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Chapter 1
Buzzkill
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Rex Cassidy ambled along the field in front of the bustling stands, heading towards his next event of the day - shotput. The Interschool athletics event was in full swing, and the lively atmosphere had already given him the chance to socialize with plenty of cute girls from other schools. That was one of his favourite things about these competitions.

It was an overcast autumn day, but he had a great view of Mt Taranaki, which was only partially covered in clouds. Taukato College, with its expansive fields, echoed the layout of his own Te Arawa College, where athletes dotted the various sports grounds. The stands were packed with a sea of students and competitors from all across the Taranaki region. Each school’s flag proudly fluttering in the crisp breeze. Every few moments, the air erupted with cheers and applause as someone out on the track or field achieved something noteworthy. 

Girls Rex didn’t know called out as he walked past. 

One, a cute blond, caught his attention. ‘Hi, Rexy!’

‘Hi!’ he called back. He had no idea who she was.  

‘Remember me, Rex?’ 

Rex waved back. He vaguely remembered that one’s face from a previous interschool event. 

‘You look so hot in those shorts, Rex!’ Another girl he didn’t recognise. 

‘Thanks!’ 

He wanted to stop and talk to some of them, as there were some real cuties, but he didn’t have time.

His cell phone chirped and he reached into the side pocket of his sports bag. It was a message from his sweetheart, Vanessa. 

Hi, Rexy. How’s it going? I hope u r getting to know lots of new hotties. 

Remember, I’m doing this vicariously through u. I want stories! 

B sure to get numbers!

Rex chuckled. Sometimes having a girlfriend like Vanessa was like having a male friend; getting a kick about hearing of his exploits. But there was nothing masculine about Vanessa, thank God. She was a true femme and had a killer figure, gorgeous sapphire blue eyes, a shapely butt, unblemished, smooth skin, and long, dark hair. The perfect female, as far as he was concerned. The fact she encouraged him to fool around was simply the icing on the cake. At least it had been for about a year. Things were changing. What he wanted was changing.

He replied...

Copy that. Won’t let you down. Gotta b careful though because there’s a teacher called Buzzwell being a Buzzkill. He knows who I am. Maybe the Reaper has been in contact. :)

She responded...

I know u will outsmart him and succeed in your mission. Go do. x x x 

Rex reached the assembly point for the senior boys' shotput event. The energy of the field still hummed around him. The rhythmic thud of running feet and distant shouts of encouragement echoed across the grounds. He glanced again at the stands. He only had this and three other events left. A sense of sadness came upon him for a moment, knowing that today would be the last time he’d compete at a school athletics event. 

Alan Wood, a familiar face from Te Arawa College, greeted him warmly. ‘How’s that foot of yours holding up, Rex?’

‘It’s doing fine, my man.’ His foot had suffered an injury a couple of weeks prior, sidelining him from running races. This time, he focused solely on field events, avoiding any undue strain.

As he scanned the group of competitors, his gaze landed on Bates Flynn, another athlete from TAC who was a fairly new student. The tall, dark-haired boy had just come in off a powerful throw and was now eyeing Rex with a piercing, cold stare. Rex met the stare head-on, refusing to be intimidated. Bates was the one responsible for his foot injury, having dropped an iron shot on it. Rex wasn’t about to let that bit of treachery happen again. 

‘So,’ Bates drawled, his voice carrying a hint of malice. ‘I see you’re a real celebrity here. Even the girls from other schools know your name.’

Alan Wood responded on Rex’s behalf. ‘Part of that is due to going on the road last year for our school production of Grease. He had all the girls swooning.’

Bates snickered. ‘Swooning? What are you? 80? I thought people stopped using the word in the 50s when that show was set.’

Alan ignored him. ‘I hear plans are afoot for another stage show.’

‘I’ve heard that too,’ Rex said. 

‘Gonna audition for a part?’

‘Depends on what the show is. Maybe.’ He eyed a Taukato teacher off to the side, watching them. It was Mr Buzzwell. With his dark hair and bushy beard, he looked very similar to TAC’s own deputy principal, Mr Reaper, although he didn’t have the crooked eyebrows.

