Part One
It started out like a joke, really. Nothing more. But as soon as AJ had said the words, everyone fell quiet.
"Well, why not?" AJ continued. "I mean, if we all agreed to it, we'd have to do it."
"But that sure is a high price to pay for losing," Kevin said looking at the rest of the guys.
Somehow, they had all ended up in Kev's room watching TV. It was a late night in Stockholm, Sweden and they had all returned from the recording session too wired to sleep. The satellite feed had them watching Survivor, and the guys were immediately hooked on the "reality" show. All except AJ, who had been busy thinking and coming up with his grand idea.
"What's the price really?" AJ asked. "I mean, so we break up. It wouldn't be the end of the world for any of us, and that's if we lose. If we lose. We're not going to lose. Look at those people, they're running obstacle courses and eating bugs. We can do that."
"But that is a high price to pay if we lose, AJ. This is our careers. What we love doing,"
Kevin countered. Kevin glanced around at the other guys for their opinions. Maybe this was just another one of AJ's insane ideas.
Brian shrugged. "I'd be up for it. Especially against those guys. I think AJ's right. We would win."
"No doubt about it," Nick chimed in from in front of the television.
"'D?" Kevin asked hoping he'd have something intelligent to say. Despite their ages, the other two were still famous for jumping on the bandwagon.
"Well, it sure would shut them up," he said softly. "What if they didn't even go for it, though?"
"Then they would look like real losers," AJ said. "And they'd be out of the way for good.
I'm tired of being compared to them, being asked questions about them. Who cares about them? Let's just get them out of the way."
"Well, it's better than taking a hit out on them," Howie laughed. That had been AJ's other idea.
Nick chuckled. "Can't we do both?"
"No," Kevin said. "We can't do that at all. Look, it's been policy with us to ignore them and whatever they have to say about us. You do realize that if we break with that policy, we risk being criticized. By everyone. The media, our families. Our own fans included, right? I mean, we all share some fans. So then they'd have to pick, too."
"You don't think they'd pick us?" Brian asked.
"But why make them choose?" Howie asked, beginning to realize the extreme consequences of their plan. "That's not fair to them. Why should they have to restrict themselves to which group they like just because we don't like each other?"
AJ shrugged. "Who knows? Who cares? It's not about the fans, or the critics or our families. This is about us. We're finally going to prove who is better, who has real guts and who can put their money where their mouths are."
"And where the bugs are," Nick added.
Kevin looked at each of them, one by one. Though all their decisions were made collectively, the very controversial ones were always left up to him. He was still the leader, and they still trusted him. He wanted to make sure they were sure because he was ready.
"All right. We're all going to sleep on this tonight, talk about it tomorrow, and then I'll get in touch with management. Okay?"
AJ nodded and slumped deeper into the couch. "Sounds like a plan," he said softly, almost like they had just decided to get pizza for lunch.
The other guys went back to the television as well, and Kevin couldn't be sure if they were just following Bone's example. Or if they were really that confident.
It was talked about for weeks. Backstreet Boys vs. 'Nsync on the next Survivor. The record company had had a fit knowing that they were going to lose big time, no matter what. The group left without members on the island would disband, no questions asked, no going back.
Since making their decision, AJ, Kevin, Howie, Brian and Nick had immediately started to work out. They wanted to be physically ready for the challenge. Joey, Justin, JC, Lance and Chris had said they were ready and needed no prep time. As soon as both groups completed their commitments to management a time and place were set. Back in the South China seas and only with ten castaways this time and way more at stake than a million dollars.
The first obstacle would be getting off the "sinking" ship and swimming to safety with whatever they could carry.
Justin Timberlake leaned against the rail of the ship, rethinking what they were about to do for the hundredth time.
"I can't believe we're doing this," he mumbled.
"You're not the only one," JC Chasez said, coming up from behind him.
"Second thoughts?" Justin asked, peering at JC from behind his sunglasses.
JC simply nodded.
"What if they beat us? All that hard work, just down the drain," Justin said, shaking his head.
