kyle: Pizza and movie night. Come over.


    He knew that Kyle would just show up without a reply. He texted Amber, knowing she was at work at The Beadman until nine: Miss u. Run tomorrow?


    He heard the front door open and walked out of his room.


    “You could knock, you know?” April said. “You’re not family.”


    “Yes, he is,” Daniel said, slapping Kyle on the back. “And if your parents want to trade, I’m sure they’d be fine with it.”


    “Mom,” April said.


    “No, we’re not trading you for Kyle,” their mom said. “Although if you two keep fighting like this, I’ll trade you both and keep Kyle.” She motioned to Kyle and opened one of the pizza boxes. “Have a seat and grab some food.”


    “What movie are we watching?” Kyle asked.


    “Jurassic Park,” Daniel said.


    “I like the raptors,” April said.


    “Makes sense,” Daniel said, “you do scream like them sometimes.”


    “Okay,” their mom said. “Enough.”


    Daniel looked at April, she looked back at him. “Sorry,” Daniel said.


    “Yeah,” April said back. “Sorry.”


    “So, Kyle,” their mom said. “Bet you’re happy your parents are back this week.”


    “Definitely,” Kyle said. “I mean, I’ve liked living on my own this whole time, but it’ll be nice to have them back.”


    “He’s a great cook,” Daniel said.


    “Really?” Daniel’s dad asked as he snatched another piece of pizza while the box was open. 


    “Yeah,” Kyle said, his cheeks reddening. “I’ve been learning from classes online, and I’m really good at Italian and Mexican foods. And steak. And desserts.”


    “That’s great,” their mom said. “You can surprise your parents when they get home.”


    “That’s my plan,” Kyle said with a smile. “I think they’ll like that I didn’t spend all my time eating junk.”


    “You’re a responsible guy,” their mom said. “I’m proud of you.”


    “Thanks,” Kyle said. “Are we doing just the first Jurassic, or another one, too?”


    “Well, let’s finish the first one, and then we can vote on which of the other ones to watch,” Daniel’s dad said. 


    They all got up from the table and moved to the living room. 


    “Me and Kyle will clean up after,” Daniel said.


    “Thanks, guys,” Daniel’s mom said.


    The movie started. Kyle leaned over to Daniel.


    “I’m a guest, and I have to clean?” Kyle said.


    “No,” Daniel said. “You’re family, and I have to tell you something in private later.”


    “Sh,” April said.


    “How can you hear us?” Daniel said. “It’s freakin’ loud.”


    “I can hear you now. Sh.”


    Daniel just looked at his little sister as she looked back at the screen.


    Where was a velociraptor when you needed one?


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-SIX


    After Jurassic Park and Jurassic Park III – Daniel couldn’t believe he had been outvoted for Jurassic World – he and Kyle did as he had promised and cleaned up the table and kitchen. 


    As Kyle stacked the pizza boxes, Daniel leaned toward him, a couple glasses with still-melting ice at the bottom.


    “My parents and sister saw the end of our fight this morning?” Daniel said.


    “What?” Kyle said, surprised. “How?”


    “We have one of those doorbell cameras now,” Daniel said. “That’s why we came in the side door when we first got here.”


    “And I triggered it when I left,” Kyle said.


    “But don’t worry, I covered for us,” Daniel said.


    “How?” Kyle said, a note of skepticism in his voice.


    “Well,” Daniel began, “I told them we were fighting about Amber.”


    “About, right?” Kyle said. “Not over.”


    “Yes,” Daniel said. “Just in case April says something about it, I just wanted you to know what I said to them.”


    “So, nothing about,” Kyle looked around, “Midnight House,” he whispered.


    “As far as the rest of the world is concerned,” Daniel said, “that never happened.” And, boy, do I wish it hadn’t!


    “Works for me,” Kyle said. “I haven’t heard from Luke since last night anyway.”


    “Why would you want to talk to him?” Daniel asked.


    Kyle stopped wiping the table. “Daniel, don’t start,” Kyle said. “I just apologized for what happened and was hoping things would be fine on Monday.”


    “What were you apologizing for?” Daniela asked. “You did nothing wrong. Those guys, Luke, the other Varsity players, that giant guy in the mask, they owe you and the JV players an apology.”


    “I’m pretty sure that’s not gonna happen,” Kyle said.


    “You have any idea who that guy in the mask was?” Daniel asked.


    “No clue,” Kyle said. “I think Luke said he was a new student, but I’ve never seen anyone that big on campus before.”


    Daniel put the soda bottles back in the fridge. “How’s your head?” Daniel asked. “How’s your toe? How’s your butt?”


    “Head’s better than my toe,” Kyle said. “Toe feels better than my butt. I’ll have to sit out on Monday at practice. No way I can run on it.”


    Daniel sat down at the table, Kyle did the same, but slower. The house was quiet.


    “I’m sorry for what I said about Amber this morning,” Kyle said. “I think she’s good for you, and I’m glad that she’s a good person and a good girlfriend to you.”


    “Thanks,” Daniel said. “That means a lot.”


    “I guess I’ve been a little jealous since Megan’s been gone, and I don’t get to see her like I used to.”


    “Hey, don’t forget that when you started dating Megan, I was the third-wheel for a long time,” Daniel said. “At least Megan’s coming back in May, and we can all go out when she does.”


    “True,” Kyle said with a smile. He looked at his watch and stood. “Guess I’ll go.”


    “You can stay over,” Daniel said. “My parents won’t mind. It’s Saturday. And we still have to get some Avengers movies in.”


    Kyle considered. “Okay,” Kyle said. “I’ll run across the street and grab some things.”


    “Like my clothes from earlier?” Daniel said.


    “Yeah,” Kyle said. “And something to sleep in. Be right back.”


    Kyle left the house. 


    Daniel’s mom walked out from the hallway. 


    “Is it okay if Kyle stays over?” Daniel asked.


    “Sure,” Daniel’s mom said, giving him a hug and kissing his forehead. “Thanks for cleaning up.”


    “No problem,” Daniel said. “And sorry about fighting with April.”


    His mom chuckled. “It’s what siblings do,” she said. “My brother and I got into a wrestling match at church one Sunday afternoon, right there in the aisle in the sanctuary.”


    “Really? You and Uncle Mike?” Daniel said, amused.


    “Oh, yeah,” his mom said, smiling. “Your grandma was mortified. We didn’t go back to church for a month.”


    “Well,” Daniel said. “Me and April aren’t that bad.”


    “I think she does it so you’ll pay attention to her,” his mom said. “Maybe you should try and have an actual conversation with her instead of just sniping at each other.”


    “What would be the fun in that?” Daniel said with a smirk. 


    His mom laughed a little, then hugged and kissed him again as the front door opened.


    Kyle walked in, backpack over his shoulder. 


    Daniel let go of his mom.


    “Hey,” Kyle said, taking off his backpack. “I want a hug, too!”


    “Oh, fine,” Daniel said, grabbing his best friend in a bear hug.


    “You’re not who I meant,” he said to Daniel in a strained whisper.


    “I know,” Daniel said back. “Why do you think I’m doing it?” Daniel let go.


    “Keep the soundbar off,” Daniel’s mom said. “Don’t stay up too late, and the Febreze in the laundry room in case you two decide to have another farting contest.”


    “We’re not gonna do that,” Daniel said.


    “Well, never say never,” Kyle said.


    Daniel’s mom looked at him. “I’ll get it out of the laundry room just in case,” Daniel said.


    “See you two in the morning,” Daniel’s mom said. She kissed Daniel once more, then tousled Kyle’s hair and walked down the hallway.


    “Oh, God,” Kyle said. “She knows I like her.”


    “She’s known for a long time, buddy,” Daniel said, hitting him lightly on the arm. 


    “Well, I’m embarrassed,” Kyle said.


    “Embarrassed, or embarrassing?” Daniel said with a smile.


    “Anyway, which one are we gonna start with?” Kyle said, clearly shifting subjects.


    “Your call,” Daniel said, tossing him a stack of Avengers Blu-rays.


  




  

    SUNDAY


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-SEVEN


    Amber lay in her bed, watching the charging lights on her stun gun blink between green and yellow. Almost fully charged again. She had practiced with the stun gun before, but Friday night was the first time she’d ever fired it up. And she was delighted with the results.


    She rolled over and faced the ceiling, the top of her bedroom walls lined with blue Christmas lights that gave the room a pleasant blue glow. Thankfully, tonight was much calmer and warmer than the night before.


    Was there really something going up at that house that was putting Kyle in danger, or was it just toxic masculinity on full display? Drinking. Hazing. Violent behavior. All dopey rites-of-passage in an attempt to gain a position on a high school sports team?


    Ridiculous.


    And if that was the case, something was definitely wrong with her boyfriend and his behavior leading up to and during last night’s events. 


    Between Daniel’s insomnia, the nightmares, and his paranoid behavior, Amber was sure that Daniel was close to some sort of mental breakdown...unless he was already there.


    She checked her phone. It was only a little after one, but she had texted Daniel earlier about them going for a run tomorrow and had yet to hear back. Hopefully, he was getting some sleep. 


    And hopefully, he’d be getting some help soon, too.


    She put her phone back next to the stun gun charger, noticed the green charge light was the only one that remained on, and rolled back over to face her window. 


    She did wish Daniel was here with her now.


    As she thought about them cuddling together in her bed, Amber closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-EIGHT


    Tyler delivered a series of punches to his black and red punching bag mounted to one of the rafters in his parents’ garage. He couldn’t sleep. And when he couldn’t sleep, he took it out on his silent sparring partner. The impact of each hit made Tyler feel powerful and in control.


    He volleyed one final assault on the heavy bag, let it swing back and forth on its squeaky metal swivel, then toweled off his head, pulled off his gloves, and headed back inside.


    Thirsty, Tyler walked to the fridge in the dark kitchen and opened the door. His hulking frame blocked the light from the open fridge door from illuminating the rest of the room.


    He surveyed his drink options.


    He also thought about his next move against Kyle. But deep down, he knew Kyle wasn’t enough. If he was going to take out Kyle, he’d have to take out his best friend. There was no avoiding that. And then there was the new problem of the girlfriend with the stun gun. It was time for her to go, too.


    But how to do it this time?


    Using a gun could be traced. A knife would be too messy.


    He could just – as that annoying song said – let it go. But that’s not what he wanted. It definitely wasn’t what Austin would have wanted.


    Austin had been a fighter.


    And he had to keep fighting for Austin.


    Tyler knew his plan had to be one worthy of Austin. One Austin would have loved to see become a reality.


    Tyler took the bottle of grape juice from the top shelf, opened it, took a few gulps of the ice-cold purple liquid, then returned it to the top shelf after screwing the cap back on.


    He closed the door and stood in the darkness, letting the sweat cool and dry on his skin. Feeling the cold grape juice hit his stomach.


    He walked down the hallway to his room. He could hear his dad snoring through the closed door of his parents’ bedroom. They had liked Austin. Of course, Austin was always on his best behavior and respectful when he was over.


    The thought made him even more upset. Austin really was like a member of the family. 


    It was an even stronger reason to make sure whatever he planned for Kyle, Daniel, and the girlfriend would have a sense of finality for all three of their families.


    Austin would have wanted it that way. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    NINETY-NINE


    Daniel’s eyes popped open – not that he was really sleeping anyway – the light from the TV still flickering with the sound down low. On the screen was the Blu-ray menu for Avengers: Infinity War. He and Kyle had tried to start their mini-marathon, but Daniel began to fade soon after the Guardians of the Galaxy showed up and Thor hit their ship’s windshield. 


    Kyle was passed out on the couch, snoring. His mouth open and pressed against the side of the couch cushion. Daniel got up from the love seat, a crick in his neck, and walked to his room.


    He had forgotten all about Amber texting him back.


    Daniel checked his phone, the time said 2:34 AM, and she had texted back around ten: Sure. One? River Trail?


    Ignoring the time, he texted back: Great! See you then! Love u. He sent it off.


    Before he could put the phone down, it buzzed. Amber: You’re up late.


    He smiled, texted back: Kyle stayed the night. Lost track of time. Sorry.


    Amber: No worries. See you at 1. btw, love you, too. 


    Daniel sat down on his bed, staring at the last message. Despite the rocky start to the weekend, things were turning around. 


    And he hoped that meant sleep was in his future, too.


    The sooner, the better.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED


    Daniel arrived a little before one – after Kyle had gone home - at the Sacramento River Trail near Caldwell Park. The Civic was parked in the small parking lot near the head of the trail. There were a few other cars parked nearby as well, but he was alone at the moment, the only sounds coming from a few birds and the Sacramento River, which had risen significantly due to the rain.


    The sun had finally decided to make an appearance after weeks of rain and cold, and Daniel was ready to enjoy the sun, even if it was for a limited time.


    There was still a chill in the air despite the sun, and Daniel wore a pair of grey sweats and a black EHS hoodie with the hornet logo on the back. 


    He sent a quick text to Amber telling her where he was, then tossed his phone under the car’s seat and did some leg stretches as he waited.


    “Who’s the sexy runner?” he heard a familiar voice say. He smiled and turned to see Amber in blue leggings and a black hoodie.


    “Morning,” Daniel said with a smile. They hugged, then kissed in the morning sunlight. Daniel felt his body immediately warm up as their bodies and lips touched. 


    “Ready?” Amber asked him.


    “Ready to cuddle with you somewhere warmer,” Daniel replied, kissing her nose.


    “I have no problem with that,” Amber said, “But first, we run. Three?” Amber started to stretch her legs.


    “I was thinking five,” Daniel said.


    “Well, if we’re gonna do five,” Amber said, “we might as well do six.”


    “I’m up for it if you are,” Daniel said, ready to go. “Ready?”


    “Yep,” Amber said. 


    They walked to the start of the trail on the other side of a brown metal gate and several bollards. There was a green drinking fountain for humans and dogs to their left. A canopy of trees covered the first stretch of trail. The river was on their right.


    Daniel went to the stopwatch on his watch. “Ready?” He asked.


    Amber took off. 


    “Hey!” Daniel said, hitting the START button on his watch and running after her. He caught up in a few strides.


    Amber was laughing. “Thanks for joining me,” she said.


    “Very funny,” Daniel said as they slowed a bit to a pace that would allow them to finish a six-mile run.


    “You sleep?” Amber asked.


    “Nope,” Daniel said.


    “Nightmare again?” 


    “Wouldn’t let it happen.”


    “You can’t not sleep, Daniel.”


