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Disclaimer


This work of fiction is a product of the author’s imagination and is not based on real events, individuals, or organizations. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or deceased, is purely coincidental. 
The views and opinions expressed within this book are those of the fictional characters and do not reflect the beliefs or values of the author. The author does not endorse or condone any of the actions, behaviors, or ideologies depicted in this work.
Readers are encouraged to approach this book with an open mind and a critical perspective. It is important to remember that the events portrayed are entirely fictional and should not be taken as representative of reality.
This book may contain mature themes, including but not limited to violence, adult language, and explicit content. Reader discretion is advised, and this book is intended for adult audiences.
The author is committed to respecting the rights and privacy of all individuals and organizations. Any unintentional use of copyrighted material is purely coincidental and will be rectified upon notification.
Thank you for choosing to read this work of fiction. Your support is greatly appreciated, and the author hopes you enjoy the story.
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Bitter Ice 

Cleveland, Ohio 2011


Shavings of mist passed over the hills of ice as I stared out at the endless stretch of farmland in our backyard. Voices from the TV flittered to my ears, engulfing me in a familiar rush of adrenaline for the game that was about to start.  They aren’t here. My nails dug into the sofa as I checked the door for the fifteenth time. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we have a clash of titans! The New York Rangers, with their storied history, will battle it out against the Boston Bruins, known for their physical style of play. It's going to be a showdown for the ages!” The commentator's voice filled the room, causing the anxiety in my chest to grow. Maybe they went drinking at a pub. Which I heard they did as a tradition every year. It seemed unlikely with the skies darkening. Where are they? They’re missing everything. I resisted the urge to cross my arms and pout, and kept my eyes trained out the window, listening for the crack of the door and Cricket’s familiar shout.
Well, not for Cricket. For him. 
It was an itch beneath my skin, an insatiable longing to lay eyes on him. Swallowing around the blockage in my throat, I played with the threading on my old hockey Boston Bruin’s jersey, not caring that it had been threadbare thin. Cricket knew what tonight meant to me, and he’d promised they’d be back soon. 
My dad ruffled my hair as he passed, laughing when I swatted his arm away. 
“They’ll be here, buddy. Just calm down,” his deep voice rumbled as he sat down on the sofa chair beside me. His long limbs splayed out in front of him as his bottle of beer fizzled when he screwed open the top.
“Still no Cricket?” my mom asked, passing me a bucket of caramel glazed popcorn, my favorite. I couldn’t stomach it. She laughed when I didn’t take it, brushing the flop of black hair away from my eyes before sitting down next to Dad. Her silk blouse shimmered in the lamplight, and my father curled a large arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.
I turned back to the window, a throb working low in my temple before spreading toward my eyes. Biting into my lip, I blinked back tears, knowing it was useless. Cricket wasn’t coming.
And if Cricket didn’t come, that meant he wouldn’t come either. What the hell was wrong with me? Ever since that night in the bathroom, he was all I could think about. The hot press of his lips on mine while Cricket got our gear ready for a hockey game. The whole thing had happened in seconds. One minute I was tying the laces to my skates; the next I was peering up into expressive gray eyes, vast and bottomless like a stormy sea. 
Grayson. A wry smile tugged at the corner of his lips, before he leaned down and pressed his cool lips to mine like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like I wasn’t his best friend’s brother, little brother. Then he walked out. Leaving me feeling like a huge anvil being dragged across the vault of heaven against its will, my body hissing and buzzing in all the right places, like I’d touched live-wire. It was my first kiss with a man, and I hadn’t known it could feel so right.
Cricket and Grayson went to the University of Michigan. Both of them had full ride scholarships because of their talent on the ice, and I couldn’t wait to join them next year. To join him. Grayson had come into my world like a tornado. My brother had brought him home one Christmas, and he never left. Every holiday he would come visit, almost as if he was our new adopted puppy. I didn’t understand why. Nobody really did. Grayson was tight-lipped about those things. But he came, filling the space with his warmth and endless laughter. My brother was happier when Grayson was around.
So was I. Even if my happiness meant something different. 
“The Rangers have been on a roll,” one commentator chimed in. “Their offense, led by Panarin, has been red hot, and with a goaltender like Shesterkin between the pipes, they're a force to be reckoned with.”
