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The game that ruined Wyatt Turner's life started beside a bonfire and a cooler full of cheap beer.

At the time, Wyatt thought it was the funniest thing he'd ever heard.

The bonfire sat in the middle of a field behind the old grain silos on the edge of Pine Creek. Somebody had dragged out lawn chairs. Somebody else had brought speakers. Country music drifted across the warm June air while sparks floated toward a sky full of stars.

It was the kind of night that happened every summer.

The same people.

The same stories.

The same town.

Wyatt leaned against the tailgate of his truck with a beer in one hand while Mason Tucker entertained half the crowd with some ridiculous story about getting chased by a goose.

Nobody believed him.

That had never stopped Mason before.

"I'm serious," Mason insisted.

"You ain't serious about anything," Wyatt laughed.

The group chuckled.

Mason pointed dramatically.

"That bird wanted me dead."

The crowd laughed harder.

Across the fire, Jesse Walker shook his head.

Wyatt hadn't seen him in nearly three years.

Not since Jesse left for college.

Apparently college hadn't changed much.

Still dark-haired.

Still annoyingly good-looking.

Still carrying himself like nothing bothered him.

The girls around town used to lose their minds over him.

Wyatt never understood why.

Well.

Mostly.

Jesse caught him looking.

Wyatt immediately looked away.

A second later he heard Jesse laugh.

Great.

Now he looked like an idiot.

Mason stood suddenly.

"I got a game."

Several people groaned.

"Absolutely not," somebody said.

"We're not playing Truth or Dare again."

Mason ignored them.

"No. Better."

That got everyone's attention.

Which should've been the first warning sign.

"What is it?" somebody asked.

Mason grinned.

"You boys ever played Gay Chicken?"

The entire bonfire erupted into laughter.

Wyatt nearly spit out his drink.

"What?"

Jesse looked equally confused.

Mason pointed between them.

"Perfect."

"No," Wyatt said immediately.

"Yep."

"No."

"Absolutely."

The crowd started cheering.

Wyatt looked around.

"What even is Gay Chicken?"

Mason looked offended.

"You've never played?"

"No."

Jesse shook his head.

"Me neither."

Mason climbed onto a cooler like he was about to deliver a sermon.

"The rules are simple."

That sentence alone made Wyatt nervous.

"Two straight dudes."

The crowd laughed.

"They get closer and closer until one backs down."

More laughter.

"Whoever quits first loses."

Wyatt stared.

"That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard."

"It's hilarious."

"It's stupid."

"It's hilarious because it's stupid."

The crowd seemed to agree.

Unfortunately.

Mason pointed directly at Wyatt.

"You."

Then Jesse.

"And you."

The crowd immediately started chanting.

Wyatt laughed.

"No chance."

Jesse crossed his arms.

"Scared?"

The crowd exploded.

Wyatt looked at him.

Jesse wore the smallest smile imaginable.

The kind that instantly made Wyatt want to prove something.

"Oh, you're gonna regret that."

Jesse shrugged.

"Sounds like quitting talk."

More cheering.

Wyatt hated that he was already taking this seriously.

Mason dragged two folding chairs into the middle of the crowd.

"Let's go."

The idiots around the fire started recording with their phones.

Wyatt dropped into one chair.

Jesse sat in the other.

The crowd gathered around them.

Mason held up his hands.

"Gentlemen."

Wyatt was already laughing.

"This is so stupid."

"Round one."

Mason pointed dramatically.

"Begin."

Nothing happened.

The crowd waited.

Wyatt rolled his eyes.

Then scooted his chair forward six inches.

Laughter erupted.

Jesse immediately moved closer.

The crowd got louder.

Wyatt couldn't stop grinning.

Jesse looked completely calm.

That annoyed him.

So Wyatt moved closer again.

Jesse matched him.

Closer.

Closer.

Closer.

The crowd was losing its mind.

Wyatt could see every detail of Jesse's face now.

The slight curve of his mouth.

The faint scar near his eyebrow.

The blue eyes that somehow looked brighter in the firelight.

Neither moved.

Neither laughed.

Neither backed down.

The cheering slowly turned into nervous laughter.

"Okay," somebody shouted.

"That's close enough."

Neither listened.

Mason looked delighted.

"This is the greatest night of my life."

The crowd laughed.

Wyatt's heart was beating way harder than it should've been.