    “I know. My dad got that appointment for me and Colby. This Thursday.”


    “That’s good,” Amber said, running a little faster and making Daniel pick up his pace. They passed the half-mile marker. “What are you gonna do until then?”


    “What do you mean?” Daniel said. He was starting to get warm and wished he had left his hoodie in the car.


    “Well, what are your dreams about?”


    “About...” Daniel began, but he was unsure if he should say anything. They passed a couple with a stroller jogging in the opposite direction. Daniel waved. “They’re about what happened two years ago. I think I know why I’m having them. I feel guilty for how it ended.”


    “You escaped,” Amber said as they started up the first hill. “How can you feel guilty?”


    “It’s not,” Daniel said as he made it to the top of the hill. “It’s not that simple. I feel responsible for what happened to Austin.”


    “But you said you had to do it to save yourself,” Amber said. 


    “I did,” Daniel said. He could feel the sweat running down his face and neck. “I had no choice.”


    “But you still feel guilty,” Amber said. “That makes sense.”


    “It does?”


    “Yeah,” Amber said. “I mean, you’re not a killer. You’re not a bad person who would do that. So, you feel guilty for what you knew you had to do to survive, whether you wanted to or not. Let me ask you this, do you think Austin would have felt guilty if he had killed you, and Kyle and Colby?”


    “No,” Daniel said. “I don’t.”


    Amber suddenly sprinted ahead of him. Daniel took off after her. She slowed, turned around, and jogged backward as he caught up to her. She was sweating, too, the sun reflecting off her sweaty forehead.


    “I told you I’ve been in counseling before, right?” 


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “But I didn’t want to ask why in case it made you uncomfortable.”


    “Well, one of the things that we talked about was this thing called closure.”


    “Closure?”


    “Yeah,” Amber said. She turned around from running backward and ran next to him. “It’s where you do what you can to make peace with the situation. Maybe you forgive the person who did something bad to you. Or maybe you go to the place where the bad thing happened once you know it’s safe. Maybe you write a letter to the person. There’re lots of ways to find closure and move on.”


    Daniel thought about what she had said. “And what method did you choose?”


    “I wrote a letter,” Amber said. “But if you write it, you never send it. I still have it. It’s my way of taking back control.”


    Daniel really wanted to ask what happened, but he was afraid. 


    They arrived at the green suspension bridge that would take them to the other side of the Sacramento River. There were other people there taking pictures or taking a break. 


    Daniel stopped his watch. “Let’s take five,” he said.


    Amber ran around in slow circles. Daniel removed his hoodie. 


    “So,” Daniel said. “You wrote the letter. Did it work?”


    “Yeah,” Amber said. “It did. But a letter might not work for you. You have to find your own way to find closure and heal.”


    Daniel looked at her. “So, what happened to you?”


    Amber smiled and jogged off toward the bridge.


    He put his hoodie back on and jogged after her. When he caught up with her, she was standing near the bridge’s railing, looking out at the river.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”


    “I will tell you,” Amber said, reaching out and holding his sweaty hand. “Someday. I promise.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND ONE


    Kyle was just about to fall asleep when his phone rang. In a flash, his hand shot out from under the covers and grabbed his phone. He was hopeful it would be Luke, whom he hadn’t heard from him all day yesterday. Instead, it was Megan.


    He hit ACCEPT.


    “Happy Sunday!” he said with a smile in his voice.


    “So, what happened?” Megan said.


    “Everything’s fine,” Kyle said. “How are you?”


    “I’m good,” Megan said. “So, nothing too crazy happened Friday night?”


    “Nope,” Kyle said, sitting up and getting out of bed. He walked out of his bedroom and into the dimly lit rest of the house. “Just like I said it would be. Just a bunch of players goofing around and having fun.”


    The other side of the line was quiet. Kyle felt an overwhelming sense of guilt, having just lied to his girlfriend, but what else could he do? He convinced her things would be okay, he reasoned, so telling her otherwise would make her mad.


    “Then, I’m sorry I told you not to go,” Megan said.


    “You don’t have to apologize,” Kyle said. I should be apologizing to you, he thought. “But the good news is, I think I’m a lock for the position.”


    “Really?” Megan asked.


    “Yep,” Kyle said, sliding out a dining room chair. “When you get back, you will be looking at the future Varsity Captain of the EHS basketball team.” He sat down, his bruised butt immediately objecting to the hard seat. He yelped and jumped up, smacking his injured big toe on the leg of another dining room chair. He gritted his teeth and tried his best not to scream.


    “Are you okay?” Megan asked, concerned. “What happened?”


    “I stubbed my toe,” Kyle said. “God, that hurt!”


    “I’m so sorry,” Megan said. “I wish I was there to kiss it and make it better.”


    “Me, too,” Kyle said.


    “Well, I’m glad things went well, and I’m glad you had fun,” Megan said.


    “Lots of fun,” Kyle said, rubbing his sore butt. “How are things over there?”


    “Lots of work,” Megan said. “University over here is a lot more challenging than high school over there. But you know me, always up for a challenge.”


    “That’s true,” Kyle said. “What time is it there?”


    “A little after nine at night,” Megan said.


    “Wish I could cuddle with you,” Kyle said.


    “When I get back,” Megan said, “we’ll try and make that happen.”


    “Great,” Kyle said. “Love you.”


    “Love you. Bye,” Megan said.


    “Bye,” Kyle said.


    The line disconnected. He looked down and saw a hint of blood coming through the bandage on his toe.


    “Guess I deserved that for lying,” Kyle said. 


    He tapped the phone on his forehead, knew he had to do the right thing, and called Megan back.


    “Hey,” Megan said, surprised.


    “I need to tell you something,” Kyle began.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWO


    Sunday evening, Daniel sat on his bed and Googled ‘closure,’ ‘childhood trauma and closure,’ and ‘closure psychology.’ He found many interesting articles that were helpful, each with its own unique take on the concept of closure when it came to dealing with past traumatic events in one’s life. 


    He found one that listed a series of suggestions and steps about how to begin the closure process. Daniel felt it was easy enough for Colby to understand and sent it to him.


    There was a knock on his door. 


    “Yeah?” he said.


    The door opened. April appeared. “Mom said we should talk,” April said, walking to his desk chair and sitting down. “So here I am.” She swiveled from side to side.


    Their dad popped his head into Daniel’s bedroom. “Resolve this,” he said, pointing to both of them, “or you’re both painting the house this summer.” As quickly as he appeared, he was gone.


    “I don’t want to paint the house,” Daniel said.


    “Me, either,” April said, shaking her head. There was an awkward silence as they stared at each other. “So, you’re seeing a counselor this week, huh?”


    Daniel’s eyes widened, he felt his face heat up. “How do you know about that?” he asked.


    “Mom and dad were talking about it in the car on our way back from Sacramento,” April said.


    “I thought you were always glued to your iPad,” Daniel said.


    “Just because someone has headphones in doesn’t mean they aren’t listening to what’s going on,” April said with a wry smile.


    “Yeah,” Daniel conceded, “I’m going to see a counselor.”


    “Is it about what happened two years ago?” April asked, wide-eyed.


    Daniel had never talked to his little sister about what had happened that night. Part of him didn’t want to scare her. Another part of him didn’t want to relive it. And yet, here he was reliving it night after night, two years after it had ended.


    “Do you remember that night?” Daniel asked.


    “Me and mom were fighting over me having to go to bed early,” April began. “I said I didn’t have to because it was summer, but she said I did. We heard a loud knock at the door, and the doorbell rang. Mom answered, and it was Kyle’s parents.”


    April looked away from him. “They said you were hurt, that Kyle called them and said you and him were at Megan’s house. Me and mom got in the car with Kyle’s parents and went over there.


    “When we got to her house, there were police, and fire trucks, and an ambulance. I remember all the flashing lights, and I had to stay in the car when mom and Kyle’s parents ran inside.


    “I was really scared. I didn’t know what happened to you or if you were okay. Mom had me stayed with Kyle’s parents at the hospital overnight, and then I went to Becky’s the next day.”


    Daniel felt his voice catch in his throat. He never realized the impact that night had on his sister, especially given how young she was. “I’m sorry you were scared,” Daniel said.


    “I’m just glad you were okay,” April said. “I mean, I know you have to see a counselor and stuff because of it, but I’m glad you’re here.”


    “I’m glad I’m here, too,” Daniel said. “Do you have any questions about what happened to me?”


    April looked at him. “Were you scared?” April asked.


    A simple question, but Daniel knew there was no simple answer. “I was,” Daniel said. “I was scared. I didn’t know if I would get out alive. I was scared for Kyle because I didn’t know where he was. I was really scared for Colby when I discovered him. And I was scared that I wouldn’t see my family again.”


    April hopped off Daniel’s office chair and hugged him tight. “I’m glad you got home safe,” April said, her voice muffled a bit since her face was buried in his shirt.


    He hugged her back. “Me, too, sis. Me, too.”


    She let go of him, and as she sat on the bed next to him, she wiped tears from her eyes. 


    “I’m glad we talked about this,” Daniel said. “It’s much better than fighting.”


    April smiled. “You think so?”


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “Why do you always pick fights with me, anyway?”


    “Because it’s fun,” April said with a smile. “And it gets you to pay attention to me.”


    “I pay attention to you,” Daniel said.


    “Not when Kyle and Amber are around,” April said. “And those two are around a lot.”


    Daniel nodded in agreement. “Well, how about you and me go see a movie next weekend. Just us. Then we’ll go to Outback and have dinner.”


    “Okay!” April said, excited. 


    “And if you ever have any questions about what happened to me, or even about what’s going on in my counseling sessions, you can always ask. Okay?”


    “Yeah,” April said. She stood up and walked to his door. Before she left, she turned back. “Thanks for being a great brother.”


    Daniel smiled. “Thanks for being an awesome sister.”


    April left his room and closed the door.


    “Okay,” he heard April say on the other side of his door, “we made up and won’t fight anymore. No house painting this summer!”


    Daniel shook his head as he picked up his iPad. “We definitely dodged that bullet,” Daniel said to himself. He flipped open the screen protector and noticed he had a missed FaceTime call from Colby.


    Daniel called him back.


    “Hey, Colby,” Daniel said.


    “Hi,” Colby said. Even on the screen, Daniel could tell Colby still wasn’t sleeping. The circles under his eyes seemed darker than they had on Wednesday.


    “Did you understand the article?” Daniel asked.


    “Yeah,” Colby said. Colby looked around as if making sure no one could hear him. He said in a low voice: “I want to go back there.”


    “Where?” Daniel asked.


    “To the house,” Colby said.


    Daniel’s throat and gut tightened. He swallowed, his mouth now dry. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes,” Colby said. “I’ll ask my dad if I can get ice cream with you on Monday, and we can go there instead.”


    Daniel didn’t like the idea of Colby lying to his dad about this, but if this would help Colby...


    “Okay,” Daniel said. “Have him text me, and we’ll set up a time after I’m out of school.”


    “Okay,” Colby said. He paused, still looking at the camera. “Do you think this will help?”


    “If it doesn’t,” Daniel said, “we still have that counseling thing on Thursday.”


    “I’ll tell my dad about Monday,” Colby said. “Bye.”


    “Bye,” Daniel said as FaceTime disconnected. Daniel sat still staring at the screen. “Back to the house,” he said to himself. “After two years. Crap.”


    Daniel reloaded the psychology article he had sent to Colby and skimmed through again until he found the paragraph that had inspired the young boy:


    ‘Returning to the scene where the trauma happened can also be helpful for some victims. While this can spur feelings and emotions associated with the trauma, if the victim visits the location with a friend or loved ones, it will give them the support they need to work through the past event’s pain. While not recommended for all victims, it can often help the person begin to heal emotionally and psychologically.’


    I should have pushed for writing a letter, Daniel thought. 


    But, it was too late now. Tomorrow, he and Colby would be going back to the place he vowed never to return.


    His hopes for a good night’s sleep were once again flushed down the toilet.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THREE


    Luke was on his King-sized bed, reading Hamlet for class. Beside him was a pack of frozen peas wrapped in a dishtowel that he kept placing on his nose to help calm the swelling. He had lied and told his parents he had been elbowed in the face during the game Friday, which kept their questions to a minimum.


    It wasn’t like they were at the game, anyway.


    As he finished act three of the Shakespeare tragedy, he heard his door open. He looked up and saw Tyler filling the door frame. 


    “How’s your nose?” his older brother asked. He stepped into the room and closed the door, his shirt straining against his massive chest and arms.


    “It’ll heal,” Luke said, sitting up.


    “I had another idea,” Tyler said as he stood in front of him. “Something special for our pal, Kyle. But you can’t be involved. How much control do you have over your Varsity players?”


    “Enough,” Luke said.


    “Good,” Tyler said with a smile. “You’re calling out sick tomorrow and Tuesday from school.” Tyler picked up Luke’s phone from his desk and tossed it next to him on his bed. “Call your most loyal players and tell them exactly what I’m about to tell you.”
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    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FOUR


    Before class on Monday, Daniel sought out Steven Trout. If closure was a real possibility, he decided to start small and see what happened.


    “Trout?” Daniel said as he spotted Steven in the hallway at his locker. Steven looked in his direction. He was in all black, except for a dark grey beanie.


    “Hey, Robinson,” Trout said as he slammed his locker closed and placed a textbook in his backpack. “What’s up?”


    “Actually,” Daniel said. “I wanted to clear the air and apologize to you.”


    “About what?” Steven asked.


    Daniel looked around. “Can we go someplace quieter?”


    Daniel and Steven entered a vacant computer lab. “I’m just trying to find some closure with things that I’ve let go on too long,” Daniel continued as he and Steven stood face-to-face.


    “You’re seeing a counselor, aren’t you?”


    “Why do you think that?”


    “Because you’re looking for ‘closure.’ That’s a very psychologisty word. Don’t worry. I see one too from time to time.”


    “I start on Thursday,” Daniel said.


    “Nice,” Trout said. 


    “So,” Daniel continued. “I’ve been a little jealous of your friendship with Amber, and I feel bad because I didn’t know that she was helping you through a problem.”


    “She’s pretty good at that,” Steven said.


    “Yes, she is,” Daniel said. “So, I just wanted to apologize and say that I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions about your relationship with Amber.”


    Steven Trout smiled. “Apology accepted,” Steven Trout said. “Feel better?”


    “I do,” Daniel said.


    “Like a weight has been lifted?” Steven asked.


    “Yeah,” Daniel said.