‘What’s with that guy?’ Alan asked. ‘He’s been hanging around like flies on shit.’

‘He’s watching me,’ Rex said. ‘I'm guessing the Reaper told him about me. He's had it in for me for a long time now.’

Bates scowled, and Rex knew exactly why. Mr Reaper had orchestrated a plot with Bates during their school’s last athletic meet, assigning him to spike Rex’s water bottle. The attempt failed but there was no way of proving either was involved in that dirty scheme. Still, Rex wasn’t about to let his guard down around Bates - not today.

Rex pulled his water bottle from his bag, eyes never leaving Bates as he took a deliberate swig. 

Bates smirked in response.

Rex’s name was called for his throw. He collected a shot, his muscles tensing as he passed Bates, never taking his eyes off him.

‘What’s the matter, Cassidy?’ Bates asked. ‘Don’t think you can beat my throw?’

‘I guess we’ll see.’ 

Rex stepped into the circle, blocking out the noise from the crowd and Bates’ taunting presence. The memory of the record he set last year spurred him on. Bates’ current throw wasn’t far off that record and was the best so far but Rex knew his own potential - he had beaten that mark once, and he could do it again.

He lunged forward and with a grunt of effort, launched the shot into the air, watching as it soared past his previous distance, breaking his own record by about three inches. The crowd erupted, letting loose loud cheers and applause. Rex didn’t bother looking at Bates as he returned, knowing the roar of the crowd was enough to irk his rival.

‘Foot good?’ Alan asked.

‘Yeah, no worries.’

Rex’s throw turned out to be a winning one, but he had no time to savor the moment, as the javelin event was about to start. As he approached the area, a cheerful voice called out to him.

‘Hey, Rex!’ 

Rex turned to see a guy about his age with Down Syndrome, holding a javelin and grinning from ear to ear. Though the guy knew Rex’s name, Rex had no idea who he was.

‘Hiya,’ Rex said with a friendly smile. ‘Ready to compete?’

‘Yep! My name’s Dougie!’ Dougie extended his hand eagerly and Rex shook it, bringing an even wider smile to Dougie’s face. ‘I’m from Inglewood!’

‘I’m from Te Arawa,’ Rex responded.

Dougie beamed. ‘The girls keep talking about you, dude. They think you’re real hot.’

Rex chuckled lightly ‘That’s nice to know.’ He was happy to talk to the guy. Dougie didn’t look athletic. In fact he was a little overweight, but maybe he had a skill in this area. Rex was reminded of his friend Tucker, who also did well in the javelin. Not good enough for the regionals, but he’d shone in the Octhathlon in this event, despite his weight.

Dougie’s smile faltered for a moment. ‘I wish I could get the girls to like me.’ 

‘What?’ Rex acted surprised. ‘Surely they do already.’

‘Nahhhh.’ Dougie lowered his gaze. 

Before Rex could offer more encouragement, he was called up for his first throw. The event moved swiftly, each competitor taking their turn in quick succession, leaving little time for anything but the competition ahead.

Rex’s first throw sailed out of bounds, but his second, though not his best, was enough to put him ahead of the field by a comfortable two meters. It would be hard for any of the other guys to beat. Rex was confident he’d get further on his final throw now he was familiar with the run up and where the wind was coming from. He held the regional record after all, and in training, he’d regularly thrown further. Unless someone pulled off a miracle, the win was his.

But then it happened

One of them did. Dougie! Rex scoffed in disbelief, wondering how he’d managed to do it. 

The crowds went ballistic when Dougie’s throw landed a few inches ahead of Rex’s.

Dougie celebrated like he’d won already, jumping up and down, hooting and hollering. He had the biggest smile and Rex couldn’t help but grin at his exuberance. 

‘Nice throw,’ Rex greeted him afterwards, patting him on the back. 

Dougie beamed. ‘Best throw ever! Woohoo!’ He started bouncing up and down again, his belly jiggling. 

