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SYNOPSIS

Two rivals. One final. And a secret capable of destroying their reputations.

Dante is the most feared linebacker in the interscholastic league. He's a wall of muscle, aggression, and talent. But off the field, he carries a heavy secret beneath his armor: he's gay, and no one but his best friend can know. The stakes are too high.

Nicolas is the star quarterback of the rival school. Rich, arrogant, homophobic, and dating the most popular girl in school. He's the walking cliché that Dante hates most—and, unfortunately, the only person who makes Dante's blood boil, whether from anger or something far more dangerous.

When the rivalry between the schools reaches toxic levels, the two are forced to coexist outside the lines. What begins as an open war of pranks, insults, and physical tension quickly transforms into a mental game where the line between wanting to punch someone and wanting to kiss them becomes terrifyingly thin.

They should destroy each other. But what if destruction is the only way for them to meet?

WARNING : This is a dark romance with touches of biting comedy. It contains strong language, scenes of bullying, internalized and external homophobia (which will be deconstructed), and scenes of adult content.
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The metallic taste of hate.

DANTE

The taste of blood in my mouth was the only real thing at that moment, apart from the absolute, visceral hatred that pulsed beneath my ribs like a second heart.

The artificial turf of the stadium scratched the exposed skin of my arms, and the noise of the crowd was a muffled, distant hum, drowned out by the sound of my own irregular breathing inside my helmet. I could feel the sweat running down my temples, mixing with the dirt and adrenaline, but my eyes were fixed on only one point. Or rather, on one person.

Nicolas.

The golden boy of North High. The quarterback who looked like he'd stepped out of a men's fashion catalog, if that catalog was made exclusively for elitist jerks who think the world revolves around their own navel—and their dicks. He was there, thirty yards away, laughing. Laughing while adjusting his helmet's grille, surrounded by his offensive blockers who acted more like celebrity bodyguards than football players.

"Are you seething with rage or have you simply forgotten how to shut your mouth, Dante?" Marcos, my Safety, called out beside me, followed by a sharp slap on my shoulder.

I didn't look away.

"I'm going to kill him," I murmured, my voice hoarse and stuck in my throat. "Today I'm going to break his legs."

"Hold on there, tiger. We need to win the game, not get expelled for intentional homicide on national television," Marcos laughed, but there was tension there. He knew. Everyone knew about the rivalry. But no one knew the true depth of it.

Nobody knew that the reason I wanted to rip Nicolas's head off wasn't just because he played on the rival team. It wasn't just because he was rich, spoiled, and had a smile that made the cheerleaders, including his girlfriend—the unbearable Tiffany—collapse.

It was because Nicolas represented everything I couldn't be. And everything I despised. He was the personification of the toxic masculinity I had to swallow every day to survive in the locker room without being found out. He made homophobic jokes with the nonchalance of someone ordering a coffee. He walked around like he owned the oxygen we breathed.

And unfortunately, he was incredibly handsome. Which only increased my desire to punch his face until I disfigured that perfect symmetry.

I tightened my grip on the glove, feeling the leather crackle. The referee blew his whistle. Their attacking formation lined up.

I'm a linebacker . My job is simple: read the game, identify the threat, and destroy the threat. And the threat was right there, shouting codes I didn't bother deciphering ("Blue 42! Blue 42!"). I only saw the target behind him.

— HUT!

The ball left the ground. The world went into slow motion, as always happened.

I advanced. Their offensive line tried to create a protective pocket, but I wasn't there to play a shoving game. I used my shoulder to destabilize the right guard , rotated my body in a movement I had practiced to exhaustion, and saw the path open up.

Nicolas had the ball, dropping back, looking for a receiver.

He saw me. For a split second, our eyes met through the grilles of our helmets. And I saw it. I saw that glint of arrogance falter. He knew I was coming. He knew I was a runaway freight train.

Instead of throwing the ball and accepting the impact, or throwing himself to the ground to avoid it, he did the one thing I didn't expect. He smiled. A sly, defiant smile, before throwing the ball in a perfectly calculated short lateral pass.

I couldn't stop the momentum. My shoulder hit his chest with the force of a car crash. The air sped out of his lungs with an audible sound, and we both went down, rolling on the grass.