    “Good,” Steven replied. “Well, see you around, Robinson.” Steven headed past Daniel toward the door.


    “Friday night at Midnight House,” Daniel blurted out as he swiveled around to face Steven again. 


    Steven stopped, turned around. “That was a crazy night, wasn’t it? Especially when you showed up. Knock, knock. Who’s there? A cameo by Daniel Robinson!”


    “Well, I like to keep people guessing,” Daniel said. “Speaking of guessing, I can’t figure out who the masked guy was. Do you know?”


    “The big guy? No clue. He came out of a bedroom in that mask. Never seen a kid that big at school before.”


    “Were you all wrestling in that kiddie pool?”


    “Kyle was the only one who was forced to wrestle. I think he thought it was all a joke at first. We all did. But then when the big guy stuck Kyle’s head underwater in that kiddie pool...”


    “You thought he meant to kill him?” Daniel said.


    “Looked like that, yeah.”


    “Is that why you had to chase after us?”


    “That’s the weird thing. When you guys took off, we all froze. It was the big guy in the skull mask who yelled at Luke to go get Kyle.”


    Daniel was surprised. “The guy in the skull mask told Luke to go after us?”


    “Yeah. I mean, it was like he was calling the shots and not Luke.”


    “Thank you, Steven. And again, sorry about the whole jealousy thing.”


    “Don’t worry about it. Amber’s a cute girl.”


    “I know.”


    “She’s a lucky woman. See you later.” Trout left the computer room.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FIVE


    Amber, her hair still Black Widow red, sat in her spot at the ASB tables, silently waiting for Steven Trout to arrive. 


    The ASB teacher, Miss Rivera, a blonde woman who loved vibrant red lipstick and designer clothes, announced before the bell that Luke was out sick. That meant they would spend the period cleaning up any remaining spirit stuff around the school and in the room instead of having their usual Monday meeting.


    The ASB door opened, and Steven Trout walked in. He made eye contact with Amber, and his face lit up. “Amber!” he said in a sing-song voice.


    The bell rang.


    “Don’t,” Amber said. 


    Steven’s face fell. “What’s wrong?”


    Amber wanted to work with someone else for her clean-up duty, but Steven volunteered them as a team. Now, he was following her down the hallway like a puppy, black trash bag in hand.


    “I don’t understand why you’re acting like this,” Steven said.


    She stopped and spun around. “I needed you on Saturday night, and you didn’t respond,” Amber said.


    Steven Trout looked at her, confused. “I never got a text from you,” Steven said. “I didn’t hear from you all weekend.”


    “I tried calling Saturday before work,” Amber said. “I wanted to know what happened up there.”


    Steven took out his phone. “That’s weird,” he said.


    “What?”


    “Your text messages are gone,” he said, showing her the phone.


    Steven did something else on his phone. “You’re blocked.”


    “Blocked?”


    “Someone blocked your number and deleted your texts to me,” Steven said.


    “Well, who had access to your phone?” Amber asked.


    “When we got to Midnight House,” Steven began, “Luke had us give him our phones and our passcodes. So, either he or one of the other players must’ve done it.”


    Amber thought back to that night. “And I texted you while you were on the way back to the school.”


    “And we didn’t get our phones back until after we got back here,” Steven said.


    “Then Luke must’ve seen the message, deleted it, and blocked my number,” Amber said.


    “Well, now it’s unblocked,” Steven said. “Oh, hey, Daniel apologized earlier for being jealous of you and me.”


    “That was nice of him,” Amber said, still thinking about what Luke had done. “So, while we do this, why don’t you tell me everything that happened up there. And don’t leave anything out.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND SIX


    Kyle sat on the bench during practice, his toe still throbbing and sore from the weekend. He had shown the JV Coach his toe, and he told Kyle to take it easy but still show up, which he did. 


    Kyle felt the tension in the air ever since he entered the gym. 


    It was if he were invisible. All the players, including his own JV teammates, were ignoring him. Luke wasn’t here, either. And Kyle still hadn’t heard from him since he texted Luke to apologize on Saturday.


    So, here he sat. Benched thanks to his toe, and benched from his relationship with Megan. She was more than a little upset with him for lying to her about Midnight House. She told him she needed some time to think, which he interpreted as their relationship was probably over. He would try and make it up to her, but he knew it would be a long road to get there.


    A very long road.


    Kyle could feel himself growing agitated with the practice situation. If no one was even going to acknowledge he was there, there was really no reason to stick around. 


    He decided it was best to just leave. No real point in staying where he wasn’t welcome.


    He stood and walked along the edge of the court, walked out the set of double-doors that led outside, then turned right toward the doors that led to the locker room.


    As he entered the musty, body-odor-infused locker room, he was sure this was all just further punishment for the events of Midnight House. But Kyle knew – thanks to the bruises on his butt – he had already faced the consequences for those actions.


    But maybe that was only the first part.


    As he opened his locker to change, the sounds of basketballs bouncing and shoes squeaking on the court abruptly stopped. He pulled off his practice jersey and sweats, the cold of the cavernous locker room erupting goosebumps all over his exposed flesh. 


    He saw something out of the corner of his eye to his left and turned. 


    Then felt something behind him. As he turned, something was pulled over his face, his arms were grabbed, and someone grabbed his feet.


    His boxer briefs were yanked off as the silence in the room was replaced by what sounded like fists and feet banging against lockers.


    Kyle’s screams for help were muted by whatever was over his face, and the deafening cacophony surrounding him.


    Kyle struggled to break free from whoever had a hold of him; the noise and sudden blindness left him disoriented even in a place as familiar as the Enterprise locker room.


    His bare heels hit the ground. Small tiles. The showers.


    He heard the shower turn on next to his covered head. The pounding and kicking of lockers hit a fever pitch.


    Hands grabbed his head. Kyle struggled, but his face was shoved under the spray of the ice-cold shower. The fabric over his face now glued to his face making breathing next to impossible. Whoever was holding his head had him in a position where water was quickly draining up his nose.


    He began to gag and gasp, the soaked fabric sucking in and out of his mouth, which only made the situation worse.


    And made Kyle panic even more.


    Kyle bent his knees in an attempt to lower himself away from the icy spray, only to realize that whoever had him had thought of that and were holding him up under his arms.


    And they lifted him even closer to the spray, his feet off the ground.


    Then, they dropped him.


    With a wet smack, his naked body hit the cold tile floor.


    And just as quickly as it had begun, the pounding on the lockers stopped. 


    Kyle lay on the shower floor, shivering, gasping, and coughing.


    He pulled the soaked piece of clothing off his head, his vision returning to see a vacant shower and locker room.


    They had used his own jersey to waterboard him.


    Kyle stood, his legs shaking, his heart pounding. He pulled up his soaked boxers and ambled unevenly toward his locker, checking his surrounding for another ambush.


    He opened his locker. His clothes were ripped to shreds. His favorite jacket was in tatters. His shoes mutilated. 


    He picked up what was left of his towel. It was wet. He sniffed it. It smelled like piss.


    He was thankful he had left his backpack and phone in his school locker and hadn’t brought it with him. 


    Kyle had to get to his other locker but knew doing it in his semi-nude condition wouldn’t work. Then he had an idea.


    If the team had turned against him, then he would turn against the team.


    Kyle hurried to check all the lockers, looking for one that didn’t have a combination lock and had someone’s street clothes inside.


    After ten or eleven lockers, he opened one that had jeans, a polo shirt, socks, and shoes.


    He quickly put them on – all too big for him, but workable given the situation – and hurried out the back doors of the locker room.


    Kyle made an arc across the soccer field and chain-link fence, then entered through an open gate that led him toward the enclosed hallway of the 50-wing. 


    He made it to his locker, opened it, grabbed his backpack and phone, and ran to his truck. He sped out of the parking lot, disobeying the posted speed limit.


    As he slowed at the light at the intersection of Churn Creek and Hartnell, he felt himself shaking. Had Luke set this up? Was he really that upset about what had happened at Midnight House? 


    When the light turned green, Kyle hit the gas and wanted nothing more than to get back home.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND SEVEN


    Daniel drove the Civic to the end of Shasta View Road and looked across the street to where he had been cornered two years before. The boy in black and his friend with the sunglasses and red hair. Soon known to Daniel as Austin and James. 


    He looked to his left and saw the trees that housed the clearing where he was first taken. He felt his grip tighten on the steering wheel. The blinker’s rhythmic click, ticked, ticked, ticked in his head like a drumbeat on his brain.


    “Daniel,” Colby said, snapping him back to reality. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, he thought.


    “Yeah? You still good?” Daniel said.


    Colby nodded. “What about you?”


    “Me? Oh, I’m fine. Just fine.” Daniel turned left onto Rancho Road, drove a couple blocks, then turned left again onto the still-gravel road where it all began.


    [image: ]


    Colby could tell Daniel didn’t want to be here, but he was glad that Daniel wanted to help him. As they drove down the gravel road, none of it was familiar to Colby. He had been hidden on the floor of Austin’s truck covered in blankets after he was kidnapped from Caldwell Park, so he wasn’t as nervous as Daniel was...yet.


    Daniel pulled his car to a stop and parked across the road from what looked to Colby to be a partially demolished house. “Is that it?” he asked his older friend.


    “I think so,” Daniel said. “Looks like fire damage.” Daniel opened his door. Colby did the same.


    Colby joined Daniel, and the two stood across from the fire-damaged remains of Austin’s home. Weathered, yellow police tape was wrapped around what remained of the house.


    That’s when Colby saw it: the chainsaw-destroyed front door. The piece he could see was propped against one of the remaining walls. In his head, he could hear the screech of the chainsaw as it ripped through the door as he screamed out for Daniel.


    He felt sweat under his arms and on his forehead. His heart beat faster in his chest.


    “They’re not here,” Colby said out loud.


    “What?” Daniel asked.


    “They’re not here. They’re not here,” Colby repeated.


    Daniel took his hand, and they walked across the deserted gravel road toward the abandoned remains.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHT


    Daniel was amazed at how much was left of the house. He, too, noticed the chainsawed door. As they approached and walked up the driveway, the collapsed garage door exposed the charred remains of the couch he woke up on after being knocked out in the clearing. 


    Even the fridge that he and Colby had pushed in front of the door leading to the garage was still where they had dropped it. 


    “Let’s stay outside,” Daniel said. “I don’t want the house to collapse on us.”


    “Good idea,” Colby said. 


    They walked around the side of the house, and Daniel spied the blackened frame of the shed he was imprisoned in. The tetherball pole inside the burned structure was still intact but rusty from weather and age.


    Daniel took a step toward the shed, but Colby froze in place. Daniel turned to him.


    “If this is too much for you...”


    “No,” Colby said. “I have to do this.” He walked past Daniel and walked toward the shed.


    Daniel followed.


    “This is where Austin first took me,” Colby began, pointing at what remained of the shed. Daniel listened, a lump in his throat. “He covered my mouth with silver tape and put me in here.


    “Then Austin put me in the tunnel,” Colby continued. “He made me take off my clothes. He burned me with cigarettes. He told me he was going to kill me and my dad.”


    Just hearing it made Daniel want to have a shot at Austin and James right now, right here. His fingers dug into the palms on both hands.


    “Austin said he had another use for me, but James told him it was going too far,” Colby said. “But that didn’t stop Austin from telling me what he wanted to do to me.”


    Daniel felt a growl rising in his throat. Just hearing the basics and not the details was enough for Daniel. 


    Colby turned to Daniel. “They were gonna take me to another place,” Colby said. 


    The news stunned Daniel, who knelt down to Colby’s eye level. “Take you where?”


    He exhaled. “Austin said he had another place in Cottonwood. He was going to move me there so James would never know what he did to me. He showed me pictures of what he wanted to do. I still see them when I close my eyes at night.”


    This was news to Daniel. Another place? Daniel thought. Jesus. 


    “But then you came and saved me,” Colby said, tears welling in his eyes.


    “I’m so sorry about what they put you through,” Daniel said. “I hope coming here helps you.”


    “What about you?” Colby asked.


    “Um,” Daniel stood and looked around. He recounted his story from the moment he and Kyle decided to play one more round of hide-and-seek, to when he and Colby finally escaped and ran into Kyle. 


    Daniel looked out beyond the rusted chain-link fence to the burned-out woods beyond it. “Let’s go one more place,” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND NINE


    Daniel walked cautiously down the trail that led to the location of his final showdown with Austin. Without the smoke and orange glow of flames, it was a serene place to walk. He was unsure if any more of Austin’s traps were still in the trees, so he had Colby follow close behind for safety.


    Twenty feet in front of him, he saw the pile of bricks. It was now overgrown with weeds, but he knew it was the pile he had dropped on Austin as Austin strangled and beat Daniel’s head into the ground. 


    He looked up and saw no other discernible traps and took a step forward. As he neared the area, he thought he could see dried blood on one of the bricks, but it could have been moss or dirt.


    Daniel’s foot caught in a pile of leaves, and he kicked something out from under it.


    He heard Colby’s breath quicken. Daniel’s heart raced.


    On the ground in front of them was Austin’s black baseball cap.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TEN


    Daniel was unsure about how to handle the situation. It was clear that Colby was having some sort of panic attack, and Daniel knew he wasn’t far behind. 


    “Maybe we should go,” Daniel said.


    “No,” Colby said boldly, staring at Austin’s hat. “We need to stay and finish this.” 


    Daniel couldn’t help but notice a change in Colby’s voice. There was an odd air of confidence and anger bubbling under the surface.


    He turned his head and saw Colby with a piece of wood in his hand. A weathered piece of wood with two nails sticking out of one end. 


    Colby advanced forward, weapon at the ready, and screaming, attacked Austin’s hat with a level of aggression and violence that at once disturbed and satisfied Daniel deep down.


    “You piece of shit!” Colby yelled out as he stabbed the hat over and over with the nails. “I’m glad you died, and I hope you burn in Hell, asshole!” Colby stopped pummeling the hat, threw the piece of wood away, dropped to his knees, and wailed up to the canopy of branches above him.


    Daniel moved toward him, and without a word, Colby turned and ran into Daniel’s arms, crying and screaming into his chest. Daniel felt the hot sting of tears burn his eyes as they streamed down his face, dripping onto the top of Colby’s head.


    Daniel could still see Austin’s hat. Sneering through the tears, he flipped it off with both hands, then embraced Colby once more.


    If this was closure, Daniel thought, this kid just had a big breakthrough.