"Well, they're NOT going to beat us," JC said.
A loud bullhorn caused both men to slightly jump. That was the five minute warning that the ship was beginning to sink.
"It's time," Justin said, removing his sunglasses.
Chris Kirkpatrick, Joey Fatone, and Lance Bass joined the rest of their group.
"May the best boyband win!" Chris laughed, trying to ease the situation.
"Guys, I know our careers are on the line, but safety first. I want all of you to get to that island safely. And no foul play," JC said, eyeing Chris.
"What? Why are you looking at me?" Chris asked, batting his eyelashes playfully.
"We're going to win this fair," JC said, eyeing him carefully. "We can beat those guys."
"Yeah, they're just the Backside Boys," Joey laughed. "Backstreet will be back, all right.
To say goodbye to their careers."
JC led the group to where their rivals were standing, hoping that what he said was true.
"Here they come," Nick said, turning away to pretend he hadn't noticed them.
Kevin sighed. He still couldn't believe they were going to do this, but AJ was right. It was all about the survival of the fittest, and the Backstreet Boys had been through so much more than NSYNC had. He felt that they should have had to endure the same hardship that he and the fellas had been through, instead of riding in on their coattails.
AJ adjusted his backpack on his shoulders. "You guys ready to kick some butt?"
"Oh, yeah!" Brian smiled, jumping up and down from the adrenaline.
The guys huddled to say a quick prayer before breaking to give each other good luck hugs. Brian broke away in time to see that NSYNC was doing the same thing that they were doing.
So what else is new, Brian thought.
"Be careful," Kevin said, breaking into Brian's thoughts. "I don't want anything to happen to any of you."
"Good luck," a voice said behind Kevin. Kevin turned around to see Chris. He reached out to firmly shake Chris' outstretched hand.
"Good luck to you, too."
"Yeah, you're gonna need it!" Nick smirked.
Kevin smiled at Nick. He knew that good natured ribbing never hurt anybody, and he also knew that if anyone was going to start the trash talking that it was going to be Nicky.
"Not as much as you're gonna need it, Pillsbury Doughboy," Justin said, a smart half smile across his face.
He had been waiting to get back at Nick Carter for the phone call he had made to Britney Spear's cell phone while on live at some radio station in Florida. Justin had answered the phone, then making his and Britney's private relationship public. And it hadn't stopped Nick from completely humiliating her.
Nick's face was immediately red with anger. He knew he wasn't fat, but that didn't keep the media and the jerk in front of him from trying to make him feel insecure about his gained weight.
"Sure, Pube Boy, whatever you say," Nick said, referring to Justin's tight, curly hair.
Justin ignored the comment and turned around to smack Joey a high five when Nick spotted two balls protruding from Justin's backpack.
"What's that?" Nick asked innocently.
"What's what?" Justin asked, eyeing him carefully.
"That," Nick said, pointing to Justin's backpack. Justin removed his backpack and saw that Nick was pointing to the two balls forming out of the backpack.
"They're oranges."
"Oh, for a second there I thought that Britney was nice enough to lend you her silicone in case you needed a float," Nick said, smiling undaunted.
Brian and AJ burst out laughing while Howie and Kevin stood there openmouthed and surprised. They hadn't seen that one coming. Even Lance had started laughing.
Justin roughly put his backpack back on. He was tired of people assuming that Britney had had breast implants. Before he could respond, the ship suddenly lopsided, causing all ten boys to bump into each other as they slid down to the end already being sucked into the water.
This is it, Kevin thought as he roughly hit the water. He used all of his strength to swim to the surface. As he resurfaced, he immediately began catching the breath that had been knocked out of him. After he made sure that everybody's head was above water, he began to swim to the island. Wait, that was nine, including me, Kevin thought realizing his mistake. He suddenly realized that the dark head that he thought was AJ's was Chris'.
"Brian! Where's AJ?" Kevin yelled, trying not to panic.
Brian looked around, noticing that his friend was nowhere to be seen. Kevin saw the hopeless look on Brian's face. Kevin took in a breath as he dove underwater, hoping that he wasn't too late.