The impact was satisfying. It was delicious. I felt his frame give way under my weight. I fell on top of him, our bodies pressed together in a way that, in any other context, would be intimate. But there, it was war.

"A lovely perfume, Dante," he whispered, his voice faltering for breath, but the mocking tone intact. "Eau de Fracasso?"

I rested my forearm on his neck, pressing lightly before standing up. The crowd roared, half calling for a foul, the other half celebrating the sack , even though the ball had already gone out of play.

"Get up, princess," I growled, close enough for only him to hear. "The game has only just begun."

Nicolas coughed, nudging my arm. His brown eyes, usually cold and calculating, burned.

"Get off me, you animal." He pushed me hard, but I didn't move an inch until I decided it was time. I stood up slowly, brushing the grass off my pants, and looked down.

"Careful, Nicolas," I pointed a gloved finger at his face. "Next time, you won't get up."

He stood up, straightening his immaculate uniform, and winked at me. Winked. In the middle of a championship final, after being overwhelmed by ninety pounds of pure rage, the bastard winked.

I love it when you get aggressive. It's cute. Try to catch the ball next time, not my body. Unless you like that.

My blood ran cold. The joke was standard. "Lockroom stuff." Calling someone gay as an insult. But coming from him, in that tone, it felt like sulfuric acid on my skin. If he knew... If he knew how much I hated myself for noticing how long his eyelashes were, or how his tight uniform highlighted the muscles in his thighs, he would destroy me. He would make my life an even bigger hell than it already was.

I turned my back before I did something that would ban me from the sport forever.

"Idiot," I muttered.

"That idiot is winning 14-0!" he yelled behind me.

I returned to my position, my heart pounding so hard it felt like it would break my ribs. I looked at the stands. I saw my best friend, Bia, biting her nails in the front row. She knew. She saw what happened. Our eyes met and she made a subtle gesture with her hand: Breathe .

Breathe. Right. I needed to breathe.

But it was hard to breathe when the air felt like lead and expectations. I was the captain of the defense. I had scholarships depending on that performance. My father was somewhere in that crowd, probably with a bottle of beer hidden in his coat, waiting for me to make a mistake so he'd have a reason to yell at me in the car on the way home.

And on the other side, there was Nicolas. The golden boy. With his perfect parents in the VIP box, his perfect girlfriend waving pom-poms and shouting his name, and his perfect life where everything was handed to him on a silver platter.

He didn't know what it meant to fight. He didn't know what it meant to hide who you are every second of the day, monitoring every gesture, every look, every word, so as not to "give yourself away." He could be a sexist idiot because the world allowed him to be.

I looked at the scoreboard. Second quarter. Time was passing too quickly and, at the same time, too slowly.

"Formation!" I shouted, taking command and forcing my mind back to the game. "They're going to run. Cover the flanks!"

Nicolas was there again. He clapped his hands, calling the play. He looked at me. This time, without a smile. There was something in his eyes. Focus? Anger?

It didn't matter.

The ball went out. And this time, I wasn't going to miss. I was going to make him swallow every joke, every smirk, every superior look. I was going to show him that, on my field, daddy's money couldn't buy protection.

The play exploded into motion. The North High offensive line opened up like a broken floodgate, and there he was. Nicolas didn't back down this time. He ran.

He was fast. Irritatingly fast for someone who looked like he was made of expensive porcelain. He shot down the left flank, the ball nestled in his arm like a precious baby. I swung my hip, my studs tearing up the artificial turf, and started the chase. The stadium was a blur of lights and shouts, but my tunnel vision focused only on the gold number 10 on his back.

My heart was pumping acid. Every step was a declaration of war.

I caught up with him at the twenty-yard line. I didn't attempt a technical tackle this time. I lunged. My body collided with his legs, and physics did the rest. We spun through the air, a tangle of limbs, helmets, and violence, before landing with brute force in the end zone .

The whistle blew. Touchdown .

He had managed to score before he fell.

I rolled to the side, feeling the bitter taste of bile rising in my throat. The score changed. 21-0. We were being massacred. And the worst part wasn't losing; it was losing to him .

Nicolas stood up first. He didn't celebrate with a ridiculous little dance, nor did he run towards the crowd. He just looked down at me, still lying on the grass. He held out his gloved hand.