“But don't count out the Bruins just yet. They may not have the same recent championships, but their physicality and depth make them a formidable opponent. And when Rask is on his game, their defense is rock solid,” the other commentator added.
My anxiety hammered like a relentless drumbeat, a fear of the unknown clouding my thoughts. It was about to start and they still weren’t here. Tears stung my eyes, and I was about to flee the room when I heard the door creak open, and Duke started barking like mad. 
“I’m home!” Cricket called from the entrance, and my heart leaped. I straightened, smoothing out the wrinkled jersey, a smile making my lips twitch. Duke jumped up, slobbering all over Cricket as he laughed and shrugged off his winter jacket, his face flushed from the cold. “Hey there, buddy. Miss me? I bet you did!” He kissed Duke’s snout, the rottweiler’s tail going wild with excitement. 
“Don’t get him riled up!” my dad called from his spot on the couch, but his eyes never left the TV. Running a hand through his curly black hair, Dad grabbed another beer, shrugging off the sharp look my mom gave him. “What? It’s a celebration?” 
“Yeah, whatever,” my mom rolled her pale blue eyes, before giving me an encouraging nod. They both knew about my helpless crush on Grayson, and my face heated when another face peered past the doorway. 
“Afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Taylor. Sorry, we’re late. I ran into some car trouble.” Grayson’s baritone voice caused shivers to erupt on my skin. He shrugged off his jacket, his shirt pulling taut against the expanse of firm muscles. I thought I’d faint when his eyes landed on mine.
A storm brewed within them, pinning me in their depths. “Jayden. Good to see you.” 
My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I made an odd squeaking sound that caused Grayson to laugh and Cricket to stare at me with disgust. Damn, why was I such a loser when it came to him?
“Sup, bro.” Cricket strode over to me, and I was so distracted by Grayson that I missed the twinkle of mischief in his eyes. Grabbing my head in his hand, his fingers curled into a gentle yet firm grip. I flailed, cursing that he’d gotten the drop on me before he rubbed his knuckles against the top of my head. “Nuggie!” he shouted. 
I shoved him off, feeling like my face was redder than a tomato. “You’re such a child!”
“So?” He nudged me over, stealing my seat near the armrest so that I was stuck in the middle, forced to make space for his six-foot-one frame. Cricket winked at me, his eyes shining like dancing evergreens. “Grayson!” he shouted, calling his friend over. “I saved you a seat right here,” he said, patting the other side of me. 
Fuck, Cricket. After this, I was going to kill him and hide his dead body underneath my bed. Could he make my crush any more obvious? Grayson handed my mom a single yellow flower—it was an inside joke I never bothered to look into—and then took a seat, his muscular thigh brushing up against mine. 
“I like your jersey,” he said, his voice vibrating next to my ear. The spicy peppermint of his breath filled my nostrils, along with the scent of soap and clean aftershave. Brown hair shrouded Grayson's eyes, and he tucked a few loose strands behind his ears. 
“Thanks,” I replied, leaving out the fact that I’d owned it since I was nine and refused to let my mother throw it out. “Did you guys really have car trouble?”
Grayson laughed. “Nah, your brother ate some bad burritos, so we had to stop like ten times.” 
“Damn,” I chuckled, turning to see Cricket shift in his seat, his eyes glued to the TV. “Well, thanks for not sharing that.” 
“Oh, you’re welcome. I’d rather not relive it.” 
“Will you pussies shut up?” Cricket elbowed me. “The game is about to start.” 
I perked up, leaning forward. This was my favorite time of the season, and I knew my team would pull through. My mom passed the popcorn over and I handed some to Grayson. Our fingers touched, grazing the large bowl. Those gray eyes snapped to mine holding a quiet intensity, like the hushed calm before a storm. I was desperate to fall into them.
Grayson. I swallowed hard and tore my gaze away. 
Yet, I felt his eyes linger, like a blade pressed against my flesh.

      ***“Fuck!” Cricked cursed several hours later, poised on the edge of the couch, leaning on his knees with his forearms. “What the hell was that?” 
“Language!” Mom admonished, but she looked ticked as well. 