Nothing.
He really didn't see nothing. There was floating debris left behind from the things they had lost in the wreck, fish, rocks, half of some of the guys' bodies as they were swimming as fast as they could.
He came up for air, and then back down looking desperately for whatever AJ could have gotten stuck in. Where the hell was he? He could swim. Kevin knew he could swim. Hell, this was already a bad idea. He already hated this.
When he came up for air again someone was yelling out his name.
"KEVIN! KEVIN!! KEVIN!"
It was Howie waving at him. He was just reaching the shore of the island that would be their home for the next few weeks. AJ was with him.
Thank God, Kevin thought. He then recovered some of the things he'd let go when he started looking for Bone.
"Are you okay?" Nick was asking Howie and AJ as they struggled out of the water. He had been the first one to reach the shore and had even gone back to grab a duffel bag Brian had lost.
"Yeah," Howie gasped. "I'm fine. You okay, Bone?"
AJ was doubled over trying to catch his breath from the long swim and from the scare.
"Are you hurt?" Nick asked while keeping his eye on Brian and Kevin who were very close to getting out of the water.
He shook his head and hugged his sides as if trying to keep the air inside himself. "Fine.
I'm fine." He sucked in and released a long breath.
Seemingly satisfied, Nick jogged out to help Brian and Kevin drag in what they had taken off the ship. They were going to need all of the supplies they could get.
"Everyone all right?" Kevin asked right away.
"Yeah, I think," Nick told him. "Maybe Bone just got the air knocked out of him with the fall."
They dragged everything away from the shore to keep it dry, but Kevin's first concern was still AJ.
"What happened? You get hurt?" he asked once AJ was safely sitting on an downed log.
He seemed okay, no visible injuries.
"I got stuck down there, Kev. I don't even know how. It's like we jumped off. We went under, and I couldn't come back up. I was stuck."
"The sinking ship creates a suction, right? Like in Titanic?" Brian asked trying to smile and find a logical explanation.
Kevin shook his head. "Not that fast. The ship wasn't really sinking, right? That was a special effect. I mean, us dying wasn't part of the deal. Did you get tangled in something down there?"
"Don't know, maybe," AJ said with a shrug.
"Maybe someone just held you down," Nick said. He was suspicious, as usual. "Like one of those brillo heads."
They all looked at him, even AJ who until then had been too busy staring at the sand.
"Well, they're gonna have to cheat to beat us," Nick said. "Why wouldn't they start right now?"
"They wouldn't," Brian said as usual trying to believe the best in anyone.
"You never know," Howie said and shook out his long hair. "Nick might have something there."
Kevin was quiet. Everything was already sitting all wrong with him.
"Well, is this home?" AJ asked finally looking around the deserted beach.
"Looks like," Howie said. "What happened to the guys?"
"They drowned," Nick said squatting down to pick up a pebble. "Nah, this is our side of the island. They got taken to theirs."
"Got taken?" Kevin asked. "Like they didn't go on their own?"
Nick shrugged. "Look, what matters is that they're gone. They're not here. Maybe some wild animal ambushed them and ate them already."
Brian was squinting against the reflection of the bright sun on the beach. He could hear the waves hitting the rocks nearby and some bird calling in the distance. It was still really early, but they had a lot to do.
"Okay," Kevin said giving AJ one last concerned look. "Since everyone is okay, I say we start setting up camp. You guys ready?"
"Sure."
"Yeah."
"Sounds good."
"Um-huh," Nick said wringing some water out of the bottom of his shorts. He picked up a couple of more pebbles before standing back up.
"Jay, why don't you just go through our supplies so you can finish catching your breath?
Guys, we're gonna have to build a shelter."
"Log cabin," Brian said.
"Straw hut," Howie offered.
"How about a condo?" Nick asked. "Can I have my own room?"
Kevin finally smiled. "Let's just get this started, yeah? Lets gather whatever logs, wood, branches we can find. Don't go too far into the jungle yet, since we don't know what's back there."