I stared at that hand as if it were a venomous snake. The "sportsmanlike" gesture was the biggest lie of all. It was the ultimate condescension. Look how noble I am, helping the loser who just failed to stop me.

I slapped his hand away forcefully, rejecting his help, and stood up on my own.

"Don't touch me," I growled, my chest rising and falling with my uneven breathing.

Nicolas withdrew his hand, unfazed. He shrugged, that damned smirk returning to his lips.

— I just wanted to make sure you didn't break a nail, Dante. It would be a tragedy for your... reputation.

My blood rushed to my head so fast that my vision went red at the edges. I took a step toward him, ignoring the referee who was already approaching to separate them.

"Do you want to talk about reputation, Nicolas?" My voice was low, dangerous. "Are we going to talk about how you're only the starting quarterback because your dad paid for the gym renovations? Or are we going to talk about how you need five gorillas protecting you so you don't get torn in half?"

His smile faltered. Bingo. I'd hit a nerve. Nicolas's arrogance was armor, and I knew exactly where the cracks were, because I wore something similar every day.

"Watch your mouth, trash," he hissed, losing his polished composure for a second. "At least my father has money to pay. Yours can barely cover the bar tab where he gets drunk after seeing his son disappoint the family again."

The world stopped.

The sound of the crowd faded. The wind stopped. All that remained was the static hum in my brain.

He knew. How did he know? Nobody talked about my father's alcoholism. It was my family's dirty secret, hidden behind closed curtains and empty bottles concealed in the neighbor's trash.

Before I could process the shock, or the anger, or the shame, the referee stepped between us, pushing against my chest with both hands.

"That's enough! You two! Separate now or I'll raise the yellow flag!" shouted the man in stripes.

Nicolas stepped back, instantly regaining his mask of indifference, as if he had pressed a button. He turned and trotted back to his team, greeted with pats on the back and cheers of celebration.

I stood there, frozen in the end zone , feeling a knot in my stomach that had nothing to do with the weather. He had crossed a line. It wasn't just about the game anymore. It wasn't just school rivalry anymore.

He had made it personal. And I was going to make him pay.



The rest of the game was a blur of restrained violence. I played with hatred. Every tackle I made was designed to hurt. I brought down their running back so hard he had to be carried off. I forced a fumble in the third quarter that gave us a glimmer of hope, but our offense was too inept to capitalize.

When the clock finally ran out, the score was 28 to 7. A humiliation.

The North High crowd stormed the field. Confetti, shouts, loud music. I ripped off my helmet, feeling the cold night air hit my sweaty face, but it brought no relief. It only made the sweat feel icy on my skin.

I saw my father in the emptying stands. He wasn't yelling. He wasn't throwing things. He was just standing there, arms crossed, looking at me. That look. The look of "I spent money on cleats for this?". He shook his head once, turned his back, and left.

That simple movement hurt more than any blow I've taken in the last two hours.

— Dante! Hey, man! — Marcos caught up with me, giving me a light punch on the chest. He looked exhausted, with a cut on his lip. — Great game, huh? We lost, but you played like a beast. That sack in the second half was beautiful.

I forced a smile that must have looked like a grimace of pain.

— It wasn't enough, Marcos.

Relax. It's just a game. There's the post-game party at Tiffany's house, remember? Everyone's going. They say there'll be real drinks, not that cheap vodka-laced punch.

Party at Tiffany's house. Nicolas's girlfriend. The last thing I wanted to do was go to the "queen bee's" house and see Nicolas being crowned king of the night.

"I don't know if I'll go," I murmured, starting to walk towards the locker rooms.

— Oh, come on! Bia's going. She said that if you don't go, she'll come here and drag you by the hair. And you know she does that.

I truly smiled for the first time that night. Bia was the only sane thing in my life.

- I am going to think.

I entered the tunnel leading to the locker room, the sound of the celebration outside muffled by the concrete. The smell inside was a nostalgic and repugnant mixture of Deep Heat, old sweat, dampness, and testosterone.

The locker room was silent. The defeat weighed heavily. Coach Silva stood in the center, clipboard in hand, his face red. He waited until the last of us entered and closed the door.

"Shame," he said. The word echoed off the white tiles. "You played like a bunch of scared children. The defense..." He looked at me. "Dante, you're the captain. You should lead by example, not pick personal fights with the opposing quarterback. You lost focus. And when you lose focus, the team loses the game."