    Daniel hoped, for his mental health, it would help him as well.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND ELEVEN


    Daniel drove in silence, occasionally looking over at Colby to make sure he was okay. Daniel was still trembling from what had just taken place behind Austin’s house and was sure Colby felt the same way both physically and emotionally.


    “Don’t tell my dad I used bad words,” Colby said, breaking the silence as he looked out the passenger-side window.


    Daniel smiled, chuckled to himself. “Kid,” Daniel said, “after what you went through, you have my permission to use any words you want!”


    Colby laughed. Daniel joined him. 


    As the laughter slowed, Daniel could see Colby look his direction. “Do you think the nightmares will stop now?”


    “I hope so,” Daniel said. “I hope so.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWELVE


    Finally, safe at home, Kyle stepped out of the shower. His bruised backside still throbbing along with his toe. Was what had happened in the locker room enough to make him quit basketball for good? Who could he tell? Who would believe him?


    Was Luke involved?


    As he entered his bedroom and started to get dressed, his phone dinged. He picked it up.


    A text from Luke: My house tomorrow at 3.


    Kyle’s heart raced. Was it possible that Luke had no clue what had just happened to him? Maybe it was the other Varsity players who had been at Midnight House who were taking advantage of Luke’s absence to inflict more damage on Kyle while they had the chance.


    There was only one way to find out.


    Luke’s text was a definite sign that Kyle could fix the damage he had caused and get things back to normal.


    Kyle texted back: OK


    Kyle knew this was his last chance to make things right.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTEEEN


    Luke sat in his parents’ living room, drinking beers with Tyler when he sent the text to Kyle. 


    As he waited for a reply, which he knew would come soon, he and Tyler watched a video sent to Luke of Kyle’s attack in the locker room.


    It was brutal, but good stuff.


    Kyle texted back: OK


    Tyler’s plan had worked. He had told Luke to give Kyle the cold shoulder over the weekend. Then after the shower attack Monday, reach out and invite him over Tuesday. At that point, Kyle will be so desperate for a response, he’ll do whatever’s asked of him. 


    It had worked.


    He showed Tyler the text, who just looked over and nodded, then went back to watching the locker room attack for a second time.


    For better or worse, his older brother knew how to read people. How to get under their skin. How to control them.


    Luke took another drink sip of his beer and started watching the locker room attack again.
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    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FOURTEEN


    Daniel couldn’t believe it. It was Tuesday morning, and he had slept through the whole night. When his alarm went off, he was surprised to reach over and turn it off. While he was sure the nightmares weren’t gone, he was convinced that visiting the house with Colby had helped move the process of closure along.


    But there was one more thing that he wanted to do after school today. Something he was sure would help end the nightmares once and for all.


    At least, that’s what he hoped until he saw the counselor later this week.


    As Daniel got ready for school, his phone rang. It was Amber. “How did you sleep?” she asked.


    “Great,” he said. “And that’s not a lie. I really did.”


    “I did, too,” Amber said. “I’ll see you at school. Love you.”


    “Love you, too,” he said as he hung up.


    “Hold on,” he heard his mom say behind him. He turned to face her. “I really hope that was Kyle on the other side of that phone call.”


    “It was Amber,” Daniel said. “She said it, so I said it back.”


    “Daniel,” his mom began, “I like Amber a lot, but maybe you two need to slow things down a bit.”


    “Slow things down? We just finally kissed after dating for, like, six months. How much slower should we go?”


    “I’m sorry. I’m just not used to one of my kids dating someone and acting all serious about it.”


    “Look, I care a lot about Amber,” Daniel said. “Is it real love? I don’t know. But I know she cares about me, and I care about her. Isn’t that a good start for any relationship?”


    “I think you, me, and your Dad need to sit down and talk about this tonight.”


    “You mean, talk about sex?”


    “Well, yes.”


    “I know about sex, Mom. I’m sixteen.”


    “Porn doesn’t qualify as sex education, Daniel,” his mom said.


    Daniel felt his face heat up. “Um, well, I agree. It doesn’t.”


    “Good.”


    “And Amber and I are way far away from having sex. Any kind of sex. At all.”


    “We’re still talking about this when you get home tonight,” his mom said. “Understood?”


    “Yes,” Daniel said.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTEEN


    Kyle rolled over in his bed and looked at the time on his phone. He had still beat his alarm – which he had set an hour later than usual – but now he was seriously contemplating calling his mom to have her call the school to say he was sick.


    He didn’t want to go to school. His head hurt. His body ached. His butt hurt. And his toe was still throbbing. He was a mess.


    But he also knew he had a big quiz in science in the afternoon that he didn’t want to miss, which complicated things.


    Screw it, he thought as he watched his ceiling fan’s blades whirring around overhead. Guess I’ll do the responsible thing and go to school.


    Plus, he did have that meeting with Luke at his house at three, and school would be a good distraction from thinking about that all day.


    He got out of bed, walked to the bathroom, and turned on the shower. 


    This afternoon was a big deal, and he wanted to make sure he not only apologized to Luke, but told him about what had happened to him in the locker room. Maybe he knew who was responsible and why it had happened.


    If he could do that, it would show that he was a strong person and hopefully show Luke that he had the guts to lead the Varsity team next season.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND SIXTEEN


    Daniel waited patiently at the doorway of the Enterprise High School library. Amber turned the corner down the school’s main hallway and walked toward him, a cautious smile on her face. 


    “When I told you about the whole closure thing,” Amber said, “I didn’t think you would take it this far.”


    “This is how I want to do it,” Daniel said as he opened the library door. “After you.”


    Amber entered, followed by Daniel. “Where should we start?” Amber said in a low tone. 


    “Let’s find the papers from that summer. See what articles were written that mention it.”


    “You didn’t read them when they came out?” Amber asked.


    “I didn’t want to hear, see, or have anything to do with it after it happened,” Daniel replied.


    “Understandable,” Amber said. “Couldn’t we just do this at your house? Maybe take kissing breaks between articles?”


    “We don’t have a subscription to the Record Searchlight online, but the school does. We’ll have access to the archives here.”


    “I see.”


    He leaned into her ear. “But I don’t see why we can’t kiss here,” he said with a smile. “Just not as long.”


    She smiled. “Let’s get to work.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTEEN


    Kyle arrived in front of the Darden house and parked. He took a deep breath, exhaled, then stepped out of his truck. He was grateful the rain had finally let up, but the clouds in the darkening sky threatened rain in the coming hours.


    He walked up to the front door and knocked. He heard footsteps inside; the light across from him on the front porchlight blazed to life, illuminating his surroundings.


    The door opened, and he was met by a smiling Luke. “Hey,” Kyle said. 


    “Hey, buddy,” Luke said. Kyle noticed that Luke’s nose looked much better than it had the last time he saw him, which was good news. “Come on in.” Luke opened the door wider and walked back down the hallway into the house. 


    This is good, Kyle thought as he walked inside and shut the door. He’s smiling.


    Upon closing the door, Kyle noticed shoes in the entryway and removed his as well. He put his jacket on one of the free hooks on the hall tree, then headed toward the light ahead of him. He could hear classical music grow louder as he entered the spacious kitchen.


    “Thanks for seeing me,” Kyle said as Luke stared at him. “I appreciate it.”


    “Of course,” Luke said. “Sorry I was MIA this weekend and yesterday. I had to clean up at Midnight House, then I thought I was getting a cold.”


    “So,” Kyle began, “you don’t know what happened yesterday at practice?”


    Kyle put two shot glasses on the kitchen island in the center of the space. “No,” Luke said, “What happened?”


    Kyle told Luke what had happened. Luke’s face went from shock to anger to sadness as he told the tale.


    “I am so sorry that happened to you,” Luke said when Kyle was finished. “But I think I know why. It’s all my fault. You see, I let it slip out to some of the Varsity players that I had chosen you to be Captain next year. And they didn’t take it too well.”


    “So, these players...” Kyle began.


    “Took it upon themselves to teach you a lesson,” Luke said. “But, you are, thanks to me, the new Varsity Captain next basketball season. Congratulations!” 


    Luke put out his hand, a big smile on his face. Kyle shook Luke’s extended hand, a flutter of stunned excitement and relief swept over him.


    “You know,” Kyle said, “I was pretty sure what happened on Saturday at Midnight House was gonna cost me.”


    Kyle watched as Luke pulled out a bottle of whiskey from a lower cabinet. 


     “I told you,” Luke said, “I had to see if you were up to the challenge, and you were.”


    “What are you doing?” Kyle asked.


    Luke held up the bottle. “Thought we’d celebrate,” Luke said as he unscrewed the black cap.


    “Umm,” Kyle said, his stomach recoiling from his recent encounter with alcohol, “you have any water or juice?”


    Luke looked at him, then smiled. “Yeah, we do. Hope you like grape juice.”


    “Love it,” Kyle said.


    Luke went to the fridge and took out a bottle of grape juice. He poured a little into the shot glasses he had placed on the kitchen island between them, then pushed it toward Kyle.	 


    Luke lifted his shot glass. “To forgiveness and new friends.”


    Kyle lifted his shot glass. “To new friends,” he said.


    Luke downed his shot. Kyle parroted his action. The juice tasted a little bitter, but was still good. He put the glass down, and Luke filled it up again.


    “I can get you a bigger glass if you want,” Luke said.


    Kyle did another shot of the grape juice. Still tasted funny, but he didn’t want to be rude.


    “Sure,” Kyle said.


    A larger glass of grape juice appeared before him as Kyle poured himself another whiskey shot.


    “Down the hatch,” Luke said.


    “Down the hatch,” Kyle parroted as he took several gulps from the larger glass.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTEEN


    Daniel was seated at one of the computer terminals. Amber was in the seat next to him. He went to the redding.com website and typed “Austin Holt” into the search engine. Several headlines appeared:


    FIRE IN CLOVER CREEK AREA CAUSED BY KIDNAPPERS


    REDDING TEEN ESCAPES HOUSE OF HORRORS


    COLBY EMERSON RESCUED BY REDDING TEEN ALSO KIDNAPPED


    JAMES MILLER PLEADS GUILTY TO KIDNAPPING CHARGES


    JAMES MILLER SENTENCED 


    Daniel clicked through each article, but none gave him any insight into who Austin was. Mainly because he was dead long before any reporters wrote about the story. 


    “Any luck?” Amber said.


    “No,” Daniel said. “I had a feeling there wouldn’t be. But I had to check.” A light went on in Daniel’s head. He stood and headed for the counter where the librarian, Mrs. Henderson, stood scanning in returned books.


    “Hey, Daniel,” Mrs. Henderson said with a smile.


    “Do you have old yearbooks here? Like from five or six years ago?”


    “Actually,” the librarian said, “we have the yearbooks all the way back to the first year Enterprise opened. They’re in the back corner on the bottom shelves.” She pointed to the back of one of the rows of books.


    “Thanks,” Daniel said. He and Amber made their way to the back of the library stacks. 


    Daniel scanned the shelves and pulled out several yearbooks. He handed one to Amber. “Look for his name and see if he was part of any sports or clubs. Maybe he had friends other than James.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND NINETEEN


    Kyle finished his second full glass of grape juice. He had gotten used to the weird after-taste, but he was starting to feel a little woozy, which he was sure wasn’t a side-effect of drinking grape juice.


    Luke slapped him on the back and grabbed Kyle’s empty glass. “One more?” he asked. 


    “Could I mayme have some water?” Kyle asked. Mayme? It’s MayBE, silly.


    “Oh, sorry,” Luke said. “We have a rule in this house. Once you start a bottle of something, you have to finish it.” Luke held up the grape juice bottle, which had only a little left in it. “And you’re so close.”


    Kyle’s face began to feel warm. His brain a little fuzzy. “So, anyway,” Kyle began, his lips feeling numb. “I pomise that I will be a gweat Vawsity Captain, and you won’t have any poblems with me. I’m happy that our frienzip is backontrak, and I’m glad youme are good.”


    “You and I,” Luke said.


    “Whatvever works,” Kyle said, feeling cross-eyed and disoriented. He felt his breathing becoming labored, and his tongue felt heavy in his mouth. “I jusswan nother shot at surviving Midnight House.”


    “More juice it is!” Luke said as he filled Kyle’s glass. Luke touched glasses with Kyle’s. “To second chances.”


    “Gate!” Kyle said. The two drank again. “You know? Thiz iz good once you gepassed the taste ‘n all.”


    “Glad you like it,” Luke said.


    “I neber had grabe zeus that made me feel this funny,” Kyle said with a giggle.


    “It’s a special blend,” Luke said with a smile. “Made just for you.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY


    Daniel flipped through and found a junior year photo of Austin. In all black. He stared into the eyes of the psychopath he had last seen in a fire- and smoke-filled field after a violent and bloody battle. He felt his chest tighten and forced himself to look away. 


    “You okay?” Amber asked.


    “Yeah,” Daniel said. “Any luck?”


    “He was on the wrestling team his sophomore year,” she said and showed him the group photo of the wrestling team. He scanned the faces of the others in the picture, looked at their names. 


    “Wrestling team,” he said as he flipped through the junior year yearbook in his lap. And there Austin was again, still on the team. “When did things go bad for him?”


    “Does it really matter?” Amber said. “Look,” she took his hand, “The guy was a monster to do what he did to you. You did what you had to do to escape. I know that you feel guilty and bad about what happened, but you can’t let yourself become obsessed with this guy. If you do that, he wins. Forever.”


    Daniel knew she was right, but he couldn’t stop in the middle of things. “Five more minutes, and if I don’t find any answers, I’ll move on.”


    “Works for me,” Amber said as she squeezed his hand.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-ONE


    “I thing I should zittdown,” Kyle said. “Dizzzzzy.” He started to giggle, then laugh, his head felt even fuzzier, and his legs felt a little looser than usual. 


    “You are sitting down,” Luke said. “But why don’t you put this back in the fridge for me, okay?”


    Luke handed Kyle the near-empty bottle of grape juice.


    Kyle stumbled a bit toward them fridge, and focused on some pictures stuck to the chrome-colored doors. “I hope mmmy pijure can be up here with shoe unday,” Kyle said. “Just like these pipple.”


    “That would be nice,” Luke said. 


    Kyle leaned closer and looked at the photos. There was one of Luke and what he assumed were the rest of his family. There was another of Luke and another older guy, a big guy, that he figured was his brother since he was also in the family photo. 


    Kyle’s eyes arrived at another photo, and he froze. He felt his jaw tense and his grip tighten around the grape juice bottle, which made an audible plastic crunch. 