Nick smiled to himself as he headed back to the beach where he had seen plenty of drift wood. Kevin loved being in charge. This was going to be one long head trip for him. He was pretty happy to be away from everything himself. No press flashing pictures of them.
No screaming, out of control fans. No one to ask him questions that he didn't want to answer. Questions about his family. About Mandy.
Shit.
He had promised himself not to even think about her. He wasn't even going to allow himself one thought. He was going to work hard along with his brothers to prove to everyone that they were the ones. They were the stronger, tighter, better unit.
Nick sighed and wiped the light sweat that had already formed on his upper lip and he dragged more drift wood out of the water. First, they were going to have to prove a few things to themselves.
"... poisonous snakes, electric eels, jelly fish and a variety of wildlife. This is the real thing, gentlemen," the island host was explaining to Justin, JC, Chris, Joey and Lance.
"Do not take your chances eating anything of a suspicious nature. Take care of your rations of rice, fresh water and look around for tapioca roots. They look like this."
Joey hoped the other guys were paying attention because he really wasn't. He was looking around thinking this really wasn't such a bag gig after all. They did have some rations with them, and maybe they could do some fishing later on. Like the guy said, they could pick tapioca roots and make pudding.
Freaking pudding?
He was going to be eating freaking pudding for days because Chris and Justin were too stupid to turn down this dumb challenge. God, he hated them sometimes. Weren't they ever content leaving well-enough alone? Their dreams were coming true far beyond anything anyone had expected, and they had to go and do this. And for what? To make the Backstreet guys look bad? Didn't they already do that well-enough on their own?
He sighed.
"... a series of challenges. You will get a message from me explaining them. Some of them will be for rewards, and some of them will be for immunity. All of the challenges require that you guys work as a unit and use your physical and mental abilities to their maximum," the host had continued. "If you lose a reward challenge, nothing bad happens. If you lose an immunity challenge, then you meet with me at tribal council and vote out a member. So, you definitely want to win all the immunity challenges that you can. Any questions?"
They guys exchanged glances, and finally shook their heads.
"Great," the host said standing up and brushing the sand off himself. "I'll let you guys set up camp, then. Enjoy your stay here, guys. It can really be a lot of fun." He stretched and smiled. "I'm off to explain the rules to Backstreet. See ya."
"Bye," Joey called.
"This sounds more complicated than I thought," Justin muttered, more to himself than to the rest of the group.
"No shit," Joey spat. "Don't let anyone tell you you're not intuitive, Justin," Joey said, rolling his eyes.
"What is your problem?" Justin asked angrily.
"What do you think is my problem? You and Chris think you're suddenly invincible and convince JC and Lance to go along with this stupid competition when we know NOTHING about surviving out here alone. Unless you've suddenly become an overnight expert on crap like tapioca roots," Joey said, his anger heightening.
Before Justin could respond JC intercepted. "Guys, this is NOT the way to start our first day. Joey, I understand you're upset, but there's no point in fighting over it now. We're already here. Nothing's going to change that. We have to depend on each other,"JC said, giving each member a meaningful look. "Fighting isn't going to help us accomplish anything."
"JC's right," Lance agreed. "Backstreet might already be ahead of us, and that's not what we need," Lance said, standing up to glance around their part of the island. "We need to start building what we're going to live in."
"Where are we going to find the stuff to build our home," Justin whined, sitting down.
"Hold on while I pull 'the stuff to build our home' out of my pocket," Chris said sarcastically.
"Why's everyone getting mad at me?" Justin asked incredulously.
Chris laughed at the youngest member of their group. "Curly, we're not going to find anything sitting down. Get up," Chris said, following Lance to collect what they could use around the island.
"I can't wait until we beat them. Especially Nick. I can't wait to rub that smug look off of his face," Justin said, not making a move to get up.
"You're still pissed about what he said about Brit?" Lance asked, stopping to turn around.
"More than pissed. How would he like it if I ragged on Willa Ford-Chevrolet-Dodge...whatever in the hell her name is this week," Justin said.