I swallowed hard, holding back the response on the tip of my tongue. I was the only one who threw anything today , I wanted to shout. But I stayed quiet.

— Shower. Now. And think about what you did today — the coach finished, throwing the clipboard onto the bench with a thud.

I started to take off the equipment. The shoulder pads came off with a weight that felt both physical and emotional. I took off my shirt, revealing the bruises that were already beginning to bloom on my tanned skin. My ribs ached where Nicolas had landed on his knee in a previous play.

I went to the shower, turning the water on to the highest temperature. I let the hot water hit my back, closing my eyes. For a moment, I tried to empty my mind. I tried not to think about my father. I tried not to think about defeat.

But the image of Nicolas winking at me wouldn't leave my head. And his phrase: " I love it when you get aggressive."

I punched the wet tile, the pain in my knuckles bringing me back to reality.

Why did that bother me so much? He was a homophobic jerk. He used my sexuality—or what he perceived as an offense—as a weapon. I should have hated him purely. Simply.

But there was something in the way his eyes gleamed when we were on the ground. A tension that wasn't just anger. It was electric. And that terrified me more than any defeat. Because if I was right... if that electricity wasn't all in my head... then Nicolas was a much bigger problem than I imagined.

I got out of the shower, dried myself quickly, and put on my jeans and a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled over my head. I wanted to disappear.

I grabbed my backpack and left the locker room, avoiding the stares of my teammates. Outside, in the school parking lot, the air was freezing.

— There's my favorite loser!

Bia was leaning against the hood of her beat-up yellow Volkswagen Beetle, which she affectionately called "Bumblebee." She was wearing an oversized denim jacket and had a lollipop in her mouth.

I walked over to her and rested my forehead on her shoulder, releasing all the air from my lungs.

It was awful, Bia.

punk appearance .

"I saw it. Nicolas is a jerk. But you almost ripped his head off in the second half, which was poetically beautiful." She chuckled softly. "Let's go. Has your father left yet?"

— Already. He didn't even talk to me.

"That's better." She stepped away and opened the driver's side door. "Get in. Let's go to the party."

Bia, no...

"Dante, yes." She looked at me seriously, resting her arms on the roof of the car. "Listen. If you go home now, you'll be brooding over this alone in your room, or worse, you'll have to listen to your dad's lecture if he's already arrived. Let's go to the party. Let's drink for free, eat Tiffany's expensive snacks, and laugh at those idiots. And besides..." She smiled mischievously. "Nicolas will be there. And the best revenge is to show that you don't care. That you're not shaken."

She was right. Damn, she was always right.

If I hid, Nicolas would win twice. He would win on the field and in my head. I needed to face him. I needed to show that his words hadn't affected me. I needed to put on my social armor and pretend to be the tough guy everyone thought I was.

I got into the passenger seat of the Volkswagen Beetle.

Okay. Let's go. But if anyone plays "We Are The Champions," I'll throw up on Tiffany's Persian rug.

Bia laughed, turning the key in the ignition. The engine sputtered before coming to life.

Agreed.

As the car drove away from the stadium, I looked out the window. The field lights were being turned off, one by one, plunging the stage of my humiliation into darkness. But the night was only beginning. And I had a strange feeling that the real game—the dangerous game, without rules and without referees—was about to begin now, in the house with the heated pool and too many secrets.

Tiffany's house wasn't a house. It was a monument to excess. It looked like an architect had vomited marble and tempered glass onto a three-hectare plot and called it "home." The front yard was crammed with cars that cost more than most people's college education, and the bass from the electronic music made the windows vibrate before we even got out of the Volkswagen Beetle.

"Try not to punch anyone in the first five minutes, okay?" Bia asked, touching up her red lipstick in the rearview mirror. "I want at least one drink with a little umbrella before we get kicked out."

"No promises," I muttered, slamming the car door shut more forcefully than necessary.

We walked to the entrance. No one stopped us. The double oak doors were wide open, like a hungry mouth devouring the city's drunken youth. The smell hit me as soon as we crossed the threshold: a nauseating mixture of expensive perfume, sweat, cherry vape , and cheap vodka disguised in frosted glass bottles.