The game had reached its climax, and the tension in the room was palpable. The score was tied, and the final minutes of the third period were ticking away. My heart raced as we watched the Bruins and Rangers battle it out on the ice. Fuck, they need to win. 
“Look at McDavid go!” I yelled, my voice cracking as the player darted across the ice.
Cricket scoffed. “That's nothing! Check out Ovechkin's slapshot. It's like a cannon!”
“And Lundqvist's saves? They're like he's got a force field around the net!” Grayson chimed in, heat from his leg bleeding through the fabric of his blue jeans against mine. 
As the clock wound down, the Bruins launched a furious offensive. My heart was in my throat as they passed the puck, weaving through the Rangers' defense.
“Come on, Bruins! We need that snipe!” I shouted, the pressure mounting. Then the Bruins scored. “Fuck yeah!” I leaped off my seat, dancing on the spot. 
“Damn straight! Time to celly!” Cricket slapped my head and then dropped to the floor and started throwing pretend punches in an imaginary fight. His moves were as comical as they were impressive.
“You’re such a loser!” I laughed along with my parents. 
Grayson joined in, breaking into his own celebration dance as the game continued in overtime. He and Cricket yanked me into a strange dance that seemed to have no rhyme or flow, and then Cricket and Grayson took things up a notch and started twerking and hip-thrusting, their dance moves becoming more outrageous by the second. I was laughing so hard that I started snorting like a pig, tears streaming down my face. It was a full-blown belly laugh, and I couldn't catch my breath.
“I guess that’s what they’re teaching in college these days,” Dad mumbled, shaking his head. “All right, enough before you give Duke nightmares.” 
“I second that,” Mom said, but she laughed when Cricket dragged her in and then the TV was turned off and Michael Jackon’s voice was booming through the speakers. The smooth grooves of “PYT (Pretty Young Thing)” filled the room.
“I want to love you!” Grayson screamed, sounding horrible and off key.
“PTY! Pretty Young thing!” Cricket finished, sounding like a screeching banshee.
My parents joined the fun, caught up in the infectious energy. They moved to the beat with impressive dance moves of their own, and I couldn't help but grin from ear to ear. It was clear where I got my love for music and dance.
Grayson grabbed my hand and spun me on the spot, his smile splitting his face. I laughed until I cried, and then we took our cue from MJ himself, pulling off our best moonwalks, spins, and shoulder shimmies. It didn't matter that our moves weren't quite up to par with the King of Pop; we were having an absolute blast. 
In that unforgettable moment, I realized that, sometimes, the best celebrations were the ones that caught you by surprise. And as the music played on and our dance party continued, I couldn't have asked for a better way to celebrate the Bruins' victory or to spend time with my incredible family.

      ***I slipped into my bedroom, eager to escape the lingering warmth of the living room where Grayson had just danced with me. Well, not exactly with me, but he had held me close as we moved to the rhythm of the music. The memory sent a flush rising to my cheeks, and I needed a moment to collect my thoughts and stop my dick from standing to full attention.
Fuck, I had it bad. Rummaging through my drawer, I finally found what I was looking for—a well-worn Star Trek book. Clutching it to my chest, I tried to slow my breathing and calm my racing heart. 
To boldly go where no one has gone before… 
I let the words wash over me, and try to get lost in the memories of my favorite book and TV show and not think about how Grayson's touch had left a lasting impression. How it was both exhilarating and overwhelming. Warmth spread like liquid gold beneath my skin, and I didn’t dare go back down there until the thrumming in my pulse subsided.
Posters adorned the walls of my room, creating a colorful collage of my passions. Some depicted iconic Star Trek scenes and characters, capturing the essence of exploration and adventure. Others celebrated my beloved Boston Bruins, showcasing their fierce determination on the ice.
As I lost myself in the vibrant posters, a shout from downstairs and the sound of the front door opening and slamming reached my ears. I couldn't help but wonder what they were up to.
After the game, Mom usually enjoyed cooking dinner, and then we'd head out to the backyard hockey rink for a friendly match. It had become a cherished routine, especially since Cricket had started attending university last year. I couldn't wait to join them on the ice. Not that I would enjoy being away from the farm, but the city life always drew me in. 