    It was a picture of Luke’s brother and another boy dressed in a black hat and shirt: Austin.


    Kyle swallowed hard and spun around. His vision was like a moving kaleidoscope. 


    “Everything okay?” Luke asked.


    “Yeah,” Kyle said, his head and stomach both spinning like an unbalanced washing machine. “I jus membered I have a big math tes omorrow and I nee to ge home.”


    Kyle moved toward the hallway toward the front door, but Luke was suddenly in his way. “I can’t let you drive like this, Kyle,” Luke said. “Did you recognize someone in those pictures?”


    “Yeah. You, zilly,” Kyle said. He lightly punched Luke in the shoulder. “You zure look like ur mom.” He tried to get past him and was stopped again.


    “I think you know who I meant,” Luke said. “Austin?”


    Kyle’s eyes widened, and he took a deep breath and exhaled. “I don know who you are talking about, Luuuuke. I dunno any Austin Holt.”


    “But your pal Daniel does,” a deeper voice said from behind him.


    Kyle turned and saw a tall mountain of a man walk into the kitchen. There was something familiar about him, but Kyle couldn’t figure out why.


    “And he killed my best friend,” the Mountain said.


    “Oh,” Kyle said. “Well, I’d be more than happy to give you his nummer, and you could yell at him about it.”


    “That’s cute,” the Mountain said. “But I have other plans.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-TWO


    Daniel examined the wrestling team photo again, then continued to flip through the yearbook’s pages. He came across some random snapshots, one of them with Austin and a big guy, their arms around each other’s shoulders. It wasn’t James, but he looked familiar.


    Daniel flipped back to the wrestling photo and scanned the names again. He found the name that matched the guy in the photo: Tyler Darden. “Darden.”


    “What?” Amber asked.


    “Tyler Darden,” Daniel said, showing the picture to Amber. 


    “Looks like an older version of Luke,” she said at first with a smile, but then it faded.


    “Oh, shit,” Daniel said. He took out his phone: NO SERVICE. They shelved the yearbooks – not in order, but that didn’t matter at this point – and raced out of the library.


    Daniel ran down the main hallway as he looked at his phone’s screen waiting for bars to appear.


    He shot out the double doors, exiting the school and arriving in the parking lot. He looked out and didn’t see Kyle’s red truck.


    Daniel looked back at his phone. Full bars. 


    He called Kyle’s number.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-THREE


    “So,” Kyle said, doing his best to keep his head balanced on his rubberized neck. “Whothehellareyou?”


    “Tyler,” the Mountain said, looming over Kyle. “My best friend is dead because of your best friend, and now I’m gonna make sure he knows exactly what that feels like.”


    Even in his dazed state, Kyle knew what that meant. And he knew what he had to do. He made a break for it, but his socks caused him to slip on the hardwood floor, causing him to sprawl belly-first onto the ground. The wind knocked out of him.


    A large hand turned him over. It was the Tyler the Mountain. “So,” Kyle said. “You’re gonna kill me in yer parents’ nizeome? Guess it’s better than that shithole your bessfriend lived in.” Kyle laughed as he stood on his wobbly legs.


    He watched as Tyler’s face turned a new shade of red. One of Tyler’s hands shot out toward Kyle and into his stomach, knocking the wind out of him and sending him back down to the kitchen’s floor. 


    Tyler smiled. “Oh. I’m gonna enjoy this.” Tyler looked at his brother. “Tie him up.” He stalked out of the room.


    Kyle struggled to prop himself up on his elbows as he looked up at Luke. “I thought we were friends,” Kyle said as coherently as he could muster.


    “We are,” Luke said, “but he’s blood, and that’s more important.”


    “But if you help him kill me, we can’t be friends ammymore. I’ll be dead! And I’m gonna guess it’s hard to be friends with a dead person.” Kyle sat all the way up. “Just ask your brother,” Kyle whispered, then giggled.


    “Just shut up and do what I say, okay?” Luke said.


    “It may be the grabe zeus,” Kyle said, “but I’m really getting mixed signals from you right now.”


    Tyler returned. “Why didn’t you tie him up?”


    “With what?”


    “He’s got you there!” Kyle said and laughed. Kyle muted his laughter as Tyler loomed over him again. 


    Tyler grabbed Kyle’s shirt collar and lifted him off the hardwood until they were face-to-face.	


    “Say another word, and I’ll shove your hand in the garbage disposal. Got it?”


    Kyle nodded and was dropped back to the floor with a thud. His head smacking the cabinet behind him. 


    “Get his phone and call his friend,” Tyler said to Luke as he left the kitchen again.


    Luke reached into Kyle’s pocket and found his phone. He looked at the screen. “Good thing I know your passcode,” Luke said with a smile. 


    Kyle lunged for his phone, but the action made him feel nauseous. He raced to the sink and heaved. 


    He heard his phone ring. 


    It was Daniel’s ringtone.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-FOUR


    Kyle’s phone rang, then connected. “Luke’s older brother is Austin’s friend!” Daniel blurted into the phone without waiting. “Don’t go over to his house!”


    “Oh, I’m afraid it’s too late for that,” Luke said on the other side of the call. “But it was a nice try.”


    “Where’s Kyle?” Daniel said through gritted teeth.


    “He’s fine,” Luke said. “He’s with my brother. Would you like to say hi to him?”


    Daniel waited. “You took my best friend away from me,” the voice said. It was the same voice that had spoken to him on the soccer field at NEED Camp the other night. “Now it’s my turn to return the favor.”


    “What? No! Wait!” Daniel’s mind was running in circles. He had no clue where these two were, where Kyle was, and how he could get to them. 


    “Sundial Bridge,” Luke said, back on the phone. “Half hour.” The phone disconnected. Daniel stared at the screen, motionless. He then pressed the “FIND MY PHONE” app, but Kyle – or someone else – had disabled the function on Kyle’s phone.


    “What’s going on?” Amber said as she shook Daniel back to reality.


    Daniel tried to focus. Tried to think. Tried to plan. ”I have to meet them at the Sundial Bridge in thirty minutes.”


    “Who?”


    “Luke, Kyle, and Luke’s brother, Tyler,” Daniel said. “But first, I have an idea.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-FIVE


    Tyler loaded Kyle’s limp body into the back of his Jeep. The kid was a lightweight when it came to booze and pills, that was a given, but Tyler hoped Kyle didn’t die while on their way to the bridge. 


    Not as fun to do what he planned if it was a dead body.


    “Is he breathing?” he heard Luke say as he closed the garage door that led into the house.


    Tyler grabbed Kyle by the neck, thrust Kyle’s face next to his ear. The breathing was faint, but there.


    “He’s fine,” Tyler said, releasing Kyle’s neck and watching him fall to the side on the back seat. He observed the concerned look on Luke’s face and smiled. “Relax, okay? He’s gonna be fine.” 


    For now, he thought. For now.


    “What did you put in the juice?” Luke asked as he stared down at Kyle, slumped over in the back seat.


    “Just the gel stuff from forty sleeping pills and whatever pills dad had left from when his back went out,” Tyler said.


     “Jesus,” Luke said.


    “Oh, he’ll be meeting Him soon enough,” Tyler said. “Get in.”


    Luke hopped in the passenger’s side, closed his door.


    “No loose ends,” Tyler said.


    Luke nodded. “No loose ends.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-SIX


    “FaceTime April,” Daniel yelled toward his phone as he drove home. Amber held his phone near his face from the passenger’s seat.


    “What’s up?” April said as she appeared on the screen.


    “I need your help,” Daniel said. “It’s complicated, but you’re the person I know who can help us. You in?”


    “What do you need?” April said without hesitation.


    Daniel laid out his plan as he raced down Hartnell Avenue. After he finished, there was a pause.


    “Okay,” April said. “I’ll be ready.” She disconnected.


    “You think we’ll make it in time?” Amber asked as she put Daniel’s phone back on the center console.


    “At this point,” Daniel said. “I hope so.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-SEVEN


    Luke, along with Tyler and Kyle, walked beneath the green and blue TURTLE BAY EXPLORATION PARK sign and down a sloping sidewalk on their way to the Sundial Bridge.


    Luke looked around to see if anyone was in the area before he motioned for his older brother to follow. Tyler had Kyle’s limp body in front of him, moving him forward like a life-size puppet. 


    Whatever Tyler had mixed in Kyle’s drink had made him easy to control, which was preferable to having the guy struggling and get even more hurt in the process. One thing Luke knew about his brother: he was anything but a gentle giant.


    Whether this was a good idea or not was irrelevant to him now. Luke wanted to make sure his brother got the peace he desired.


    The Sundial Bridge was vacant when the trio arrived. The bridge’s glass walkway was slick from the most recent rainfall, and the Sacramento River’s brown-colored water was churning and swirling beneath it. 


    They walked to the center of the bridge and stood beside the white metal railing, and waited.


    “Hope your friend shows up soon,” Tyler said as puffs of visible air rose from his mouth.


    “My friend is here, zilly,” Kyle said as he looked at Luke. “See? There he is!” He pointed with one limp hand. 


    Luke had to turn away and not make eye contact. What probably could have become a true friendship, what once had a basis in some level of trust, was now destroyed. 


    “Hey, Daniel!” Luke heard Kyle call out. He looked toward the end of the bridge nearest the Turtle Bay Museum and saw Daniel walking toward them.
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    Daniel moved forward, assessing the situation with each step. Was he expecting some sort of prisoner exchange? Some negotiation for Kyle’s safety? He had no idea. But now he was here, and he hoped that the plan that he and Amber had worked out would work. 


    “Hey, Kyle,” Daniel said as he stepped closer to the trio. He noticed Kyle’s jacket and shoes were missing.


    “Well,” Kyle said, rather giggly. “You were right. I shouldn’t have trusted him.”


    Daniel looked at Luke. “Yes. Well, we all make mistakes, buddy.” He looked at Tyler, who was positioned behind Kyle. “I know why you’re upset,” Daniel said directly to Tyler. “But there’s no reason anyone else has to get hurt.”


    “Fuck you!” Tyler said.


    Great start, Daniel thought. “What Austin did was a very bad thing, Tyler,” Daniel continued. “You might not want to believe it, but it’s true. He kidnapped and tortured me and a little boy. He was a monster. And while I would have preferred that he be in prison right now, I had to do what I could to survive.”


    Tyler looked like he was loosening his grip on Kyle’s shoulder. Was he breaking through?


    “I’m sorry Austin is dead,” Daniel said, taking another step forward. “But his actions led to his own death. Taking my best friend away won’t bring him back.”


    A moment of complete stillness occurred. No one seemed to blink, or breathe, or move. A slight breeze blew across the length of the bridge.


    “I know,” Tyler finally said. “But it will make me feel a hell of a lot better!” In one swift motion, Tyler lifted Kyle into the air by the back of his shirt and pants, and tossed him over the side of the bridge into the river.


    “Kyle!” Daniel screamed in horror. Without thinking, Daniel grabbed the bridge’s railing and dove into the Sacramento River after Kyle.


    As he fell, Daniel could see Kyle’s body moving across the surface of the Sacramento River. 


    Upon hitting the icy water feet first, Daniel found himself in a state of panic. This was not what he expected, and now he had two goals: to keep himself alive and save Kyle. He surfaced and treaded water as he drifted farther away from the massive bridge. He spun around in the water as best he could, searching for Kyle. 


    He couldn’t see him.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-EIGHT


    Luke was horrified by what had just happened. Tyler took his eyes off the river and looked at him. “Worked out easier than I thought. Hungry?” 


    “What the hell did you do?” Luke said, still not sure how to comprehend what had just taken place.


    “What did you think I was going to do? Accept his apology and take us all out for coffee and scones? It’s better this way. Two down, one to go.”


    “We have to help them,” Luke said, looking down at the roiling river water, then back at Tyler. “We can’t do this. We’re not like Austin!” Luke lunged at his brother. Tyler shoved him backward, the slippery bridge no match for Luke’s shoes as he went flailing to the glass surface with a smack.


    Tyler just stood a distance away and shook his head. “You think Austin was a bad guy?” Tyler said. “Who do you think taught him?”


    Tyler’s gaze left Luke and looked off toward the Turtle Bay Museum. He smiled.


    “There she is,” Tyler said.
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    Amber felt frozen. The reality of what she had witnessed cascaded over her brain like a wave. It wasn’t what she thought would happen. It wasn’t even something that had crossed her mind. 


    Kyle was in the river. Daniel was in the river. She needed to do something. Needed to get help. Needed to--


    She looked over and realized Luke and Tyler had spotted her.


    And they were headed her way. Fast.


    She needed to run.


    Something dropped on the metal table next to her, the sound knocking Amber back into reality.


    She backed away from the damp wooden railing as she tried to figure out her next move. To her left was the pathway back to the parking lot. But to get there, she’d have to cross paths with Luke and Tyler, who were now almost to the end of the Sundial Bridge.


    Her only chance was to her right. The Turtle Bay Museum. She had never been here before and had no clue where to go, but all she knew right now was she had to run.


    And run fast.


    She took off running. The doors for the museum entrance fast-approaching as she scanned the area for any sign of another person who could help her.


    She saw no one.


    She glanced to her left, where the surging river held her boyfriend and his best friend in its clutches, but couldn’t see them through the bushes and trees that lined the shore. 


    Amber’s hand hit the museum entry’s cold metal door handle. She ripped the door open and ran inside. 


    She looked around and was met with silence, except for her heavy breathing.


    Amber knew they were still coming.


    The Welcome Desk was vacant in front of her. To her left were several glass partitions, behind which was a tree whose roots could be seen in a glass-paneled floor. 


    Amber reached over the desk and grabbed the phone. 


    It was dead. 


    “Hello!” she called out. Her voice echoed in the cavernous space. “Hello!”


    The doors she had just come through opened, and without looking, Amber took off through a second set of doors that opened onto a wooden bridge. Unsure of where it went, she was sure of one thing: whatever was on the other side of this bridge was safer than staying inside the museum.


    As she ran across the wooden bridge, the smells of soil and rain hitting her nose, she searched the pockets of her purple hoodie for her phone.


    It wasn’t there.


    She realized the sound that brought her back to reality earlier was her phone dropping from her hand and onto a metal table.


    Had she sent the video before she dropped it?


    Deciding to beat herself up over it later, Amber kept running.