The entrance hall was packed. I saw familiar faces, mostly from North High, mixed in with a few traitors from my own school who preferred the winners' party to the dignity of defeat. As I walked past, the volume of conversations decreased noticeably. Heads turned. Elbows were exchanged.

"Look who's here... the guard dog has shown up," I heard someone whisper.

I ignored it. I kept my gaze fixed ahead, my jaw clenched, pushing my way through the crowd like Moses parting a sea of privileged idiots. Bia held my arm, keeping her pace steady, serving as my anchor to reality.

We arrived at the main room. The ceiling was double-height, with a crystal chandelier that seemed dangerously fragile above that cluster of hormones. And there, in the center of it all, was he.

Nicolas.

He sat on the back of a white velvet sofa, a bottle of beer in one hand and the other resting possessively on Tiffany's bare thigh. She was nestled between his legs, laughing at something he said, while twirling a finger in a strand of his perfect hair.

Surrounding them, the royal court. The North High linemen , the secondary cheerleaders, the official sycophants. It was a Renaissance painting of futility.

Someone from his group saw me first. A tackle named Bruno, who was the size of a closet and had the brains of a doorknob.

"Hey, Captain!" Bruno shouted, pointing the bottle at me. "Did you come to retrieve the rest of your dignity? I think it got stuck in Nicolas's cleats!"

The laughter was universal. Acidic. Sharp. The cheerleaders put their hands to their mouths, feigning shock, but their eyes gleamed with malicious amusement. They loved the spectacle. They loved seeing blood, whether on the field or on the Persian carpet.

Nicolas stopped laughing. He slowly raised his eyes, meeting mine across the crowded room. His smile changed. It was no longer a victorious smile; it was something more predatory. He patted Tiffany's leg, signaling for her to move, and stood up.

The movement drew everyone's attention. The music seemed to have taken a backseat. The air became electric.

— Dante — Nicolas said, his voice projected, clear, and arrogant. He walked toward me, the crowd parting to let him pass. He walked as if he owned the place, owned the party, owned me . — Honestly, I thought you were at home crying in your mom's lap. Oh, wait...

He let the sentence die, silence filling the space. He knew my mother had left when I was six. Low blow. Very low.

I felt Bia's hand squeeze my bicep tightly, a silent warning. Don't fall for it.

But my blood was already boiling. The metallic taste returned to my mouth.

"I just came to see if you celebrate as badly as you kiss, Nicolas," I said, stepping forward and invading his personal space. "Judging by Tiffany's face, I think I have my answer."

There was a collective gasp in the room. "Uuuuhhhhh!". The sound of provocation.

Nicolas's eyes narrowed. The glint of amusement vanished, replaced by a hard coldness. Tiffany stood up from the sofa, indignant, but Nicolas raised his hand to stop her.

"You've got a lot of guts for a loser, Dante." He took another step. Now we were inches apart. I could smell him—wood, lemon, and alcohol. The heat of his body radiated against mine. "You think you're tough because you hit hard on the field? Out here you don't have a helmet. You're nothing."

"And you?" I growled, lowering my voice so that only he, and anyone very close, could hear. "Who are you without your dad paying your bills and without those gorillas protecting you? You're a fraud, Nicolas. And we both know it."

I saw his jaw muscle twitch. I touched the wound. The insecurity behind the golden crown.

Nicolas acted on instinct. Or maybe it was the alcohol. He pushed me. Both hands on my chest, forcefully, making me take two steps back and bump into a coffee table.

"Get out of my way, you piece of shit!" he yelled.

That was the last straw.

I didn't think. I didn't reason. The anger I had swallowed all day, all week, all my life, exploded.

I stepped forward. My right hand clenched into a fist and connected with his jaw with a solid, gratifying, delicious snap. Nicolas's head turned to the side, and he staggered backward, knocking over a tray of drinks.

The sound of breaking glass was the signal to start.

— FIGHT! FIGHT! FIGHT! — The chorus began instantly.

Instead of separating, people crowded together. Cell phones were pulled out to film. It was the modern coliseum.

Nicolas didn't fall. He recovered quickly, wiping the blood that trickled from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked at the blood, then at me, and his eyes darkened with hatred. And with pleasure.

He lunged at me.