I stroked the worn spine of the book, recalling when I came out to my parents last year. Cricket already knew, but my dad and mom could be scary when they wanted to be. Dad had looked at me for several long moments and said, “I know, pass the potatoes.” And that was it. Mom gave me a reassuring smile, and my heart had burst. My parents knew and didn’t care, and it was way more than most kids could ask for.
A knock on my bedroom door snapped me out of my daydreaming, and I turned my attention to the present moment.
Grayson leaned against the door jamb, his chestnut curls falling in a disheveled cascade like the fallen leaves of autumn, covering his brow and framing his face. A mischievous smile graced his heart-shaped lips as he sauntered into the room, his steps exuding an effortless confidence.
My breath caught in my throat as I stared at him. He was a sight to behold—lean and muscular, with broad shoulders that hinted at his athletic prowess. He slinked onto the bed beside me, and there was an electric tension in the air. I tried to find my voice, but my thoughts were a jumbled mess. Grayson's presence was both captivating and unnerving, and I couldn't help but wonder what had brought him to my room.
“Star Trek?” He laughed, but it wasn’t cruel. “Why?”
I shrugged. “Why not? It’s a brilliant show and epic novel.” 
Grayson’s mouth twitched. “Logic is the beginning of wisdom, not the end.”
My eyes widened as he quoted Spock. “Do you—”
“Nah,” he said, leaning his palms flat against the comforter. “My aunt used to force us to watch it and that line stuck with me. Besides, Leonard Nimoy was a total babe.”
“Fuck off,” I said, shoving his arm.
“What? I’m serious. Those pointy ears and stern expressions got me harder than a rocket launcher.” 
“Nah, for me it was always Captain Kirk.” 
Grayson made a disgusted noise in his throat, and I laughed. 
“Come on, you've got to admit Captain Kirk was the heartthrob of the Enterprise. Those dramatic pauses and cheesy pickup lines? Pure gold!”
Grayson laughed, shaking his head. “Right, but let's not forget the fashion choices of the crew. Those boldly colored uniforms? Fashion-forward or just plain ridiculous?”
“Hey, it takes serious confidence to rock a mustard-yellow jumpsuit on a spaceship.”
Grayson leaned in closer, his minty breath washing over my cheek. “And Spock's logic? Sometimes it felt like he was just trying to one-up Captain Kirk with his deadpan deliveries.”
I chuckled. “True, true. And don't even get me started on the ‘red shirt curse’. If you were wearing red, you were asking to be sacrificed to some alien creature.”
We both burst into laughter, but the air seemed to crackle. Grayson didn’t pull away, and his eyes flickered down to my lips. “Do you think your brother will kill me if I kiss you again?”
This was it. Blood roared in my ears, and heat seared my cheeks. “No, but I will if you don’t—”
Lips brushed against mine, like a morning dew. My breath caught as he pressed in harder, forcing me flat on the bed. Grayson was a solid wall of muscle, and I clung to his wide shoulders, hoping against hope to be kept grounded. Nerves made me stiff. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing. 
This was my second kiss. Ever.
I lost myself to the sparks of pleasure that vaulted through me, like branches of lightning that lit up the night sky. Golden ore streaks flashed across my vision, and I could barely hear over the thunderclaps of my heart and the fizzing sound of electricity in the air. 
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Painful Puck Drop

Jayden Taylor


He swiped his tongue against my lower lip and then puffed a laugh, pulling away. “Relax.” 
“I—I don’t know what to do.” I felt shame crawl over my skin, but Grayson didn’t care. He pecked my lips, slow and sweet. His cedarwood aftershave wafted toward me, enveloping my senses and reminding me of the times in summer when we ate under the shadowy groves on my family’s farm.
His large hands mapped out the planes of my skin, brushing beneath the folds and pulling up my shirt to expose my taut stomach. 
“Don’t think. Just feel.” It was so damn cliched, but I listened, allowing my body to go loose and boneless beneath his skilled hands.  
“Wait,” I said, breathless. “My parents—Cricket—”
“They went to the store,” Grayson replied, nuzzling against my neck. “They’ll be gone for a while, so the only person to put on a show for is Duke, and I doubt he’s the voyeur type.” 