"Willa?" Lance asked, confused.
"His girlfriend, ex-girlfriend...whatever they are this week."
"I thought her name was Mandy."
"The bimbo can't seem to decide on a name. First it's Mandy, then Mandah, then Willa, then Ford something or other. First she's blonde and now she's a brunette. Only Nick could find someone that ditzy," Justin scoffed.
"Nick must be pretty important in your life for you to know so much about his girlfriend," Joey said, trying to get Justin mad. He didn't care what JC said. The main reason they were there was because Justin and Nick always had some sort of competition between them and Justin was all about trying to beat him.
"Guys...." JC scolded. "We have to gather things to build our home. Talk about Willard later."
'Willard' Chris mouthed to Lance, laughing.
Justin got up to follow his group. He wasn't sure what Nick Carter's sensitive spot was, yet, but he would find out. He was tired of being compared to him and his group. A snake slithered its way in front of Justin into the water. Justin followed the line it left in the sand to see where it had come from. He looked into the trees, unable to make out anything behind them. What had they gotten themselves into?
Kevin smiled satisfied at the small hut that they had built. Maybe this wasn't such a bad idea after all. They had all worked together and built their hut alone. No one on the outside helped. It was just them, him and his brothers. Kevin's smile grew. He knew then that they would be all right. They all depended on each other, and each other was all they needed. The sound of a helicopter caused Kevin to look up. It was landing a couple of hundred yards away from them.
"Hello, gentlemen," a man greeted them a couple of minutes later. "I'm Steven Richards," he smiled, reaching his hand out to shake each of their hands. "I'm here to explain to you what I just finished explaining to NSYNC."
Nick slumped his shoulders at the mention of NSYNC. He couldn't wait to see their faces when they won. He couldn't wait to say, "I told you so!" As to what he had told them he wasn't sure. Maybe that the Backstreet Boys were always better than them.
As the man reiterated his earlier speech Nick's eyes wandered back to the island. He knew that Kevin would pay attention to everything that the man was saying. Knowing Kev, he probably had a tape recorder, notepad, and pencil there with him. Nick realized that he was probably the happiest there at the island. He loved the ocean, and he could think of worse things than having to live out on the beach. Like being in a group named NSYNC.
"....I wish you guys the best of luck and hope that you enjoy yourselves," the man finished.
Nick momentarily returned his attention to the man as he left.
"Pudding?" Brian asked, his face weirdly distorted. "That's gross. First thing I'm doing when we get back home is inventing a microwave that runs on batteries," Brian laughed.
"No one should have to live on tapioca pudding!"
"You don't think they deliver pizza out here, do you?" Nick smiled.
Kevin smiled. Brian and Nick were quite a pair.
"We need to make this place more personal," Howie said, looking at what was to be their new home.
"Yeah," Brian smiled. "We need a plant or something to make this our home," Brian said, concentrating on the plants and flowers around the island.
"Why don't we sit Justin right there?" Nick asked seriously, pointing to the doorway of their home. "He can be our Chia pet," he smiled.
Everyone laughed, coming up with more jokes about their rival group.
"Here's one I read online. What has 180 legs and no pubic hair?" AJ smiled.
Kevin was already laughing. Leave it to AJ to come up with a joke involving pubic hair.
"What?" Kevin asked, curious to hear the answer.
"The front row of an NSYNC concert," he cracked.
Nick laughed, slapping his knee. "No, no wait! What about this one?"
As the guys continued to joke around with each other, Nick began to realize that maybe this wasn't such a bad deal after all. He had a feeling that he was about to get to know his friends better than he had ever thought possible. Nick's brow suddenly furrowed with confusion. For some strange reason, that didn't sound as appealing as it should have.
Setting up camp had turned out to be a lot more work than they imagined, but they had a good laugh all the while. They had to find a safe spot for their rations and get familiar with their surroundings.
"Tomorrow, we'll go check out what's back there," Kevin said pointing at the jungle. "I think it's kinda late to start right now."