We collided, knocking over a huge flowerpot in the process. We fell to the ground, rolling on broken glass and wet dirt. He punched me in the ribs, knocking me out of my breath, but I responded with a headbutt to his nose.

There was no technique there. It wasn't American football. It was savagery.

I was on top now, gripping the collar of his designer shirt, preparing another punch, when I saw his eyes. He was panting, his nose was bleeding, his lip was cut... and he was smiling. A maniacal, insane smile.

"That's what you want, isn't it?" he whispered amidst the chaos, his voice muffled by the shouts of the crowd around us. "Hurt me, Dante. Show me how much you hate me."

The sentence froze me for a split second. His tone... it wasn't one of pain. It was one of ecstasy.

Taking advantage of my hesitation, he spun me around, reversing our positions. Now he was on top, pinning my arms with his knees. He raised his fist, but didn't strike. He stayed there, hovering over me, breathing heavily, his blood dripping onto my cheek.

All around us, there was absolute chaos.

"Finish him off, Nick!" Tiffany screamed hysterically, jumping on the sofa to get a better look.

"KILL THAT IDIOT!" Bruno yelled.

The cheerleaders were ecstatic. I saw one of them, a blonde from North High, biting her lower lip as she watched the two of us rolling on the ground, as if she were watching a scene from an erotic film, not a brawl. Violence excited those people. They fed off of it.

"Get off him!" Bia's voice cut through the noise.

I felt tugs on my shirt. Strong hands grabbed my shoulders and dragged me backward. Other hands pulled Nicolas away.

We were forcibly separated. I was panting, my shirt torn at the collar, my face burning where one of his rings had scraped my skin. Nicolas was being held by two of his teammates, his hair disheveled, his face stained with blood, looking like a fallen angel who had just come out of a bar fight in heaven.

A heavy, tense silence fell over the room, the only sound being our ragged breaths filling the void.

Nicolas broke free from his friends with a violent tug. He adjusted his shirt, ran his tongue over his cut lip, and spat blood onto the expensive floor, right at my feet.

"You signed your death warrant in this city, Dante," he said, his voice hoarse, trembling with adrenaline. "From today on, you won't have a moment's peace."

I wiped the sweat from my brow, feeling the throbbing in my hand where I'd punched him in the face. The pain felt good. The pain felt real.

"I haven't had a moment's peace since the day I met you, Nicolas," I retorted, holding his gaze. "Try your luck."

He stared at me for another second, that indecipherable look again, a mixture of fury and... hunger? Then he turned to the crowd that was still holding their cell phones.

"The show's over! Go back to drinking!" he ordered. And like the obedient sheep they were, the music started playing again, and the conversations resumed, although all eyes were still on us.

Bia appeared beside me, taking my hand.

"Time to go. Now," she whispered, pulling me toward the exit.

I let myself go, but not before looking back one last time. Nicolas was surrounded by Tiffany, who was dramatically wiping his face with a linen napkin. But he wasn't looking at her.

He was watching me as I walked out the door. And for the first time, I saw something beyond arrogance. I saw a promise. He wasn't lying. This wasn't over. This was just starting to get interesting.

We stepped out into the cold night, the sounds of the party muffled by the thick walls of the mansion. My body trembled, the adrenaline beginning to wear off and giving way to physical pain.

"You're crazy," Bia said, but there was a proud smile on her face as we walked to the car. "You broke Prince Charming's nose. This is going to go down in history."

I leaned my head back against the car seat, closed my eyes, and for the first time that night, allowed a smile to escape.

His nose made a great noise when it broke.

But what haunted me wasn't the fight. It was what he'd whispered in my ear: " Show me how much you hate me."

Who the hell says that in the middle of a fight?

The Beetle's engine roared, carrying us away from there, but I knew that no matter how far I went, I wouldn't be able to escape that boy's gravity. Nicolas was a black hole. And I was orbiting dangerously close to the event horizon.

The silence inside Bia's Beetle was different from the silence of my life. It was a companionable silence, without judgment, just the sound of the engine sputtering and the hum of the tires on the asphalt, wet with morning mist.

I looked at my hands. The knuckles on my right hand were swollen, purple and red, throbbing in sync with my heartbeat. The skin was raw. There was dried blood there that wasn't mine.

It was his.