I laughed, but Grayson swallowed it, stealing the noise from my throat with a bruising, impatient kiss. His hands slid over my chest and arms, and soon he slotted between my legs, our cocks rubbing together. I gave myself to the temptation of Grayson’s sinful lips, arching my back and clinging to him with all my might. Lightning flared and contorted in forks of gold behind my eyelids.
Grayson took me apart, inch by inch, leaving no part of me undiscovered. Touching the waistband of my jeans, he paused, and I peeled open my eyes, breathing hard. Gray eyes like the sky met mine. Something stirred them into a frenzy, with pockets of ash and black clouds colliding. 
“I want to suck you.”
I thought I’d die right there and then. “O-Okay.” 
Grayson’s mouth curled at the edges and soon he was working his way down my body, taking the waistband of my jeans and opening them. I stared at the ceiling, trying to comprehend that this was really happening. Hot breath tickled my pubic bone, and Grayson pressed a kiss there, tonguing the hollow arch before darting out to taste it. My heart slammed against my ribcage, and my fingers dug into the comforter, trying not to blow my load right there and then.
It wouldn’t take long. I was already teetering on the edge. A searing tongue lapped at my boxers, and Grayson inhaled, long and deep as if trying to memorize my scent. My brain frazzled over the sensation, and the cold air slapped against my hard cock. I panicked, looking down as the swollen head lay fat and aching against my abs. Grayson licked his dry lips before his mouth enclosed over the head. I jolted, like an explosion of lightning-flame had struck me.
“Grayson,” I whined in my throat, and he grabbed my wrist, forcing me to thread my fingers through his brown hair. 
I cried out when he took me deeper, hollowing out his cheeks. He started slow and the force of the suction was almost painful at first, but that gave way to blistering pleasure that covered my skin in goosebumps. My hips snapped of their own accord, my vision swimming as I fucked deeper into his mouth. Grayson didn’t hesitate. All those years at college seemed to have taught him immense stamina. I fisted his hair without realizing it, my hips coming off the bed, as he wrenched another moan from my lips. 
Every slow drag of his tongue had me seeing stars. Grayson watched me, devouring my skin, as I sank deeper into the rolling clouds of thunder in his eyes. He backed off, and I yelped before he was back again, taking me from root to tip. Red rimmed his eyes, and his face  flushed, his mouth stuffed like a Turkey on Christmas and it took everything not to come right there and then. 
Then he sucked. So hard and so fast that I was gone.
Flung off a cliff, crashing into the stony walls and plunging head first to the ground. 
“Fuck!” I shouted, hands coiling in his hair, abs trembling from the force of my orgasm. 
Grayson slithered his way up my body, sealing his mouth over mine, tearing the breath from my lungs as his tongue slipped inside. I could taste myself. I could taste him. 
The kiss was so wet. Brutal. Hot and hard as Grayson rutted against me, his cock singeing my flesh through the rough fabric of his jeans. “I want you. So fucking bad. I’ve always wanted you,” he hissed the words into my mouth. Branding them into my flesh. 
I want you too. But I couldn’t speak. He gripped the handful of baby hairs at the base of my skull, grinding as his hips jerked and thrust. A warm tongue glided over the roof of my mouth, diving deep. I whimpered, hands curling into his shirt as I struggled for breath. He moaned, and then stilled, his hands hard and bruising against my waist. “Fuck,” he whispered, taking a shuddering breath.
Kissing Grayson felt like falling, and damn, I never wanted to stop.  
He sank his teeth into my earlobe, earning a sharp cry from me, and he laughed, low and rich. 
“That’s foul-play.” I pouted, and he nibbled at my lip.
“I know,” he drawled. “But don’t pretend you didn’t like it.”
He caught me there.  
I love it. Love him. 
The thought felt like being doused with cold water. No. It was too soon. We had just started this thing between us, but I felt it all the same. Grayson didn’t stop pressing wet, opened mouth kisses down the side of my neck. His teeth sank into my flesh, ghosting over what could only be a hickey by the way he’d been lathering it with his tongue. He found a spot that shot electric bolts down my spine and then I was curling toward him and claiming his lips. “Grayson… “ 
“I want to take you somewhere nice,” he spoke. “Somewhere with just us, where we don’t need to sneak around.” 