‘Nice, Dougie,’ said another guy. ‘Your best throw ever. All that hard training has paid off.’ The guy turned to Rex. ‘He’s been training and training to get his technique right. Haven’t you, Dougie?’

‘Boy, have I!’ Dougie practically shouted, his excitement contagious.

Rex chuckled. 

‘You haven’t won yet, Dougie,’ the guy said. ‘Rex here still has one throw left.’

‘Ohh...’ For a moment, Dougie’s face dropped, concern flickering in his eyes as he glanced at Rex. But then, just as quickly, he grinned again, his eyes sparkling with hope. ‘May the best man win, dude!’

‘May the best man win,’ Rex replied with a nod.

Dougie trotted away with a spring in his step. 

Another guy with curly ginger hair and a sneer plastered on his face sauntered up beside Rex.  ‘What a joke!’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Stupid fat dork.’

Rex’s jaw clenched. He turned to face the guy, who was there with a group of runners warming up for their race. Rex wanted to wipe the smug look off the guy’s face, but kept his cool. ‘It was a good throw. He deserves to be here,’

‘He didn’t even win at our school comps. He came second. They only put him on the team because he’s Down Syndrome. Otherwise, no way would he be competing.’

Rex wanted to give the ginger haired asswipe a piece of his mind, but he didn’t want to cause a stir in the middle of the event. Besides, he was up for his last throw. 

With a deep breath, Rex moved up to the mark and jiggled his javelin in his hand. He glanced over at Dougie who now sat watching, his eyes wide, bobbing his knees up and down. Rex knew he could beat Dougie’s throw. He could even break his own record if he really wanted to. But then he thought about Dougie and how much this moment clearly meant to him. For Rex, it was just another competition, another chance to win. But for Dougie, this could be the defining moment of his athletic life.

The official gave Rex a time warning. Rex squared his shoulders and readied for his run-up.

As he sprinted forward, he adjusted his grip on the javelin. He had to make this look real. He had to throw hard enough for it to be believable, but not enough to overshadow Dougie’s big moment. With a powerful heave, he launched the javelin into the air. It cut through the sky, drawing gasps from the crowd, until it veered slightly off course, landing just outside the boundary, just as he’d planned. 

A chorus of groans went up.

And then, the loudest cheer Rex had ever heard erupted. Dougie was on his feet again, bouncing with uncontainable joy, arms flailing. ‘I won! I won!’ The crowds erupted into whistles and applause as Rex’s fellow athletes hurried over to congratulate the winner.

Rex joined them and shook his hand. ‘Congratulations, my man. You did it!’ 

‘I can’t believe it!’ Dougie beamed. ‘I even beat you and you’re the best, dude!’

‘Not today,’ Rex said with a wink. ‘Today, you’re the best.’

Dougie delivered him a smile a mile wide. ‘All the girls love you, dude. Do you think they might like me now too?’

‘Surely they will!’

‘Cool!’ 

Just then, the ginger-haired jerk strutted over to Rex, his lip curled in disdain. ‘Huh! How does it feel to be beaten by a retard?’

Dougie’s face fell, his joy draining away as quickly as it had come.

Rex’s blood boiled, but he kept his cool, pushing his poker face to the front. ‘No shame in being beaten by the best. Especially when you didn’t even have the guts to compete. If you had, Dougie would’ve handed your douchebag ass to you on a silver platter.’

Dougie’s confidence bounced back in an instant. ‘Yeah!’ he said, thumping his chest triumphantly. Their fellow athletes, including the other runners, laughed and applauded as the curly headed guy huffed, turned and stormed away. 

Rex patted Dougie on the back again. ‘Don’t ever let guys like that eejit make you feel less than you are. You earned this. You’re the man, Dougie.’

‘Thanks, Rex! I won’t!’ 

Rex felt good about dropping that last throw. It had been worth it to see the joy and self-esteem boost Dougie had gotten out of it. Now Rex headed back towards the stands. 

Destiny Donaldson, one of his teammates, intercepted him. ‘Rex! Too bad about the javelin, but congrats on the shotput.’