    To where, she had no idea.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-NINE


    Daniel swam toward Kyle, which was no small feat given the freezing water’s swift current enveloping him from all sides. He could see the shoreline, and up ahead, he saw what he knew could be their saving grace: The Wintu Pumping Station.


    In the past, Daniel had seen it from across the river but never really thought anything of it. But now, the Wintu Pumping Station was about to become his one shot to save not only himself but Kyle, too.


    But first, he had to get to Kyle.


    Water splashed up into Daniel’s face, causing him to inhale river water into his nose and mouth. He gagged, his sinuses burning, his eyesight blurred by the influx of river water into his system.


    “Kyle!” he retched out, water spilling from his nose. His coughing continued as he swam toward what looked like Kyle’s shirt. Daniel’s lifeguard training kicked in as he pushed through the icy water. 


    His hand slammed down onto Kyle’s back. He was face down.


    Daniel flipped Kyle over, mindful of the distance between them and their savior, the pumping station.


    Kyle’s lips were blue.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY


    Tyler entered the museum just in time to see Amber make it to the other set of doors. Luke joined him seconds later. 


    Tyler watched as his prey ran across the wooden bridge that connected the museum to the rest of Turtle Bay. He and Luke moved past the Welcome Desk and headed for the second set of doors.


    “Hold it!” a woman’s voice called out.	Tyler turned and saw an elderly woman with curly grey hair in a blue Turtle Bay sweatshirt.


    “Can I help you?” the woman asked. Her name badge said SHIRLEY. She had come from their right where the restrooms were and was now blocking their way. “I’m sorry I wasn’t out here. I was trying to get the Wi-Fi to work.”


    Tyler thought fast, his eye on the wooden bridge.


    “Our sister ran through here,” Tyler began. “She’s got...mental problems, and our parents wanted us to take her out today, and she ran off.”


    “Oh, dear,” Shirley said, concerned. “Well, she shouldn’t be able to get into too much trouble inside. But I should let the guards know. And you two can’t go any further without tickets and a wristband.”


    Tyler and Luke followed her back to the Welcome Desk.


    “The guards?” Tyler asked.


    “Yes,” Shirley replied. “And without a wristband, they’ll definitely stop her.” She picked up a two-way radio.


    Tyler looked at Luke, then back at Shirley. “This is what I need you to tell them.”
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    As Amber arrived at the end of the wooden bridge, her hopes that Mosaic Restaurant’s back entrance would be open were quickly dashed. She saw tables and chairs stacked up on the patio with bungee cords blocking any passage up the restaurant’s glass doors. Definitely closed.


    She ran to her left, past several wooden enclosures with perches and branches inside. Through the dim light, she could make out a few bird shapes but couldn’t make out exactly what kinds of birds they were.


    Not that that mattered to her at the moment.


    She had to get out of here or find help, but she was alone in what would on any other day be a fun place to go. The smell of damp earth was all around her as she jogged past a huge forest-themed playground to her left, a giant sign said PAUL BUNYAN’S FOREST CAMP. 


    Beyond the fence that kept her inside Turtle Bay, there was the Sheraton Hotel that she and Daniel had driven past when they arrived earlier. Even in the dimming daylight, she couldn’t see any lights on in the rooms. 


    But she could hear cars on the freeway. She hurried her pace, looking back to see if Tyler and Luke were there.


    What had happened to them?


    What was happening with Daniel and Kyle?


    She moved up a dirt path, past an old, black steam engine locomotive, and turned left down a trail that led past a butterfly exhibit. Cold rainwater dripped on her head from the tree branches that covered the top of the trail.


    Up ahead, Amber saw a tall man in a yellow vest. His back was turned to her, but all she cared about was the word stenciled in black on the back of his vest: SECURITY.


    She ran toward him.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-ONE


    Daniel swam with one hand while the other dragged Kyle’s unconscious body closer and closer to the Sacramento River’s shoreline and the Wintu Pumping Station. He knew he’d only have one shot to save them, and if he screwed up, they were dead.


    No pressure.


    Daniel could see the series of ladders that went into the water from the pumping station. He knew that he had to get a grip on one of those to stop them from floating farther down the river. At this point, Daniel’s entire body was numb. He couldn’t feel his legs, his arms, or his fingers that held on to Kyle’s body. His swimming arm was fatigued, and the arm dragging Kyle wasn’t doing much better.


    The water was too turbulent for Daniel to check Kyle for a pulse or if he was breathing. He prayed that his best friend would cling to whatever life was left inside him until Daniel got them to land.


    And their chance was fast-approaching.


    The ladder came closer. Daniel made his first attempt, his hand slipping away from the slick metal bar. 


    He let out a frustrated scream and hurled his body toward a third ladder. His arm shot through the void between rungs, and he linked his arm around the side of the ladder. He managed to wrap his other arm under Kyle’s armpits, his arm across his best friend’s chest.


    They were both facing the river, the current attempting to whisk them away, but Daniel’s hold on the ladder and Kyle remained strong.


    “Okay,” Daniel said, breathing hard. He looked up and saw solid metal grating above him. And a padlock. No way up. “Well, shit.” 


    He looked to his left and saw the river bank. He could just make out bushes and tree roots barely exposed by the writhing river water. Daniel looked at Kyle, who appeared to be getting paler by the second.


    “One shot left, buddy,” Daniel said. “Let’s hope it works.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-TWO


    Amber’s savior listened to her story as they headed back toward Paul Bunyan’s Forest Camp. He was a kind, older man with severe wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, but he gave her a sense of calm authority.


    “There’s a phone inside the Mill Building,” he said. “We’ll take care of this.”


    “Thank you,” Amber said. Had Tyler and Luke been stopped before they could get to her? Her mind took a rest and focused on Daniel and Kyle. The tall guard was honest with her and said it wasn’t likely the boys would survive given how the river was surging and the cold temperature. But she couldn’t abandon the hope that they would be found alive and rescued.


    It couldn’t end like this.


    Amber and her savior made it past the locomotive when a stocky guard appeared in the same uniform and vest. His face read all business. 


    “She’s got quite a story, Hal,” the tall guard said.


    Hal, the stocky guard, joined them. Amber was now flanked on either side by the two guards.


    Safety in numbers.


    The three continued walking, but where she thought they would turn toward the Mill Building, they kept walking.


    “Aren’t we gonna call for help in there?” she asked, pointing.


    The stocky guard pulled out his radio. “No need,” he said. He put the radio to his mouth. “We’ve got her. Send her brothers.”


    Fear shot through Amber’s body. Her body language must have tipped off the taller guard because she felt a cold hand wrap itself around her wrist. The stocky guard grabbed the other one.


    “I’ve heard a lot of crazy stories, little girl,” the stocky one said. “But yours is definitely in the top three.”


    “Let go of me!” Amber said as she struggled under their grips. “It’s not a crazy story, it’s true!”


    The guards advanced forward, dragging Amber along with them. Their grips on her wrists growing tighter as she twisted and contorted to free herself.


    No luck.


    Up ahead, she saw Tyler and Luke rounding the corner. Tyler’s smile said it all.


    “There you are, sis,” Tyler called out. “You can’t keep running away from us.”


    “Go to hell, you murdering psycho!” Amber yelled back, yanking her arms as hard as she could away from the grips of the two guards.


    The chasm between the two parties was narrowing fast. Amber knew she had to do something to escape. 


    Amber turned and bit down as hard as she could on the tall guard’s arm through his jacket. He yelped and released his grip on her wrist.


    The yelp startled Hal, the stocky guard, whose grip loosened, and Amber quickly snapped her arm out of his grip and took off back up the trail.


    “Hey!” she heard the stocky guard yell after her.


    “Don’t worry,” she heard Tyler say as she ran. “We’ll get her!”


    Amber increased her speed. Back past the butterfly exhibit, down the trail lined with wood chips. She could hear the freeway to her right. Smell the exhaust. See the tops of big rigs. 


    She hung a right onto a paved trail that ran parallel to the freeway. A chain-link fence covered in green tarp and topped with barbed wire prevented an easy escape.


    But the pathway had to lead somewhere.


    She picked up her pace. She looked back and didn’t see them.


    Why? There had to be a reason. And then it dawned on her.


    They know there’s no way out, she thought. They know I’m trapped. And all they have to do is wait me out.
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    Tyler thanked the guards for their help. “Go around,” Tyler ordered Luke as he headed up the trail. 


    Tyler knew this place well, having volunteered at Turtle Bay a couple summers ago to have something else to add to his college applications. And he knew Amber was trapped, the only exit back over the bridge and through the museum. 


    Daniel and Kyle were dead by now, he figured, so killing Amber was just icing on the cake of a vengeance-filled afternoon. 


    May as well make the most of it.


    He walked along the trail, looking for signs of the petite teen who had given him so much trouble Friday night. He had enjoyed what he had done to Kyle, but he was looking forward to ending Amber’s life.


    After all, she was linked to the kid who killed Austin. She had to go.


    He stopped at the fork in the road. To the right was the asphalt trail that ran along the freeway. To his left was the nature trail with rescued animals in enclosures. That trail looped around to the river. 


    But the asphalt trail was a shorter trek, and she might think it led out of here.


    But he knew it didn’t.


    He turned right.


    His instincts were correct. He saw small, muddy footprints heading down the asphalt.


    Amber was close.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-THREE


    Luke made his way back through the museum, ripping off his wristband and tossing it in the trash as he walked outside. He looked out at the Sacramento River, his view partially blocked by winter-weary trees and bushes. He could see the brown, churning water moving fast and couldn’t see anyone or anything in the water.


    So long, Kyle and Daniel.


    He was still processing what had happened. And now he was trying to figure out how he could explain this away if he needed to. He didn’t want his future ruined by his brother’s actions.


    But he knew he was part of it. He had lured Kyle to the house. Given Kyle the spiked grape juice.


    And it would be hard to explain Kyle’s truck parked in front of their house. And his jacket and shoes in their entryway. 


    Maybe having wealthy parents would help in some way.


    He jogged down the brick walkway leading away from the museum. Something black on one of the metal tables near wooden the railing caught his eye. He stopped and saw a cell phone.


    Amber’s cell phone?


    He picked it up. The time and date appeared on the screen.


    He pressed the home button, and a sea of apps appeared.


    No passcode.


    The top of the screen said, “No Service.”


    The old lady did say the Wi-Fi wasn’t working.


    He went to her messages and saw the last one was sent ten minutes ago to Steven Trout. The message preview said: “Attachment: 1 Video.” 


    Luke tapped on the message. Amber had recorded Tyler throwing Kyle off the Sundial Bridge and tried to send it to Steven. Luke’s only relief came from the red notification next to the video that read, “Message Failed to Send.”


    Thank God, he thought.


    The Wi-Fi popped back on.


    And the video sent.


    “Delivered” appeared under the video. 


    Luke’s eyes widened in horror. His heart rose in his throat, and his stomach dropped to his ankles. He pocketed the phone and sprinted toward the parking lot.


    He knew now that time was no longer on their side as he hung a left toward the sidewalk that ran along the front of the Sheraton Hotel. 


    The parking lot was empty except for a few cars, which was great for them because it meant fewer witnesses to what was happening.


    Until Steven Trout saw the message. Then all bets were off.


    He arrived at his destination.


    And what he truly knew would be their final point of no return.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-FOUR


    Amber hit a dead end. Another fence draped in cloth. A white blockade with an orange sign affixed to the front: ROAD CLOSED.


    No shit.


    She turned and faced back up the trail.


    The freeway sounds from I-44 were louder now, drowning out any chance to hear if Tyler or Luke were nearby. 


    Fencing still to her right.


    A steep hillside of damp earth and bushes to her left. 


    Amber scurried up the hillside, grabbing onto the wet bushes and ivy, trying her best not to slip and slide back down.


    “Hey, little girl, where you going?” she heard Tyler’s booming voice below.


    She lost her footing, her body hitting the damp ground as she struggled to move upward.


    Nearing the top, she saw what looked like yellow caution tape. She focused on it as she continued to climb. She wanted to look back and see where Tyler was but forced herself not to.


    What good would it do?


    Arriving at the top, she got her feet, turned to look down the steep hillside as she backed toward the yellow caution tape.


    Tyler wasn’t there.


    She turned back to the caution tape and noticed that it covered a hole in the chain-link fence. On the other side of the opening was a large, old concrete structure. She had seen it when she and Daniel drove into the parking lot what seemed like a decade ago. He told her it was called the Monolith, and it had been used to help construct Shasta Dam.


    And now it was her ticket out of here.


    She pulled down the caution tape and climbed through the hole in the chain link.


    One step closer.


    As she entered the Monolith, she noticed a weird sculpture made of hard hats randomly inside the structure. Amber turned and was met by a dark corridor and an old wooden walkway. She could see an opening on the other side and the parking lot farther out. 


    She advanced forward, picking up the pace. The parking lot, her car, and help all within reach. She neared the end of the creaky wooden walkway.


    And Luke appeared at the exit, blocking her way.


    She froze, spun around.


    And saw Tyler at the other end.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-FIVE


    Daniel unhooked his arm, and with the last push of his strength, he floated himself and Kyle downriver toward the shoreline. He clawed at the exposed tree roots with his numbed fingers, finally grasping enough to slowly pull them ashore. 


    With no time to rest, Daniel clamored to his feet on the slippery bank and pulled Kyle’s legs out of the water. He then dragged Kyle up to the concrete base of the pumping station and set him down.


    Kyle looked dead. Pale. Blue. But Daniel couldn’t let that deter him. He fought back the tears he could feel starting to sting his eyes and started chest compressions on his best friend.


    “One, two, three, four, five,” Daniel said out loud. He knew that mouth-to-mouth was not used anymore, but he had to do all he could. He placed his lips on Kyle’s ice-cold mouth, and blew into his body.


    He repeated the steps again and again. Checking for breath. Checking for a pulse. Not that he could feel anything with his numb fingers. 


    “Come on, buddy. Come on!” He kept going. Daniel could feel himself getting lightheaded. His emotions emerging as the prospect of Kyle being dead became more and more a reality.


    “I can’t lose you, damn it!” Daniel said his voice thick with emotion, as he performed the CPR cycle again.


    Daniel felt faint, his arms weakened, and he dropped beside Kyle’s lifeless body. 


    Darkness crept into his vision as hot tears streamed down the sides of his face.


    “I can’t...I can’t...”


    Daniel heard vomiting beside him.


    He turned his head and looked beside him. 


    Kyle stared right back at him, blue-tinted water and snot oozing from his mouth and nose.


    “Where the hell are we?” Kyle croaked out.