That sounded nice. I had no idea if Grayson was out, but he didn’t seem like the type to care what people thought. “S-Sure,” I stammer. “When are you guys coming back? Winter break?” 
“Yeah, but it’ll be way before that. We have a game coming up in a few weeks and I want to see you again. Be with you,” Grayson said, and I melted. 
“Okay.”
“Okay.” 
Grayson’s eyes pinned me, and I felt like I’d fallen into a labyrinth of phantasm-gray mist that hung over the forest floor. My brother had only been friends with Grayson for a year, so I didn’t know too much about him, but what I knew was that he made every one of us better. He was like the sunlight that flittered over my palm. I wanted to grab it. To hold it close, but it always fell away. The sound of the front door opening made us jump apart. He laughed as I struggled to yank up my jeans and right my clothing. I tossed him an old pair of sweats I had lying around to hide the cum stains on his pants.
“Fuck! Fuck!” I sucked air through my teeth, running around fixing the bedding while Grayson disappeared into the bathroom. 
“You guys better be decent!” Cricket called, bursting into my room, his face red from the cold. Emerald eyes surveyed the room, as if expecting to find Grayson hiding naked somewhere. “Mom says you need to help with dinner.”
“Sure!” I readjust the bedding, hoping like hell my brother couldn’t see the flush working its way up my cheeks. 
“And…” Cricket said, stopping me in my tracks. “You better not have scarred Duke for life.”
I smacked him upside the head. “Ouch!” he cried. “Mom, Jayden is being violent!” 
“Jayden,” my mom called. “Be nice to your older brother and come down here and help me with the groceries.” 
I shot Cricket a dirty look and went downstairs, but my heart was soaring like an eagle flying through the Texas sky.

      ***The overhead lights cast a bright, almost blinding glow, illuminating the ice and creating a stark contrast against the shadows along the boards. The tall, transparent boards surrounding the ice stood as silent sentinels, separating the playing area from the eager spectators. They were adorned with colorful advertisements, reflecting the commercial side of the sport, but for now, they were secondary to the main event. 
Mom and dad sat beside me, wearing the Michigan Wolverines colors of blue and maize, my mom hollering at the top of her lungs and my dad palming his face.
I laughed at their antics and searched the crowd for the one person I wanted to see. 
Grayson. It had been a few weeks since our last encounter, but my thoughts of him were endless. I wanted to kick myself because I didn’t end up getting his number. 
The scent of the ice and the faintest hint of refrigerant filled my nostrils. It's a scent that instantly sharpens my focus and heightens my senses, reminding me of the many games I had played with Cricket and Grayson. God, I can’t wait to be here with them. In the distance, I caught glimpses of the opposing team, their sharp skates cutting lines into the ice as they warmed up. The tension in the air was palpable, like a heavy blanket draped over us all. 
A man wearing a jersey with the number ’52 came out first in the lineup of skaters, and my heart beat like butterfly wings when Grayson and Cricket finally came into view. They were a dynamic duo that had the crowds cheering loud. The referee's whistle pierced through the cacophony, signaling the start of the game. My heart pounded in my chest as the puck dropped, and the crowd's roar reached a fever pitch. 
The game was on.

      ***The first half of the game ended in victory for the Michigan Wolverines, and I couldn't have been prouder of the team. I turned to my parents and said, “I'm going to run down and say hello to the guys.”
“Sure, honey,” my mom said, waving me off.
Navigating through the throngs of excited fans, I made my way to the back, toward the locker room area. The air was electric with the celebration of their win. But my elation turned to concern when I spotted Grayson with his head down, his jaw clenched.
A man in a sleek blue suit crisp like a bank note towered over him, his face twisted in anger as he pointed a finger straight into Grayson's chest. He had wavy brown hair like Grayson, but it was cropped short and shaved at the sides. Something about the man set me on edge. His razor-thin lips pressed together, and he stared down at Grayson, his hawkish nose raised high. My curiosity got the better of me, and I took a step forward.
That's when it happened.
A snarl erupted from the man’s throat. With his teeth bared, he backhanded Grayson across the face, sending him tumbling onto the floor. It was like the crack of thunder piercing the air. The blow was so hard and crippling that Grayson spun. He went down hard, sliding on his skates until his head slammed against the unforgiving concrete wall.