‘Thanks!’ Rex smiled at her, taking in her bright blue eyes, smooth skin, and full lips. Her dark hair was tied back neatly.  ‘I see you did quite well in the high jump earlier.’

‘Got my personal best and nearly made third place.’

‘That’s awesome.’ He hugged her and laid a quick congratulatory kiss on her lips, bringing a huge smile to her face.

She gazed at him with sparkling eyes until a gruff voice came from their left.

‘That’s enough of that, you two.’ Mr Buzzwell stepped up with a glare on his face. ‘Your vice principal, Bill Reaper, warned me about you. This is an athletics event, not a place to make out.’

Destiny huffed. ‘We weren’t making out. It was just a congratulatory kiss.’

‘I don’t care,’ Buzzwell said. ‘It’s not happening here.’

So, it was Mr Reaper who had spoken to Buzzwell. Clearly, they were friendly with one another. Rex could imagine they might have once been best buddies at school. ‘Sorry about that, Mr Buzzkill. I won’t let it happen again.’

‘The name is Buzzwell!’  

‘Got it. Sorry again. I’m always screwing up people’s names, right Desty? Err... I mean Destiny.’

She grinned. 

‘Move along, both of you,’ Buzzwell ordered. 

Rex, with a twinkle in his eyes, winked at Destiny and moved on, weaving through the crowd to get out of Buzzwell’s sight. It wasn’t easy - standing at almost six feet tall and muscular, Rex tended to stand out no matter where he went. 

‘Hi, Rex!’ a girl called out from the stands. ‘That was an amazing throw at the shotput!’

‘Thanks!’ he replied with a wave. 

A slender Māori girl blocked his path. ‘Rex! Remember me? We hung out for a bit last year.’

Rex recognised this one. ‘Kaia! How are you?’

She gasped. ‘You remembered my name.’

‘How could I forget you?’

She beamed. ‘Come and say hi to my friends. I told them all about you. They didn’t believe me, but after watching you today, maybe they’re starting to.’

Rex followed her up into the stands where a bunch of girls from Opanake College sat. Their eyes widened as he approached and he was met with a barrage of smiles and greetings. 

He sat and talked to them for a bit and things became flirtatious quickly.  

One girl ran her hand up his bicep. ‘You have big muscles.’

‘I work out.’

A girl named Carrie did the same to his other arm. ‘No wonder you managed to throw that shot thingy so far.’ 

Out of the corner of his eye, Rex noticed Mr Buzzwell lurking not far away. The man glanced across with a stony expression. No doubt he was waiting for Rex to make one false move, and he’d be finished. Part of Rex wanted to push the boundaries. 

‘You girls look pretty fit yourselves,’ Rex said. ‘Opanake has done itself proud.’

Huge smiles came back at him. 

‘I’m doing the 5,000 meters,’ Carrie said. ‘I’ve been training for weeks. Runs along the beach. Do you like the beach?’

‘Love the beach.’

‘Do you go skinny dipping?’ Kaia asked.

‘Sometimes.’

‘With who?’

‘Usually my girlfriend.’

Some of their faces dropped at the revelation. 

It didn’t stop Carrie. She stretched her leg out in front of him, pressing the side of it against his. It was smooth and well-tanned. ‘All that running in soft sand helps with muscle tone.’

‘Mmmm.’Rex admired her leg. ‘It’s clearly working. You have great legs.’

‘And smooth,’ she added with a sly smile.

‘They look it.’

‘Touch.’

Rex couldn’t resist the offer, so he ran his hand up Carrie’s leg to her thigh, but went no further. A flash of disappointment came upon her face when he withdrew his hand. ‘Very smooth.’

‘Rex Cassidy!’ Mr Buzzwell marched towards the stands, motioning him down. ‘Get down here, now!’

Rex chuckled and stepped down from the stands to the grass. ‘Mr Buzzkill, what’s up?’

‘Buzzwell! I don’t want to have to tell you again.’ He steamed. ‘That sort of touching is inappropriate.’

‘Ah, Hell’s bells. No congratulatory kisses and now no examining muscles? Seems a bit harsh considering we’re at an athletics event exercising muscles.’