I brought my hand to my nose, inhaling discreetly. The metallic smell was still there, mixed with the expensive perfume that had lingered on my clothes during the fight. It was sickening, but for a second, I closed my eyes and let that mixture invade my senses. Violence had a smell. And, frighteningly, it tasted like addiction.

"You're very quiet," Bia said, without taking her eyes off the road. She slowed down as we entered my neighborhood. The large houses and well-kept gardens of the wealthy area were left behind, replaced by semi-detached houses, wire fences, and modest cars parked on the street.

"I'm thinking about how much of a living hell my life is going to turn into tomorrow," I replied, resting my head against the cold glass. "Coach Silva is going to kill me. The principal is going to suspend me. And my father... well, my father is going to be my father."

Bia sighed, stopping the car in front of my house. The only house on the street with a burnt-out porch light that'd been out for three months. The peeling paint looked gray in the moonlight.

— If you need a place to sleep, my couch is yours. My mom doesn't mind. She loves you, says you're the son she never had because I'm a "punk disappointment".

He smiled weakly.

— I can handle it. I need to face this. If I don't go in today, tomorrow will be worse.

"Be careful with your hand. Put ice on it. And Dante?" She waited for me to open the door before looking me in the eyes. "You're not what Nicolas says you are. You know that, right?"

"I know," I lied. At that moment, I felt exactly like the trash he described. "Goodnight, Bia. Thank you for being my getaway driver."

— Always, partner in crime.

I got out of the car and waited for her to turn the corner before turning towards the house. The house looked like a dark mouth waiting to swallow me. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the trembling in my hands, and unlocked the door as carefully as possible.

The hinge creaked. Of course it creaked.

I entered the room. The smell of home was unmistakable: mold, cheap cigarettes, and that sour, stale beer smell that never left the carpet. The TV was on, illuminating the room with an intermittent bluish light. The sound was low, but perceptible. A sports rerun program.

My father was in the recliner. He wasn't sleeping.

He was sitting there, a can of beer balanced on his stomach, his eyes glued to the screen. He didn't even turn around when I closed the door.

I tried to go straight to the hallway.

— 28 to 7.

His voice stopped me in my tracks. It was a hoarse, drawn-out voice, but laden with a sober disappointment that hurt more than when he was drunk and yelling.

I stopped, with my back to him.

— Their team is strong, Dad.

"Their team has a quarterback who knows how to play. Our team has a defense that looks like it's made of cardboard." He took a sip of his beer, the sound of the can clinking echoing in the room. "I saw you fighting at the end. Just like a thug."

I squeezed the strap of my backpack until my white fingers showed.

He provoked me.

“Real men don’t fall for provocation, Dante. Real men win the game. You lost the game and you lost your head.” He finally turned to look at me. His eyes were red, tired, reflections of a man who had given up everything except living vicariously through his son. “You are weak. Just like your mother.”

Mentioning her was like taking another punch. I swallowed the bitter taste in my mouth. It wasn't worth it. It was never worth arguing. He wouldn't see my side. He wouldn't see that I was fighting against an entire system, against myself, against the world. To him, I was just an investment that wasn't yielding a return.

"I'm going to sleep," I murmured.

That's the best you can do. And try to get a job during the holidays. If you're not going to get a scholarship for talent, you'll have to pay for college with your own sweat. Because not a single cent comes out of my pocket to raise losers.

I walked down the dark hallway, feeling the tears burning behind my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I went into my room and locked the door. I turned the key twice. Only then did I exhale.

My room was my sanctuary. Small, with posters of rock bands and NFL teams on the walls, an unmade single bed, and a desk piled high with books. I threw my backpack on the floor and went to the small mirror hanging behind the door.

I was a wreck.

There was a cut on my cheek. My lip was swollen. My neck had red marks where Nicolas's hands had grabbed my shirt.

I took off my sweatshirt and ripped shirt, throwing them to the side. I was left only in my jeans, staring at my reflection. The bruise on my ribs, courtesy of Nicolas' knee to the face during the game, was already turning black.

I touched the mark. It hurt.

But physical pain was easy. I understood physical pain. It had a cause and a consequence. The punch hits, the skin breaks, the blood comes out. Simple.

What I didn't understand was the chaos in my head.

I remembered the weight of Nicolas's body on top of mine. I remembered his breath against my face. I remembered the whisper.

Show me how much you hate me.