I surged forward without thinking. Anger and adrenaline coursing through me as I grabbed the man in the suit, ready to cave his face in, but before I could land a punch, Grayson grabbed my wrist, his voice urgent.
“Wait! Stop!”
I stared at him in shock, my heart pounding. “This guy just hurt you—”
“He's my dad! Let him go!”
Your dad. I stared at the bastard with disgust written all over my face. Confusion and concern swirled in my mind as I slowly released my grip on the man in the suit. He shoved me off and snorted, looking past me to Grayson. “Don’t fuck this up, Grayson. You know what’s at stake.” Then he walked away, straightening his suit. I heard his smooth voice as he was engulfed in a sea of paparazzi that were lingering in the next hall. What the fuck was that? Grayson’s dad did that to him?
Blood dribbled from the corner of Grayson’s lip, and I moved to thumb it away, but he shrugged him off. “Don’t!” He sighed. “Just—go back and wait with your parents. I’ll see you later.”
“Grayson—” 
He walked back into the locker room, the door clicking shut behind him. 
I stood there shell-shocked for several moments, trying to make sense of what I’d seen. Grayson’s father beat him. No wonder he spent all of his holidays with us. Maybe Cricket knew about it and said nothing. My heart ached for him, but I could do nothing but return to the bleachers where my parents sat. The second half of the game was about to begin. 
I watched with a sense of unease, my eyes fixed on Grayson as he stepped onto the ice. His head hung low, and the grip on his stick seemed almost too tight.
The crowd erupted into cheers as the puck dropped, but the jubilation soon turned to confusion and shock. In the blink of an eye, two opposing players sandwiched Cricket between them, their intentions sinister and clear. One of them reeled back and landed a brutal punch square in Cricket's face. My heart pounded in my chest as I struggled to make sense of the sudden violence. They weren't anywhere near the puck!
The scene unfolded in agonizing slow motion. Two more players closed in on Cricket, and the referee blew his whistle, desperately trying to regain control. It was chaos on the ice, and I could only watch in horror as my brother faced this brutal onslaught.
As Cricket attempted to skate away from the escalating brawl, Grayson entered the fray. I could see it unfurling before my eyes—a sickening realization that left me paralyzed with dread. Grayson's stick was held out, and Cricket, in his haste to escape the chaos, missed it entirely. He tripped over the outstretched stick, his body crashing into the unforgiving boards with a bone-chilling crunch. No.
The sound was sickening, and time seemed to stand still as Cricket crumpled to the ice, his femur shattered with a horrifying snap. My throat tightened, and a wave of nausea washed over me. Grayson had tripped him.
On purpose. I saw it. My mother’s face was as pale as a sheet. My father stared on in shock and horror as the game came to a halt, and the paramedics ran out toward the ice. Cricket’s helmet was torn off, his eyes closed, and his face was completely still.
No. No. I moved before I registered it, fighting my way through the crowds with my parents behind me. As medics rushed onto the ice, they carefully stabilized Cricket before gingerly lifting him onto a stretcher. My heart clenched as I watched them carry my brother away from the rink.

      ***In the sterile confines of the medical room at the hospital, the true extent of the damage became painfully clear. One of the brutal punches had fractured Cricket's jaw, leaving it swollen and disfigured. The fall had been even more catastrophic as he had struck his head with devastating force against the unyielding boards, resulting in a sickening crack that would haunt my nightmares.
Hours passed like a torturous eternity, the tension in the waiting room thick and unbearable. We gathered around, waiting for the harrowing news. Even the team’s heads hung low.
Grayson was nowhere to be found, and it made my blood boil.
He tripped him. I saw it. I did.
Hurt and rage exploded inside my heart, and I clenched my hand into a fist as I paced. Tears streaked my mother's face as she shook her head, and my father could do nothing but stand there feeling useless. What if Cricket didn’t wake up? What if he was dead? Fuck, we welcomed Grayson into our home! We were there for him—I loved him, and now this? I couldn’t fathom it. They would press charges. I didn’t care anymore. Grayson tried to kill him. He tried to kill my brother. His best friend.