"No kidding," AJ said watching the blue sky turn pink and gray over some big clouds.
"And even when it's daylight, we should agree that no one goes alone. You never know what could be back there. That guy did mention something about snakes, right?" Kevin said.
"Sounds good, cuz," Brian sighed. "But I'm about dead tired right now. Why don't we just eat and hit the sack?"
Nick glanced back at the hut they had built. It was sturdy enough he figured, but it sure was going to be uncomfortable for the five of them to sleep in. He hoped he didn't get stuck in the middle, but it was almost a sure thing.
Howie and AJ had gone to walk along to the beach just to check it out. They had some crazy notion that they were going to find crabs and lobster washed up on the sand. It just proved how much they knew, Nick thought. They were on their way back empty-handed when Brian got the fire burning to make their white rice dinner.
"Ummm, smells good," AJ said good-naturedly. "Like pizza. No, no, no. Like a Quarter-pounder with cheese."
"Like my mom's cooking," Howie said. "Rice and beans."
"Rice and beans?" Nick laughed. "You got half of that already. You just need the beans."
"Not while we're all sleeping in that hut," Kevin said. "No beans."
They laughed at that for a bit.
"I was thinking of sleeping outside," Nick said. "I mean, it should be a nice night, right?
I'm used to sleeping on the beach. I do it all the time back home."
"Yeah Frack, but you don't know what's out here on this beach at night, or high the tide will rise," Kevin pointed out. "It's probably safer inside for now."
The "Who-put-you-in-charge?" look on Nick's face made Kevin rephrase.
"But it's up to you. Remember that we only have a very basic first aid kit, and we all need to be ready for the challenges. But it's up to you," he repeated. The last thing he needed was friction with the kid. They sure had been getting along better since Nick had gotten older. But this was a brand-new situation, and Kevin didn't want to regress to having to tell them what to do. Especially not him, since he never took it very well.
"I might just try it tonight," Nick said as Brian dumped the rice into the boiling pot.
"You just wanna be close to the food," Brian grinned showing no malice. "Save me a midnight snack, okay?"
Nick smiled.
Justin looked up at the sky to the rising, puffy clouds. "Should it be getting cloudy this late in the evening?" he asked.
Joey was busy digging for more rice. His tiny portion had barely been enough to whet his appetite. He was still hungry. "What?" he asked.
"Those clouds," Justin pointed. "Doesn't that look like a storm to you?"
"Well, since I've never lived on a deserted island in the South China Sea, I couldn't exactly tell you. But," he quickly sucked his index finger and pointed it up into the slight breeze as he looked around. "I think it's just gonna be a warm, summer shower."
"Think our little lean-to will hold up?" JC asked looking over at the structure. It was long, and seemingly strong. They had built it low to the ground and far away from the water.
"Probably," Chris said. "Why not? We built it right? We have to have faith guys."
Lance, JC, Justin and Joey all snapped to him because he sounded so serious.
"Yeah," he continued. "We have to be ready for whatever happens. So, we have to believe that it's all in our control. We agreed to do this to prove that we could. And we can."
"Sure," Lance said.
"Yeah," Justin agreed.
"Of course," JC added.
And they all looked at Joey.
It was just all so stupid to him. Such a big gamble with so much to lose. But he had given his commitment to these guys already, through thick and thin.
"It'll work out," he said setting down his coconut-bowl. "And I'll be happier as soon as one of you figures out how to make coconut cream pie."
"You watch too much Gilligan's Island," Justin said getting up to go rinse the plates they had used. Funny to see him so helpful.
"Yeah," Joey sighed. "I dream of Mary Ann."
Darkness surrounded them much quicker than any of them had imagined. Strange noises filled the air, and the guys looked at each other one by one.
"Bed time?" Justin asked brightly then yawned. "I'm so sleepy."
"Me too," Lance agreed. "Just beat."
Joey nodded taking a long, encompassing look into the night. He could only see a few feet in front of himself. "Yeah, that sounds like a plan."
And then, they all stared at the lean to as they stood in front of it.