Not because of the game.

Because Jesse looked completely unbothered.

Like he could sit there all night.

Like he wasn't nervous at all.

That made Wyatt stubborn.

"I'm not losing."

Jesse smiled.

"Good."

Something about that smile hit Wyatt like a punch.

The crowd groaned.

"Oh my God."

"They're still going."

"Somebody quit already."

Neither did.

Seconds stretched.

Then minutes.

Until finally Mason threw an empty beer can between them.

The can bounced off Wyatt's boot.

The entire crowd erupted.

The spell broke instantly.

Jesse leaned back laughing.

Wyatt laughed too.

Mostly because he wasn't sure what else to do.

Mason pointed at them.

"Y'all are insane."

"We tied."

"There are no ties."

"There are tonight."

The crowd slowly returned to their conversations.

Music started again.

The game was over.

That should have been the end of it.

A stupid joke.

A funny story.

Something everyone would laugh about for a few days before forgetting.

Instead, an hour later, Wyatt found himself standing beside the cooler reaching for another beer.

Jesse walked up beside him.

Neither spoke for a moment.

The bonfire crackled behind them.

Crickets chirped from the fields.

Finally Jesse glanced over.

"You almost lost."

Wyatt laughed.

"I almost lost?"

"Yep."

"No chance."

Jesse nodded seriously.

"I saw fear."

"You saw nothing."

"I saw weakness."

Wyatt shook his head.

"Keep dreaming."

Jesse smiled.

That same smile again.

The one that somehow felt like a challenge.

"Next time."

Wyatt looked at him.

"Next time?"

Jesse took his beer and started walking away.

"You're definitely losing."

Wyatt watched him disappear into the crowd.

Then realized he was smiling like an idiot.

The worst part?

He already wanted a rematch.
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Wyatt woke up thinking about Jesse Walker.

Which was irritating.

Not because Jesse was a bad guy.

Because Wyatt had absolutely no reason to be thinking about him at seven in the morning.

Especially after a stupid game around a bonfire.

Yet somehow the first thing Wyatt remembered was Jesse sitting across from him in the firelight.

Smirking.

Refusing to back down.

Wyatt rolled out of bed.

"Idiot."

He wasn't sure if he meant Jesse or himself.

Probably both.

By eight o'clock he was helping his dad repair fencing along the north pasture.

The summer sun was already heating everything up.

Sweat clung to his neck.

Dust coated his boots.

Normal day.

Normal work.

Exactly what he needed.

At least until a familiar pickup truck rolled down the gravel road.

Wyatt immediately recognized it.

Of course he did.

Jesse climbed out wearing faded jeans and a gray t-shirt.

His dark hair looked slightly messy.

Like he'd just rolled out of bed.

Unfortunately, it worked on him.

Wyatt hated that.

His dad waved.

"Morning, Jesse."

"Morning, Mr. Turner."

Jesse smiled.

Then his eyes found Wyatt.

Immediately.

For some reason that made Wyatt's stomach do something weird.

"Morning."

Wyatt nodded.

"Morning."

His father looked between them.

Then grinned.

Uh oh.

Parents noticed everything.

"Good timing," his father said.

"We could use another set of hands."

Jesse shrugged.

"Happy to help."

Wyatt groaned internally.

Of course.

Three hours.

Three entire hours.

Working beside Jesse.

Fantastic.

The universe clearly hated him.

They started replacing broken fence posts.

At first conversation stayed normal.

The weather.

The town.

College.

The usual stuff.

Then Wyatt made the mistake of looking over.

Jesse was hammering staples into a fence post.

His sleeves were rolled up.

His forearms flexed with every swing.

The sunlight caught sweat along his neck.

Wyatt immediately looked away.

What the hell was wrong with him?

"Something wrong?"

Wyatt nearly jumped.

Jesse was watching him.

Smirking.

Again.

"No."

"You sure?"

"Yep."

"You look nervous."

"I'm not nervous."

Jesse nodded.

"Sounds like something a nervous person would say."

Wyatt laughed.

"Still talking trash?"

"Always."

The smile Jesse gave him felt entirely too satisfying.

An hour later they were working alone while Wyatt's father drove off to grab supplies.

The moment the truck disappeared down the road, silence settled around them.

Only birds and distant cicadas remained.

Jesse hammered another staple.