Nothing made sense. Why would Grayson put his stick out like that, knowing Cricket was trying to get away from the brawl? Why didn’t he just walk away? Why didn’t he fucking help? My fury felt like a storm brewing on the horizon, dark and ominous, ready to unleash its destructive force.
I want to see you again, be with you. The words were all honey-dipped lies. 
My heart tightened, as if it were in a vice-grip and acid clawed up my throat when the doctor came through the doors with a grave look on his face. “Are you Mr. and Mrs. Taylor?” he asked, his kind blue eyes searching.
“Yes,” my mom replied, wiping her cheeks. “That’s me.”
“First, I want to say I’m so sorry this happened and we’re doing everything we can to help him. As for his injuries…” He paused, and I felt the weight of his words crashing down on me like fallen bricks. “The swelling in his brain was too much for his body to bear. His femur in his right leg is crushed in three places and the surgeries to rebuild the bone structure will be extensive, even so he would only retain 30% capacity of movement.”
“So, what are you sayin’ doc?” my dad pleaded, tears in his eyes. “A-Are you sayin’ that my boy—”
“Will be crippled for the rest of his life,” the doctor finished, and my mom’s knees buckled. I felt like it was all a dream, if only my mom’s wails didn’t pierce my ears and drag me out of it. 
“That’s not all,” the doctor pressed onward. “Like I said earlier, the swelling in his brain was too much and, unfortunately, has left him incapacitated. I’m afraid he’s officially brain-dead.”
At twenty, my brother was brain-dead.
The words struck like a sledgehammer, the finality of the declaration sinking in like a bitter, unbearable truth. The room seemed to close in around us, and the world outside faded into insignificance. Cricket. Whose smile and laughter could steal worlds was brain-dead.
And Grayson Hayes was responsible.
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Embers of Vengeance

Jayden Taylor


Darts of icy rain came spitting from the sky. They hissed and swished, shredding the farm into blankets of isolated streams. Raindrops seared the mist, ripping it apart with its stinging, silver bullets. 
Gray. I hated that color. Hated the way it made everything dank and sad, hated how it made me want to curl up as if my lungs were aching. My teacher's voice droned on in the background, but all I could do was stare out the window, wishing I were somewhere else. With Cricket. The rain had washed most of the snow away, but there was still some left. Not much.
Cricket had missed the hockey season.
And he would miss the next one. Tears stung my eyes, and then the bell rang. Everyone leaped from their seats, and I packed up my books to leave as well. 
“Mr. Taylor,” my teacher called, and I swung my backpack over my shoulder before walking to his desk. “A word, please?”
I nodded as Mr. Andrews' frown deepened, the crescent in his eyes more pronounced. 
“Sir?” I asked.
He handed me back my assignment. Lines of red covered every page, and my stomach swooped. I’d never failed before. I was his best student. 
“Look, I understand. We all do. You’re already admitted to Michigan University, so this won’t affect your grades too much, just don’t let it slip too far down.”
Blood roared in my ears, and I felt heat crawl up my neck. “Yes, sir.”
“How’s Cricket doing?” 
“Worse,” I said, the lump in my throat growing. “He’s not improving. Not even a little.” 
Mr. Andrews shook his head. “I’m so sorry, son. We all loved him.”
Each word pierced my chest, but I held on strong. “Thank you.”
“Look, I can get you another extension on the project, but it needs to be done. That’s the best I can do, Jayden. You're smart. I know you’re more than capable of getting it done.”
“Thank you, sir.” I nodded, and he gave me a reassuring pat, the edges of his knitted sweater vest brushing against my shirt. 
“Now get out of here.” Mr. Andrews mouth curved as he jerked his head, almost jostling his thick rimmed black glasses. 
I failed the assignment. Mr. Andrews didn’t need to tell me that if I failed another one, I’d lose my scholarship to Michigan University. Fuck, things couldn’t get any worse. My parents were already stretched thin from all of Cricket’s medical bills. It was so bad my dad was talking about selling the farm just to make ends meet. Life was suffocating. I wished and begged every day that God would spare us and Cricket would wake up. That this nightmare would end.
Either God hated gay people or he didn’t think I was worthy enough, but I never once heard a response. I walked down the echoing halls of the school, my heart hammering in

      ***
      ***
      ***
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