‘Running your hand up a girl’s thigh is not examining muscles.’

‘I’m sorry you see it that way. It’s always been educational for me.’

Buzzwell’s eyes bugged. ‘This is your last chance, sunshine...’

He even used the same name for students as Mr Reaper did. Maybe they were related.

Buzzwell continued to rant, ‘If I catch any more inappropriate behaviour by you with our female athletes, you’ll be out of the event. No more competing for you. I’ll have you in detention until such time as your bus leaves to return to Te Arawa.’

‘Copy that. Reading you loud and clear, Mr Buzz...well’

Buzzwell huffed and marched away. 

The next event on Rex’s card was the long jump, one of the most likely events to cause his foot injury to flare up. When it came to his turn, Mr Buzzwell had taken a seat near the side of the pit, still watching him like a hawk. 

A mischievous idea sparked in Rex’s mind.

As it came to his turn, he prepared for the run, eyes on the launching platform. He sprinted forward, pushing himself hard. When he hit the platform, he launched high into the air, twisting his body just enough to ensure he landed at an angle on his good foot. His landing sent a glorious shower of sand into the air - right over Mr. Buzzwell.

Perfect. 

Buzzwell cursed, leapt to his feet and dusted sand from himself. Rex remained seated in the pit, smiling up at the fuming teacher. ‘Sorry about that, Mr Buzzwell.’

Buzzwell glared down, brushing sand from his hair and then shook his legs. ‘Damn it, it’s in my trousers.’ He stomped off towards the school buildings. 

Rex chuckled softly to himself. At least he’d be free of Buzzwell’s watchful eye for a while.

The jump was well short of his personal best but it didn’t matter. He’d improve on his next one. In the end, Rex placed second in the long jump, which wasn’t too bad, and his foot didn’t give him any trouble. With that event behind him, he looked forward to some socializing back in the stands.

It was nearing lunchtime and Rex had just got done talking to a group of girls from Hawera. As he scanned the field, something caught his eye. Near the school buildings, he spotted two figures talking to each other - Bates Flynn and Destiny Donaldson.

Bates was touching her arm and Destiny was smiling and laughing. 

Discomfort ate at Rex’s gut. Why was she talking to him? She surely knew his reputation. Rex cared about her and worried she might get herself into trouble. Maybe they were just having a friendly chat. It didn’t mean anything would come of it. Nevertheless, he had a really bad feeling about it. 

He jolted when a heavy hand clamped down on his shoulder. Rex spun around, his fist clenched, but froze when he saw Mr Buzzwell looming over him with a smirk on his face. 

‘Rex Cassidy...’ There was menace in his voice and a cold expression appeared in his eyes. ‘You thought you were so clever earlier, kicking all that sand over me. I know it was deliberate but I can’t prove it.’

Rex said nothing, his body tense. There was something disconcerting about the way Buzzwell carried himself, an aura of malice that seemed to seep from him. Rex scanned the yard. Students carried on, oblivious. 

Buzzwell leaned in close, his voice a chilling whisper. ‘I’m going to get you, mark my words. Before the day is out, you’ll be put on detention and I’ll be reporting you to your vice principal. I know for a fact that he’s looking for any reason he can to have you suspended... even better, expelled!’

A cold shiver ran down Rex's spine. It wasn’t the threat of Reaper that unsettled him. The Reaper had been gunning for his expulsion for months. No, it was Buzzwell’s tone. There was something dark and personal in the way he spoke, a twisted satisfaction in his eyes that sent a prickling discomfort through Rex's skin.

‘Believe me. I’m going to get you.’

With that, he turned and sauntered away. 
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Chapter 2
Alpha Males
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Destiny Donaldson had been eagerly anticipating the interschool athletics all week. The moment her alarm went off, she was up, buzzing with excitement. By the time the sun peeked over the horizon, she had already wolfed down her breakfast cereal and toast, leaving her with only her coffee to finish.

‘Oh, you’re up.’ Her older sister, Jacqui, entered the kitchen and peered at her through narrowed, crystal blue eyes. 