"Age," Chris said. "The youngest should sleep in the middle. Justin, let us take care of you, okay?"
"Let you squash me is more like it," Justin said but he knew he didn't have a case. They were older, and they always decided what was going to be done.
"Me first," JC offered. "I'll go in first."
Lance followed him with Justin reluctantly taking his place in the middle. "Great. My feet are gonna stick out," he muttered.
"Just don't kick me," Lance told him. "Okay?"
Joey followed with Chris on the end. They had never been packed so tightly together, and it wasn't very comfortable.
"Tomorrow, we should build a bigger shelter," Joey said.
"Tomorrow? How 'bout right now?" Justin asked.
"Stupids," Chris scolded. "We probably have an immunity or reward challenge. We won't have time to build another shelter. Shut up and make the best of it."
Justin blinked in the darkness feeling suffocated. He'd never get to sleep like this. It was going to be the longest night of his life. Was putting Nick Carter in his place worth all of this crap? Finally shutting him up and getting him out of his life and his career for good?
Seeing the fake-blond wonder devastated as he gave up his career, his life, his lovers. Uh no, he meant brothers.
He chuckled out loud. Yes, yes it was.
"Shut up," Chris said again.
"Sorry," he said rolling on to his stomach and kicking Lance a couple of times while he did so. God, he wanted a pillow. Suddenly a thought struck him.
"Hey! What do I do if I have to go to the bathroom?"
"Justin!" JC cried frustrated.
"Don't tell me you gotta--?" Joey began.
"No. Not right now, but what if I do? I'm gonna have to wake you guys up."
From his position Chris could see how dark it was out there. The surf was kicking up, and he could hear the waves crashing loudly against the rocks. Something small was crawling around out there near the still-glowing embers of their cooking fire.
"Bud, somehow, I think you're gonna wanna wait till the morning," Chris said knowingly.
"Now get to sleep."
Justin rolled back over on his back and peeled his eyes at the "ceiling." "I can't," he said.
"I'm wide awake."
"Too bad."
"Shut up."
"Go to sleep."
"Justin!" JC scolded.
"Okay, sorry," he said and closed his eyes again.
Nick had taken a mat and a light blanket a little higher on the beach than where they had built the hut. He just need breathing room, and he certainly didn't mind a night out on the beach. When he was home, he always found time to camp out even if it was alone.
Some of the time, Mandy had been with him, but usually...
Damn!
There he went again.
He looked around the area he had chosen as he patted down his mat. He couldn't help thinking they should have put the hut higher up on the beach. Kevin was right. They didn't know how high the tide rose, and that was a bigger problem for them than for him.
He laid back and looked up at the disappearing stars. It was probably going to rain, but he was under a big palm tree and a few bushes, so he should stay relatively dry.
He heard a clap of thunder in the distance, yet he hadn't seen any lightening. More stars disappeared, and he closed his eyes. If he fell asleep before the storm hit chances were he'd sleep right through it. He'd slept through hurricanes back home, he thought with a laugh.
When he opened his eyes again, he knew something was wrong. Rain surrounded him like a curtain, and he could hardly hear the ocean over it. The palm tree above him rocked and creaked as he sat up with a start.
Shit. The guys, he thought as looked around. The hut seemed intact yet the wind was blowing right through it. How could they sleep through this mess? This time, he saw the lightning flash practically before his eyes, and the thunder that followed seemed to fill his whole head. Could lightning hit the hut? It hit trees, didn't it?
Damn, he should have paid more attention to the tutor when they covered weather.
"Kevin!" he yelled as he hurried over there. "Guys! Guys! Get up! Hey!"
The tide was already surging dangerously near the hut, and each wave seemed to push the whole ocean closer to them.
"We're up!" Brian said sticking his head out. "You thought we were sleeping through this? Get in here!"
"No. Get out! You guys get out. The tide's coming in. It's right at the door. And the lightning--."
"Shit!"
"Crap, grab the supplies!" Howie yelled as they filed out.