    “Kyle!” Daniel exclaimed. “You’re alive!” 


    “I am?” Kyle said as he tried to sit up. “Are you sure?”


    Daniel hugged him, a smile of relief on his face. Their embrace sounded like two wet sponges being squeezed together.


    Daniel eased Kyle back to the ground, removed his wet jacket, and covered Kyle. “I’m gonna get you some help. Wait here.”


    Daniel inhaled, gathering what strength he could muster, stood up, and headed to get help.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-SIX


    Amber had a feeling they were taking their time on purpose. What did they have to hurry for? They had already drowned two teens, may as well have fun with a third while they can.


    Amber spun around and saw Luke’s silhouette ten feet behind her. He stopped at first when he realized she had turned back to face him, but he kept advancing.


    She stood against the railing so she could see both men in her periphery. Both moving toward her at the same time.


    “You shouldn’t have sent that video,” Luke said, his words echoing in the darkness. He held up her phone. The lock screen lit up, a picture of her and Daniel at Waterworks Park. Happier times. “If Trout sends it to anyone, it will ruin my life!” Luke chucked Amber’s phone against the concrete wall behind her. Her phone smashed into a million pieces, some hitting the back of her purple hoodie as the phone’s remains clattered to the ground.


    “Yeah, well, homicide will do that to you,” Amber said as dryly as possible.


    She reached into one of her hoodie’s right pocket, gripping onto something useful.


    “No loose ends,” Tyler said.


    “No loose ends,” Luke parroted.


    Amber felt the wooden walkway tremble as Tyler advanced toward her. She looked up at the towering beast and swallowed hard, determined to keep her composure. “You gonna throw me off the bridge, too, big boy?” she asked, trying to keep any sense of fear out of her voice. “Seems to be your M.O.”


    “I think we’ll have some fun with you, first,” Tyler said with a smile. “Then we’ll see.


    “How about I get things started?” Amber said. Amber smashed her right fist into Tyler’s face in one deft and fluid movement; a set of brass knuckles helped empower the blow. As he reeled from the surprise hit, she took the opportunity to kick him in the balls.


    Amber spun around toward Luke and held up her left hand, a black keychain fob in her grip. She depressed its button, igniting a bright flash of light in Luke’s face. 


    She charged at Luke as hard as she could, knocking him off balance. The two of them fell backward away from the enclosed wooden walkway and into a cavernous concrete space. 


    Amber landed on top of Luke, whose eyes continued to twitch from the bright flash of light they had just received. His arms wrapped around her in a tight embrace as she kicked at his legs and shins.


    He rolled over on top of her, pinning her to the cold concrete and gravel floor with his body. He moved his legs between hers to prevent her from kicking him again.


    Amber looked Luke directly in the eyes and saw an enraged, snarling Luke Darden staring back just inches from her face.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-SEVEN


    Kyle could hear the raging Sacramento River to his left, the sound nearly drowning out his chattering teeth. His throat felt raw, and his mouth tasted like chemicals, bile, diluted grape juice, and stagnant water.


    He propped himself up on his elbows, his head swirling.


    Kyle dry heaved, which was followed by another torrent of bluish river water flying from his mouth.


    He coughed and wiped his mouth with his soaked sleeve.


    Kyle saw the Sundial Bridge in the distance. He knew he had to get back there, save Daniel a trip. 


    Slowly, he got to his feet. He put on Daniel’s wet jacket and zipped it closed. His rubbery legs were fighting his mind, but he had to get back. 


    One foot in front of the other. One step at a time.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-EIGHT


    Amber slammed her forehead as hard as she could into Luke’s nose. As he screamed and his grip loosened, Amber clamored out from under him, her hands and palms ripped open and caked with blood and dirt.


    She turned to run, but Luke grabbed her leg in a death grip. She swung around and kicked the downed ASB President in the ribs as hard as she could with her free leg. 


    Luke grabbed her kicking leg, and she fell to the ground as Tyler bounded out from the wooden walkway and stared down at her, fuming.


    “Bitch!” Tyler yelled. 


    In a couple strides, Tyler was in front of her, looming over her with his massive body. Amber attempted to crabwalk away but was stopped by the concrete wall behind her.


    Tyler leaned down and lifted Amber by the armpits with his massive hands and slammed her against the concrete wall, the back of her head smacking hard against it. Amber heard a ringing in her ears. White dots danced in her vision. She was now eye-to-eye with the man who had killed Kyle and Daniel. 


    Luke was to her right. In the dimming light, she could tell his nose was bloodied, but he was smiling. He waved her brass knuckles at her.


    The lantern-style lights inside the space flickered to life. As her sight adjusted, she saw a cavernous space lined with tall concrete columns towering all around her. A massive concrete cube with ONE CUBIC YARD carved in block letters on its side sat in the center of the room behind Tyler.


    “Do you know how easy it would be to snap your neck, little girl?” Tyler said as his hot breath invaded her space. One of his hands left her armpit and made its way to her neck. 


    “My name’s Amber, jerk-off,” she said in defiance.


    Amber had never been one to panic, but she could feel her heart begin to race and sweat collect under her arms and across her back. She felt something hard and cold scrape against the small of her back. 


    The stun gun.


    She had hidden it in the back of her jeans’ waistband just in case. 


    Now she had to figure out how to get to it.


    “If anyone’s gonna snap her neck,” Luke said, moving toward them, “it’s me.” Luke looked at her. “I’ve wanted to shut you up for months now, and the day has finally come.”


    “How ‘bout this,” Tyler said, lowering her to the ground. His hand still around her neck, tightening slowly, pressing her into the rough concrete wall. “I’ll hold her, and you can beat the crap out of her pretty face.”


    Amber’s eyes moved from Tyler to Luke. “Be nice to break that jaw so she could never say another smart-ass comment,” Luke said.


    “I’m amazed between the two of you, you have the IQ to recognize one,” Amber said, Tyler’s hand pressing deeper into her neck. Amber knew instinctually that she was suffocating. She could hear the rush of blood in her ears, could feel her lungs screaming for air. 


    Tyler punched Amber in the nose. The back of her head smacked the wall once more. Her nose and face felt momentarily numb, but there was a warmth down her mouth and chin. The coppery taste of blood hit her tongue and throat.


    Tyler released his hands, and she dropped to the cold, gravelly floor.


    “That’s for zapping me Friday night,” Tyler said.


    As he stood over her, she noticed the zipper of his jeans was partially exposed. Tyler walked away, blocking her pathway to the exit. 


    Luke moved in toward her, a smile on his face.


    “What’s the matter?” Luke said, leaning down and lifting her chin with his hand. “Nothing clever to say?”


    He backhanded her with his other hand, blood flying off her face and onto the concrete and gravel. Amber keeled over onto her side from the impact. The side of her face stung. Her bloodied nose throbbed.


    “That’s what I thought,” Luke said, shoving her back against the wall with his foot.


    Amber wretched from the taste of blood, and spat a crimson wad of spit onto the ground. Her ears were ringing, her eyes filled with tears, and her nose continued to ooze blood across her mouth and chin.


    Amber sat up, her two tormentors standing a few feet away.


    “Okay,” Amber said, putting her hands up in surrender. “You win. Just let me go.”


    She heard the brothers laugh. “You hear that, Luke,” Tyler said. “Sounds like she wants to join her boyfriend and his bestie for some fun on the river.”


    She kept her eyes on them. Her right hand slowly reaching behind her for the stun gun.


    Amber wiped blood from her nose and face with her left sleeve. As she put her arm down, she felt something hard in her left hoodie pocket. 


    One more toy. One more distraction.


    Amber maneuvered the stun gun without them noticing. Her shaky fingers on the trigger buttons. She could feel the long base against her wrist as she slowly pulled it from her waistband.


    She knew that she would only have one shot to use the stun gun effectively, and she knew right where it should go.


    “Please,” Amber said as she tried to breathe without sucking blood up her nose and down her throat. “I’m sorry.”


    Tyler walked over to her and crouched down. His eyes looking directly into hers. “Way too late for that,” Tyler said, pushing her head back into the wall.


    Amber grabbed the last self-defense toy she had in her left pocket.


    “You know, on second thought,” Amber said. “You killed my boyfriend and Kyle, so I’m not sorry. I’m pissed.”


    Tyler smiled. “And what are you gonna do about it?”


    Amber pressed the button on the small plastic disc and tossed it away. A loud screeching alarm exploded in the cavernous space. 


    The noise caused Tyler to stand and look in the direction of the noise, his crotch in front of her. Amber hit the stun gun’s trigger and jabbed it into Tyler’s crotch and his exposed zipper. Sparks and smoke exploded from the area as fabric ignited and voltage met metal. 


    Tyler jumped back, screaming. His cries of pain echoed inside the Monolith, overpowering the screeching alarm. He ran backward and slammed into the ONE CUBIC FOOT cube in the center of the room, his face red as he doubled over, grabbing his crotch.


    Luke stomped on the alarm disc, then lunged toward Amber as she stood. He grabbed her by the hair with one hand, holding the arm with the stun gun away from him with the other.


    Amber spit a wad of blood into his face and eyes. He let go of her as he attempted to wipe his face. Luke screamed and charged toward her, arms swinging. 


    Amber charged up the stun gun again and charged right back at Luke, hitting him square in the chest with the voltage. Luke flew back, tripped over his own feet, and fell. His body spasmed and jerked on the ground.


    She stepped back, only to feel a large hand grab her ankle. Amber faltered and fell. She attempted to fire up the stun gun again.


    Nothing happened.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY-NINE


    Cold and wet, Daniel arrived at the turn-off that led away from the Sacramento River Trail and back into Turtle Bay. The Sundial Bridge’s towering white spire was in front of him, the flashing red light atop the spire barely visible through the low clouds. 


    He ran up the incline toward the bridge, past a yellow SLIPPERY WHEN WET OR ICY sign a few feet from the start of the bridge. 


    He stopped and knelt down long enough to grab the Ring camera he had placed far enough away to capture whatever happened on the bridge during the meet-up. He definitely wasn’t expecting what happened.


    He took off again, running across the slick bridge, his wet shoes squishing and slightly slipping with each footfall. 


    Where were the sirens?


    He checked the Ring’s settings: “Offline.”


    It didn’t work! Had he placed it too far away from the Wi-Fi signal? 


    He was halfway across the bridge when the Wi-Fi reconnected.


    He flipped the Ring over and pressed the silver doorbell button.


    “April!” Daniel said, out of breath. “When you get this, tell Mom and Dad to call 9-1-1 and get to Turtle Bay! And hurry!”


    He gripped the Ring in his hand and picked up his pace. He had to find Amber.


    He charged off the bridge and toward the parking lot. Amber’s car was still where she had parked when they arrived.


    Daniel heard a man scream from the direction of the Monolith. He slipped the Ring into his empty jeans pocket and charged across the parking lot toward the massive concrete structure.


    [image: ]


    Amber tried to crawl away, but Tyler’s grip was firmly on her ankle. Her fingernails dug into the cold, hard earth, but she couldn’t get enough traction to move anywhere.


    She flipped over and started kicking his hand with her other foot. Tyler lunged toward her calf, mouth open and bit down. 


    Hard. 


    Pain shot up her leg as she felt Tyler’s teeth dig into her calf through her jeans. He was growling and foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog. 


    Amber kicked him in the head with her free foot, but each impact made him bite down harder.


    She could see Luke still convulsing on the ground about ten feet away. 


    She looked around for something – anything – she could use to get this beast off her leg. 


    Tyler was clawing for her with his hands, and she knew it was over if he got any closer. 	


    The stun gun was dead but still useful, she realized. The metal prongs were a weapon on their own. She picked up the stun gun, and with all her might, she stabbed Tyler in the face, shredding his ear and cheek with the metal prongs. 


    She saw Luke sit up and look at her. Rage in his eyes. His hair frizzed from the jolt he received.


    Luke leaped toward her, her attempt to get away was stopped by the death grip his older brother had on her leg. Luke picked her and slammed her into the wall, his grip tightening under her jaw, his eyes twitching.


    Tyler rose to his feet, limped over to his brother, and moved him out of the way. 


    “No,” Tyler said, as blood oozed down the side of his face from the stun gun’s metal prongs. “She’s mine.”


    Amber closed her eyes, ready for whatever was about to come. She heard a guttural scream to her left.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY


    Daniel charged full force into Tyler’s side, shoving him away from Amber and into Luke, and then the adjacent concrete wall. Enraged, Daniel sprang to his feet, ready to take on both men. 


    He quickly looked back and saw that Amber had moved from where she had been against the wall. She stood back by the opening near the hotel, blood smeared on her face and shirt.


    Daniel looked back at Tyler and Luke. They were still a heap on the floor. Breathing, but not making any movement to get up off the damp dirt ground.


    “A stun gun to the junk really takes the fight out of someone,” Amber said. Daniel felt her walk up next to him.


    Daniel put his arm around her, squeezed her gently. He noticed the blood that covered her face and the front of her clothes. “Normally, I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy,” Daniel said. “But in this case...”


    Tyler stirred.


    Daniel moved back at the same time Amber did.


    “Run and find help,” Daniel said.


    He heard her run out of the concrete enclosure and felt a growl rising in his throat. The heat of rage rose in his body, ready to explode like a centuries-dormant volcano as he kept them in his sight. 


    Daniel felt his body shaking. Not from the cold, but from pure anger at what they had done to Amber.


    His hands balled into fists, and he put his legs in a fighting stance, ready to take on what might come his way.


    Tyler looked at him and shook his head.


    “Always the hero,” Tyler said, standing up. He looked down at his brother, who was still unmoving on the ground. Without losing eye contact with Daniel, he shook his brother with his foot. “Get up.”


    Luke struggled to his feet. He turned toward Daniel, who saw a bloody gash on the calendar model’s forehead. 


    “I don’t want to fight you,” Daniel said. “But I will.”


    Tyler smiled. “Too bad no one’s here to save you.”


    Daniel swallowed hard, wishing that someone would appear from the shadows to help him. 


    In the blink of an eye, Tyler ran at him, Luke circling around to Daniel’s left.


    Daniel lowered his head like a bull and lunged toward the angry giant. He felt his head impact Tyler’s gut, hearing an audible “Oof!” from above. He kept moving, his wet shoes affecting his ability to gain any traction, but he was determined.


    Then Amber popped into his head. Then Kyle. Were they okay?