When she was younger, Destiny had always envied her classic beauty - the long dark healthy hair, fine bone structure and the kind of figure that made every guy turn his head. Jacqui had always basked in the attention, and even now, the boys still drooled over her. But now that Destiny was sixteen and one of the school’s top female athletes, she was glad she wasn’t like her sister. Sure, Jacqui had the looks, but she was spoiled and stuck-up - a princess on a pedestal.

Many people said Destiny was way hotter than Jacqui, anyway. She wasn’t sure if that was true, but it was nice to hear it. 

Jacqui spoke in her usual superior tone. ‘So you think you’re gonna make Te Arawa College proud today, huh?’

‘I’m going to do my best.’ She so wanted to rub in the fact Jacqui had not qualified to compete. That no amount of training for the school athletics had put her on par with Destiny physically. That Jacqui was more concerned about breaking fingernails than competing in sports activities. However, Destiny was determined to not stoop to that level, even though she knew Jacqui would if the roles were reversed.

Jacqui’s eyes glittered with malice. ‘I know this is all about impressing Rex. And you know it too.’

Destiny fought to keep her frustration in check, refusing to let her sister’s words undermine her confidence. ‘That’s not why I compete.’

‘Oh, puleeeze. You never bothered about sports until Rex came along. Then suddenly you were just trying out for every sports event. And when you play Netball and he’s watching, suddenly you’re just bouncing around a lot more, so your skirt flies up higher in the air.’

Destiny gritted her teeth and did her best not to descend to slurs like her sister. ‘That’s bullshit. And I’ve been playing netball since Primary School and I was doing cross-country runs at high school before Rex even started attending there. Yes, I did start to focus more on track and field at the time he came along but that didn’t have anything to do with him.’

‘Suurrrrre. Whatever you say.’ 

Jacqui casually poured cereal into a bowl, adding a splash of fresh milk their mother had just brought in from the cowshed - a perk of living on a farm. It was even still warm.

Destiny downed the rest of her coffee, irritated. She couldn’t help but dig things in a little to get back at her snarky sister. ‘Having Rex around is simply icing on the cake.’ She smiled. ‘I might even get to hang out with him for a bit today.’

Her sister snorted as she spooned jarred peaches into her cereal. ‘Why would he want to hang out with you when he has a hundred other athletic girls he can spend his time with? Ones he’s never seen before. Ones that aren’t boring little dorks who he’s stuck with every day at school.’

Destiny rose, took her bowl and mug to the kitchen sink and planted them there with some of the other dirty dishes. ‘What? Dorks like you?’ 

It still irritated Destiny greatly that she couldn’t hang out with Rex and his friends at school. Her parents had quashed that two years earlier because that was Jacqui’s circle of friends and it caused too much conflict between the two of them. 

‘Hang out with your own friends. We don’t need this type of bad blood going on between the two of you.’

Destiny hadn’t had much choice but to accept it. She realized now that if the roles were reversed, she wouldn’t have wanted Jacqui barging in on her friend group either. Still, it stung. Especially knowing Rex genuinely liked her, and they had spent time alone before. 

How she wished she could spend some time alone with him again, even if it was a one-off. 

At the interschool athletics, Destiny had been so busy with events, she’d had little time to talk to Rex, but Bates Flynn was often around. She’d heard bad things about him, like how he’d beaten up Rick Maverick twice. One of them had been a Pearl Harbour job, where he attacked Mav from behind in the changing rooms. No one even knew it was him until much later. He’d been in a lot of fights too, from what she’d heard. He was also responsible for Rex’s foot injury due to throwing an iron shot ball on it. 

At first, she was wary of him, but he seemed super friendly and witty. A real gentleman. It seemed hard to believe he could have done the things he did. He also had great looks going for him with the rugged jawline and dimpled chin. His smile dazzled her, too. 

Their first real conversation happened at lunchtime. They sat in the crowded Taukato College School Hall, surrounded by students from various schools, the cacophony of voices creating a constant hum of background noise. Destiny found herself enjoying the conversation, surprised at how easily Bates made her laugh. 