I sat up in bed, feeling exhaustion take over every muscle fiber. I took my cell phone out of my jeans pocket. The screen was cracked in the corner, another victim of the night.

It was 3:15 in the morning.

There were notifications from the team group chat. Everyone was cursing, blaming the referee, blaming the attack. There was a message from Bia: "Did you arrive alive?" . I replied with a thumbs-up emoji.

And then I saw a notification from an unknown number.

My heart skipped a beat. Nobody had my number except the team and Bia. I was being careful.

I opened the message.

It was a photo. A selfie , taken in a luxurious bathroom mirror, with black marble in the background. Nicolas.

He was shirtless. His defined, smooth chest glistened under the artificial light. But the focus was on his face. His nose was purple, swollen, and there was a white bandage across the bridge of his nose. His lip was cut. His left eye was beginning to close.

He looked broken. And, in some distorted and wrong way, he looked beautiful.

There was a caption under the photo.

Unknown Number: "The doctor said surgery wasn't necessary. What a shame. I was hoping you'd leave a permanent mark."

I read the message three times. My breath caught in my throat. How did he get my number? Was this a threat? A game?

My phone vibrated in my hand with a second message, three dots appearing and disappearing, creating unbearable tension.

Unknown Number: "You hit hard, Dante. But now it's my turn. Get ready. The real game starts on Monday. Sweet dreams, linebacker."

I dropped my phone on the bed as if it were on fire.

I stared into the darkness of my room, feeling a shiver run down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold. Nicolas wasn't going to report me. He wasn't going to sue me. He was going to do something worse. He was going to play with me.

He had turned our rivalry into something private. Intimate. Dangerous.

I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to my father's snoring coming from the living room. I closed my eyes, but the image of Nicolas bleeding and smiling was burned into my eyelids.

I was screwed. Completely, irrevocably screwed.

And the worst part?

A part of me, a dark and repressed part deep in my soul, could hardly wait for Monday.
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​CHAPTER 2 
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Collateral damage

DANTE

Waking up on the Monday following the championship final wasn't like waking up from a nightmare. It was like waking up inside a car accident that never ended.

The alarm clock rang at six in the morning, a shrill sound that seemed to pierce my eardrums and ricochet inside my skull. I tried to move to turn it off, and my body screamed. An involuntary groan escaped my throat as I tried to twist my torso. My ribs felt like they were wrapped in barbed wire and fire. The fingers of my right hand—the hand that had met Nicolas's face—were stiff, swollen like cheap sausages, throbbing feverishly.

I rolled out of bed, landing barefoot on the cold wooden floor. The mirror behind the door greeted me with an image of defeat.

I was a map of bruises. There was a purple and yellow bruise blooming on my waistline, courtesy of that sack in the first half. My lower lip was cut, a dark line of clotted blood marking the spot where teeth had torn the skin. But the worst part wasn't the visible marks. It was the constant nausea that had settled in my stomach since the early morning message.

The real game starts on Monday.

I looked at the cell phone on the bedside table. It was there, black, silent, and menacing like a ticking time bomb. There were no more messages after that. Just silence. And the silence of a sociopath like Nicolas was far worse than my father's screams.

Speaking of the devil, the house was eerily quiet.

I put on my school uniform with difficulty. The white shirt from South Creek Public High School didn't hide the marks on my neck very well, so I opted to put my team sweatshirt over it, even knowing that wearing the team colors after a humiliating defeat was like painting a target on my back. But I needed the armor. The hood was my shield against the world.

I walked to the kitchen. My father wasn't there. There was only a half-empty cup of coffee on the counter and a note scribbled on a greasy napkin:

"The electricity bill is due today. I left the money on top of the refrigerator. Make sure you don't lose it."

No "good morning." No "how are you after getting beaten up on the field and at a party." Just orders and the usual coldness. I crumpled the note and threw it in the trash, feeling that familiar taste of rejection mixed with reheated coffee in my mouth.

I grabbed an apple that looked like it had seen better days and went out onto the balcony. The morning air was damp, that typical gray city fog covering the streets like a dirty sheet.

Bia's yellow Beetle turned the corner precisely at 6:45, the engine sputtering as if it had bronchitis. She stopped in front of her house, honking twice.

I got into the car, the warmth of the heater
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