    His instant mental distraction was enough to give Tyler the upper hand. Daniel watched as Tyler planted his feet, grabbed Daniel’s chest in a bear hug, and threw him back. 


    Daniel slammed into the ONE CUBIC YARD cube but had no time to recover as he felt a pair of cold hands wrap around his throat.


    Tyler stepped toward Daniel and delivered a rapid-fire assault of body blows. Chest. Stomach. Chest. Chest. Groin. Daniel’s arms flailed, but he was pinned, and his air supply was decreasing as Luke’s grip tightened around his throat with each hit from Tyler.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-ONE


    Amber choked on the blood dripping down her throat and spit another wad of saliva and blood onto the grass as she ran across the lawn in front of the Redding Civic Center. She could see her destination up ahead, next to Viking Skate Country: KRCR-TV.


    The rain was transitioning now from a mist to more substantial drops. The cold air seeped through her clothes but numbed her face from the pain she knew she would be in once this was all over.


    Her feet left the lawn and met pavement.


    She ran up the sidewalk toward the TV station and opened the front door.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-TWO


    “You have no idea how much I’m enjoying this,” Tyler said, out of breath, his fists still visible in Daniel’s blurring vision.


    Luke released his hands. Daniel gasped for air, coughing, choking. He wanted to drop to his knees but knew that would leave him even more vulnerable than he already was.


    “Go find her,” Tyler said. 


    Daniel heard Luke slide off the cube, and his feet land on the ground as he ran off. He prayed that she had gotten away to safety. He just wished he knew for sure.


    “Okay,” Daniel rasped, “I get it. A life for a life, right?”


    “Something like that,” Tyler said.


    Daniel summoned up all his remaining strength and courage and stood as tall as he could eye-to-eye with Austin Holt’s best friend. “Then take mine.”


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-THREE


    Kyle Hanson arrived at the head of the Sundial Bridge. He was shivering. Soaked. Dizzy. Nauseous. Pissed. 


    His hair was plastered to his scalp and the sides of his face. What seemed like a lifetime ago, he was on the wet concrete at the Wintu Pumping Station. But he couldn’t wait for the cavalry to arrive.


    There was too much at stake.


    He hobbled out into the parking lot and spied Amber’s white Focus under the yellow glow of the parking lot lights. 


    Where was she?


    Where was Daniel?


    He moved forward, the urge to vomit up another round of river water and whatever he had been drugged with overwhelmed him. He stopped at Amber’s car, took a deep breath, swallowed, and took a few more steps.


    He saw Luke jogging in his direction. It was clear from his pace he hadn’t seen him yet.


    Kyle waited.


    Luke came nearer, and Kyle stepped out in front of him.


    Luke froze as if seeing a ghost.


    “Kyle?” Luke said, his eyes wide.


    “Yep,” Kyle croaked out. 


    “I had no idea what Tyler had planned,” Luke began.


    “Where’s Daniel?” Kyle asked, stepping toward him. His body was ice cold, but the rage was building a nice furnace inside.


    “He’s in there with Tyler,” Luke used his head to indicate the Monolith. “I’m so, so sorry.”


    Kyle got closer to Luke, then sucker-punched him in the gut, and he crumpled to the ground.


    “Apology not accepted,” Kyle said. 


    A blue car braked to an abrupt halt, its headlights illuminating the downed Luke and the increasing rainfall. 


    Steven Trout, Seth Kline, Brandon Meeks, and Jason Myers hopped out of the car and surrounded Luke. 


    Steven looked at Kyle. “I got Amber’s message. You okay?”


    “Yeah,” Kyle replied. “Just have one more thing to do.” Kyle sprinted past his teammates and the downed Luke toward the Monolith. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-FOUR


    This was it. In Daniel’s final moments, he realized this was the only way to end the madness. End the nightmares. End the guilt. He felt the sting of tears in his eyes as he continued to stare down Tyler. 


    “So, what are you waiting for?” Daniel asked, egging him on. 


    Tyler grabbed Daniel around the throat, pressing the back of his neck into the edge of the ONE CUBIC YARD cube. His fingers tightened around Daniel’s throat. 


    Daniel heard sirens.


    He looked up and noticed that Tyler was hearing them as well. His grip loosened a bit.


    With Tyler briefly distracted, Daniel pulled the Ring from his pocket and slammed it as hard as he could against the side of Tyler’s head. The Ring smashed into pieces that scattered across the Monolith’s floor.


    Tyler released his hold on Daniel’s neck and looked back at Daniel only for a second.


    Something else struck Tyler in the head from above, and he fell back, his body hitting the concrete wall. He slumped onto the ground.


    Daniel watched Tyler, afraid he would get up.


    “You said two years ago you wanted new adventures,” he heard a raspy-voiced, tired-sounding Kyle say above him.


    Daniel turned and saw Kyle, a piece of rebar in his hands, standing atop the concrete cube.


    Daniel put out his hand and helped Kyle down. Kyle tossed the rebar into a corner of the concrete space.


    Daniel could hear the sirens getting closer.


    “I meant skydiving or backpacking,” Daniel said with a slight smile. “Where’s Luke?”


    “Don’t worry about him,” Kyle said. “Amber?”


    “I’m here!” Amber said behind them. Daniel turned his head and saw her, still bloody but cleaned up somewhat, as she entered the cavernous space. “Help is on the way.”


    Daniel walked toward her and hugged her. He winced from the pain from Tyler’s punches and could feel her wince in pain as well.


    “Sorry,” he said.


    “Don’t worry about it,” she replied. She looked at Kyle. “You okay?”


    “I will be,” Kyle said, leaning against the cube.


    Amber looked over at Tyler on the ground.


    “He dead?”


    “Just unconscious,” Daniel said.


    “Too bad,” Amber said.


    Daniel heard the sirens coming closer, the flash of red lights hitting the Monolith’s concrete walls.


    Daniel took Amber’s hand. With Kyle beside them, they emerged from the Monolith. The cavalry had arrived. Maybe not as Daniel had planned, but they were here. Police cars, an ambulance, and a fire truck swarmed into the area as Daniel, Amber, and Kyle stepped into the parking lot.


    They were safe. 


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-FIVE


    Tyler shifted on the floor. His head and jaw throbbed as he moved to sit up. He could feel small, hard pieces of something in his mouth mixed with the coppery taste of blood.


    He spat and saw several teeth exit along with the blood inside his mouth. 


    It wasn’t supposed to end like this.


    He got to his feet. The strobe of red lights outside made him pause. He tried to figure out a way to escape. 


    He was seeing double, though. Whatever Kyle had hit him with made making an easy exit more of a challenge, but he had to get away. Had to get home.


    Steadying himself, Tyler took a couple steps toward the walkway where he and Luke had cornered Amber. He took one step, another, but his legs gave out and crumpled beneath him. His knees struck the hard wood, and he collapsed face-first onto the wooden walkway.


    He turned his head and saw flashlight beams directed his way. He could see the blood from his mouth oozing onto and seeping into the weathered wood beneath him.


    Tyler rolled over and was met by flashlight beams to the face and what he could only assume were guns pointed at him as well.


    He felt a laugh growing inside of him, shaking his chest, rising in his throat, and finally bursting out of his broken, bleeding mouth. The sound echoed in the enclosed concrete space.


    He sat up, still laughing, blood and drool trickling down his chin and onto his shirt and pants. 


    The cops yelled something, but his laughter overwhelmed their orders. He raised his hands in the air in surrender.


    He had failed his best friend, Austin. And now he had to face the consequences of that failure.
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    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-SIX


    Daniel suffered a couple bruised ribs and was treated for hypothermia at the hospital, where he was kept under observation for a couple days. Daniel learned that Kyle, too, had hypothermia from their time in the Sacramento River. Kyle’s parents flew home from their trip that night, once Daniel’s parents had contacted them.


    Both he and Kyle got bad colds that kept them trapped at home for over a week following their time in the hospital.


    As he recovered, Daniel read online that Tyler and Luke Darden – despite the video Amber took of the incident that she sent to Steven Trout, Kyle’s truck being parked in front of the Darden house, the sleeping pill-laced grape juice bottle, and Kyle’s phone being found in the backseat of Tyler’s Jeep – had both pleaded not guilty. 


    Their trial date was pending, and Daniel was not looking forward to being part of that.


    Daniel preferred when the bad guys pled guilty like James had two years ago.


    Due to his injuries, Daniel had a virtual counseling appointment with the therapist and Colby. She was very interested in their closure trip after they recounted their initial stories. Daniel was happy to hear that Colby had been sleeping again; the circles under his eyes were vanishing fast.


    Daniel’s cell phone was at the bottom of the river, swept from his pocket as he attempted to rescue Kyle. He finally got a new one, an early birthday gift from his parents, and he was anxious to contact Amber once again.


    Daniel hadn’t seen Amber since the incident at Sundial Bridge. He felt guilty. Felt like he was responsible for what happened to her that day. 


    Like Daniel and Kyle, Amber was doing school from home. He had tried to reach out to her using his iPad, but she didn’t get back to him as fast as she used to. Maybe she was mad at him, he figured. She had every right to be.


    But then one day, she texted him and invited him over to her aunt’s house.


    When he arrived, he was greeted at the door by her Aunt Trudy.


    “I’m glad you came,” Aunt Trudy said. “She’ll be happy to see you.” 


    He walked up the stairs - his ribs and chest still sore from the pummeling he took from Tyler - and found Amber. He had never seen her room before. It was covered in posters of indie bands and horror movie icons. Blue Christmas lights bordered the ceiling. Along with the bed, there was a dresser, a desk, and a nightstand. 


    Amber was in bed, a bandage on her nose. Both eyes were black and blue, but it was fading with time. The cut on her lip was held together by a small butterfly bandage.


    She looked up at Daniel, and he felt all his emotion catch in his throat. He felt his fists clench as he thought about Luke and Tyler and what they had done to her. 


    And he felt one hundred percent responsible.


    “Hey,” Daniel said, not really sure what to say.


    Amber looked at him, a crooked smile on her face. He could tell she was trying not to disturb the butterfly bandage on her lip.


    “That’s all I get?” Amber said, her voice rising a bit. “’Hey’?” 


    Daniel had never seen Amber upset, and he figured if not after all of this, then when? 


    She pointed at the end of her bed. “Sit,” she said.


    Daniel sat toward the foot of the bed as Amber continued to watch him. She was wearing a grey Harley Quinn shirt. He wasn’t sure what to do or say or think at this moment. Was it selfish to think she was about to break up with him? Was that what was about to happen? But Daniel knew, deep down, that if that did happen, it was okay. Not because he wanted it to happen, but because he understood that this was not what she signed up for.


    None of them had, be definitely not her.


    “I know you feel guilty about what happened,” Amber began. “But you didn’t make those two assholes do what they did to Kyle or to me.”


    Daniel looked at her, unsure if he should respond.


    Amber reached out and took his hand. “So, how about a foot massage?”


    Daniel cocked his head. “What?”


    Amber moved her legs out from under the covers. She was wearing Captain America pajama shorts. The bite mark left by Tyler was covered in gauze wrapped around her calf. “It’s something boyfriends do,” Amber said. She grabbed a bottle of lotion from her nightstand. “Use this.”


    Daniel took the bottle. “I thought...”


    “You thought I was gonna dump your ass, didn’t you?” Amber asked. 


    Daniel nodded.


    Amber gave him a crooked smirk, then it faded. 


    Daniel started to rub her feet.


    “My first boyfriend, when I was thirteen, was very abusive and controlling,” she began. “It got so bad that he put me in the hospital when I didn’t call him back one night.


    “He went to jail. Then I met another guy. And the cycle continued. And my grandparents were too old to really raise me, like I told your parents, so I ran away from home. I lived in a shelter for a few months. Believe it or not, I convinced people I was nineteen. I was okay for a while, but I met another guy who said he would protect me. But, he wanted sex in return for my protection.” Amber paused, looked away. “I said no, but he took what he wanted, anyway.”


    At some point, Daniel stopped the foot massage and just listened, like Amber had to him in her car the night he told her about his abduction.


    “After that, I went back to my grandparents, they called my Aunt Trudy, and I came here. Tears streaked down her bruised face. She reached for a tissue next to her bed and wiped her eyes.


    “And now you know, Daniel Robinson,” Amber said, with a smile, “why I have no desire to get rid of a guy like you.”


    Daniel looked at her for a moment, processing the trauma they had both experienced. Both separate and together.


    “I’m glad you got out of there and made it here,” Daniel finally said. “And I’m very happy I met you.”


    She moved closer to him and gave him a small peck on the cheek. “I am, too,” she said.	 


    [image: ]


    Amber awoke a couple hours later, Daniel’s arms holding her as they cuddled in her bed. The warmth of his embrace made her feel safe and protected.


    And while she didn’t need a guy to rescue her, she knew that she could let her guard down and be more vulnerable and open with Daniel.


    They had both been through a lot in their pasts, including this previous month’s events, and she couldn’t think of anyone she wanted to be with right now more than Daniel Robinson.


    Daniel was fast asleep; his calm breathing brought a smile to her lips since she was afraid he would never find the peace to sleep again.


    Amber snuggled up against him and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to leave this moment and had no plans to do so in the near future.


  




  

    CHAPTER


    ONE HUNDRED AND FORTY-SEVEN


    The next day, Daniel stood next to Kyle in the center of the Sundial Bridge. Both boys leaned against the railing, looking out at the Wintu Pumping Station they had both inadvertently visited about a couple weeks before. 


    They both had coffees from the Turtle Bay Museum Store and Coffee Bar in their hands.


    “I quit the basketball team,” Kyle said.


    “You did?” Daniel said.


    “Yeah. It just wasn’t for me anymore. Took up too much of my time.”


    “Well, now you can focus more on school or finding a part-time job...”


    “Or focus more on my best friend and my girlfriend.”


    “That’s always nice, too.”


    “Megan forgave me,” Kyle said. “But I’m on probation with her for now. What about Amber?”


    Daniel thought back to their time together in her room the day before. “We’re great,” Daniel said, feeling a twinge of emotion in his voice. “We’re great.”


    Kyle nodded. “Daniel, my choices this past week...” Kyle began but trailed off. Daniel looked over at his best friend, who looked away, then down at his coffee cup. “I don’t, I don’t want to lose you as my best friend, Daniel.”


    Daniel looked at him, smiled. “Kyle, I think it’s safe to say we’re friends and brothers for life,” Daniel said.


    Kyle looked back at him. “No matter what?” Kyle asked.


    “No matter what,” Daniel said.


    THE END
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