Mandy Evans interrupted after about ten minutes. ‘Hey, Destiny, how are you? You did great in the thousand metres. I really thought you were going to win that for a while.’

Destiny returned the smile, grateful for the praise but also replaying her race in her mind. ‘Thanks. I don’t think I paced myself enough. Should have gone a little slower at first so I ran out of steam in the last 400.’

Mandy faced away from Bates, but that wasn’t surprising as she, like Jacqui, was good friends with Rex. She probably wasn’t in the least bit interested in talking to him. 

Now if anyone could give Jacqui a run in the looks department, it was Mandy. She had a wholesome look, with shoulder-length brown hair, large brown eyes, slim but with curves in the right places. A similar build to Destiny herself. She was known as a bit of a rebel, though, despite the girl-next-door looks.

Bates moved around so he was in Mandy’s view. ‘You did well in the high jump, Mandy. A personal best jump?’

Mandy eyed him without smiling for a couple of seconds before responding, her tone flat. ‘Yeah, a personal best.’

‘What event have you got coming up next?’

Mandy narrowed her eyes. ‘I don’t really want to talk to you, thanks.’

‘Ah man, come on,’ Bates said. ‘Don’t be like that. I was just being friendly.’

‘After what you’ve done to friends of mine, I’m not really interested.’

‘I’m sorry. I know I’ve done some shit things.’

‘Don’t apologise to me.’ She moved away.

Bates lowered his eyes and let out a deep sigh. ‘I guess I deserve that.’

Destiny felt a tug at her heartstrings, but curiosity got the better of her. ‘Did you really beat up Rick Maverick?’

Bates ran his fingers through his slightly unkempt buzz-cut hair. ‘Yeah, I did. I was messed up. You see, I had a close uncle die a month ago. He was kind of like a mentor to me and I was angry. I took it out on people who pissed me off. I’ve done a bit of that lately; I hate to say it.’

He seemed sincere, and Destiny didn’t see any reason to doubt him. ‘What about the shotput incident with Rex?’

‘That was an accident, seriously. I lost my grip as I threw it and it landed on his foot.’ He then winced. ‘Yeah, I know I made out later it was deliberate, but that was because Rex was smack-talking me a lot during the Octathlon event. He pissed me off so much I let him believe I did it on purpose.’ He grimaced. ‘I need to apologise to him, I know it, but it’s hard because he hates me for what happened.’

Before Destiny could respond, the bell rang, signaling the resumption of the athletics events. Destiny didn’t get to talk to Bates until a little later, near the school buildings. She’d just returned from a visit to the toilets when she came across him. 

‘Hi, Bates. What you up to?’

‘Just taking a break. Thinking about things.’

‘Like what?’

‘How I’ve messed things up for myself at TAC. I’ve made a lot of enemies and it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have been such a jerk. It’s just that...’ He paused for a moment, closing and opening his eyes. ‘It’s just I really miss my uncle, ya know?’

‘He must have really been something. What was his name?’

‘Uncle James. He’s always been there for me, especially when my mother died.’

‘Oh...’ Destiny felt compassion for him. ‘You lost your mother?’

‘Yeah, back when I was eleven. And my dad was always overseas on business, so I lived with my uncle for a few years until my dad returned. Uncle James had always been more of a father than my dad. I could tell him anything.’ A tear appeared in his eye. 

Destiny wanted to soothe him by touching his arm, but she wasn’t that forward. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Bates wiped away his tear and delivered a wan smile. ‘It’s okay. Gotta move on, right? And I know I’ve gotta make amends with the people I’ve messed with. But bloody hell, how do you get people who hate your guts to like you? I’ve got people calling me names now like Norman Bates and Bates Motel.’ 

‘That’s gotta be tough.’ Destiny thought of her sister, who seemed to hate her. ‘I have to live with someone who hates my guts. I’m always trying to figure out how to improve things between us but she doesn’t help.’

‘God, I hope it’s not your mother.’ He delivered her a
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