Wyatt worked on a post nearby.

Neither spoke.

Then—

"You almost lost."

Wyatt groaned immediately.

"There it is."

"There what is?"

"The stupid game."

Jesse laughed.

"You were thinking about it too."

Wyatt froze.

Jesse noticed.

The smile got wider.

"Gotcha."

"Damn it."

Jesse laughed harder.

For some reason hearing him laugh made Wyatt grin too.

Which wasn't helping matters.

Not at all.

Jesse leaned against the fence.

"So."

"So."

"You want a rematch?"

Wyatt stared.

"You serious?"

"Absolutely."

"Right now?"

Jesse shrugged.

"No crowd."

"No audience."

"No Mason."

"Just us."

Wyatt should've said no.

That would've been the normal response.

The sane response.

Instead he heard himself say—

"Fine."

Jesse immediately stepped closer.

Wyatt laughed.

"You're ridiculous."

"Scared?"

"There it is again."

"What?"

"That word."

Jesse smiled.

"Scared."

Wyatt took one step forward.

"Not even a little."

Jesse stepped closer.

The space between them shrank.

A couple feet.

Then less.

Neither broke eye contact.

Neither looked away.

The summer breeze rustled through the grass around them.

Wyatt could hear his own heartbeat.

Which was embarrassing.

It was a stupid game.

A really stupid game.

So why did it suddenly feel different without everybody watching?

Jesse's smile softened.

Just slightly.

Not teasing.

Not mocking.

Something else.

Something harder to define.

For a second neither moved.

Then a truck horn blasted from down the road.

Both of them jumped apart instantly.

Wyatt's dad returned carrying fence supplies.

The moment shattered.

Jesse looked away first.

"Guess that's a draw."

Wyatt laughed.

"A draw."

"Again."

"Again."

His father climbed out of the truck.

Completely oblivious.

Thankfully.

Because Wyatt wasn't entirely sure how he'd explain what they'd just been doing.

Not that there was anything to explain.

It was a joke.

Just a joke.

Right?

The rest of the afternoon passed quickly.

They finished the fence.

Loaded tools.

Talked about nothing important.

Yet every time Wyatt looked up, Jesse seemed to already be looking at him.

And every time Jesse caught him staring, that damn smile appeared.

By sunset they finally finished.

Jesse climbed into his truck.

"See you around."

Wyatt nodded.

"Yeah."

Jesse started the engine.

Then rolled down the window.

"Oh."

"What?"

Jesse grinned.

"You definitely would've lost."

Wyatt barked a laugh.

"Get out of here."

Jesse drove away still laughing.

Wyatt watched the truck disappear down the road.

Then stood there smiling like an idiot.

Again.

And somehow he already knew one thing.

The next round wasn't going to take very long to happen.
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By Friday night, Wyatt had already lost count of how many times he'd thought about Jesse Walker.

Not that he'd ever admit that to another living soul.

Especially Mason.

Mason would never let him hear the end of it.

Which was exactly why Wyatt found himself parked outside Rossi's Pizza pretending he wasn't checking to see if Jesse's truck was already there.

It was.

Of course it was.

Wyatt sighed.

Then climbed out anyway.

The little pizza place sat in the middle of town like it had for thirty years.

Red booths.

Sticky tables.

Arcade machines older than most of the customers.

The same smell of pizza dough and garlic that somehow never changed.

Wyatt stepped inside.

Immediately spotted Jesse.

Immediately wished he hadn't.

Jesse sat with a group near the arcade machines.

Laughing.

Looking entirely too comfortable.

His dark hair was still damp from a shower.

His sleeves were rolled up.

His smile reached all the way to his eyes.

For some reason Wyatt found that distracting.

"Look who finally showed up."

Mason appeared out of nowhere.

Like an evil spirit.

"I was here two minutes ago."

"You parked outside for five."

Wyatt stared.

"How do you know that?"

"I watched."

"That's creepy."

Mason grinned.

"It's friendship."

"It's stalking."

"It's friendship."

Wyatt shoved him.

Mason laughed.

Then looked toward Jesse.

Then back at Wyatt.

Then smiled wider.

Uh oh.

That smile meant trouble.

"What?"

"Oh nothing."

"Mason."

"Nothing."

"Mason."

"Absolutely nothing."

Wyatt narrowed his eyes.

"I hate you."

"Love
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