AJ and Kevin were one step ahead of him rescuing what few things they had left a little too close to the water. Howie, Nick and Brian tried to salvage the parts of the hut they could use later. It had been hell to piece the roof together with the walls, and they weren't going to have enough time to do it again later.
AJ saw the lighting crash a few feet in front of him as they tossed everything at the jungle's door.
"Leave it!" he yelled. "We need to get off the beach!"
The guys were able to save the roof and the blankets they had been using as the tide licked their ankles, and the waves seemed to grow in force.
"Move it," Kevin said giving them a push toward higher ground. "Everyone move, now."
They were all soaked and shaken as they reached the little mound Nick had built for himself earlier.
"Oh my God," Brian breathed when he was able to talk. "Look at that. Look at that storm."
"You guys all okay?" Kevin asked passing out the blankets they had rescued.
"Yeah."
"Fine."
"I'm okay," Brian said.
"Um-huh," Nick muttered watching a wave reach the part of the hut they had left behind.
"We need to build stronger next time," Kevin said following his gaze.
"Closer to the ground," Nick said. "And way farther from the beach."
"Yeah," Kevin agreed. "You're right. At least we kept the roof and a wall. That should help."
Nick nodded and pulled his blanket tighter around himself with a shiver.
Howie threw his arm around AJ as they all squeezed in closer for warmth.
"So much for your breathing room, Nicky," he said with a chuckle. "Guess you're stuck with us."
"Yeah Frack," Brian laughed. "Here you thought you had your own room."
"You're gonna have to share with us," AJ laughed giving Nick a rough pat on the head.
"Where are the munchies?"
Nick smiled absently as he continued to watch the waves grow and wash away two of the walls they had left behind. It was the first time he had felt just like he imagined Kevin always did. He was just happy everyone was okay.
Nick was the first of the group to wake up. He sat up slightly, causing a ripple of cracks from his back.
"Nice," Nick muttered unhappily. He had fallen asleep sitting up against the tree with the rest of the guys around him. He looked down to see Brian asleep on his lap. He must've been dreaming because he had a huge smile on his face. Or at least he had better be dreaming. He couldn't be enjoying sleeping on Nick that much.
Nick laughed. "You know, Bri, sometimes I wonder if we're too close," Nick joked. His joke went unheard as the four men continued to sleep. Nick tilted his head to his left, then to his right to relieve some of the stiffness in his neck. He turned as his head bumped into something, noticing for the first time that Kevin had fallen asleep on his shoulder. Nick cracked a half smile. "Yeah, now who's taking care of who?"
So they had survived their first night on the island. The storm had been rough, but they'd all gotten out of the hut in time. Nick smiled. And best of all, nothing had come to eat them alive. Nick stopped as he heard a rustling of leaves on the other side of the tree.
Yeah, you just had to go and jinx yourself, Nick thought playfully. Nick stopped smiling as he heard a crack.
What was that?, he thought, slightly frightened. They were out on an island that had weird things he'd never even heard of. Who knew what was out there making that noise.
Another rustling was made, then another crack. A loud crack. A crack that only something heavy could make.
Damn, Nick thought. He couldn't see what was making the noise because of how he was sitting at the tree. And the fact that Brian's big head and Kevin's heavy body was leaned into him wasn't helping either.
I know, Nick thought. I'll just jump up suddenly and scream like a madman. The animal will be so scared at the outburst that it'll just run in the opposite direction.
Right? Right, Nick nodded to himself. Or at least I hope so.
Nick did a sign of the cross, kissed his hand, and looked up at the sky.
Help me out here, he thought silently. On three. One, two....
Nick closed his eyes, jumped up quickly and began jumping and waving his arms around his head, screaming at the top of his lungs.
"Auuuuugh!"
"Oh my gawd!"
"Ouch!"
"What the-?"
Nick continued to yell and wave his arms around. A sudden burst of laughing caused Nick to stop and open his eyes. He looked down to see Brian rubbing his head and Kevin looking at him as if he'd just lost his mind. Howie and AJ were sitting up alert, looking around for the sound that had startled them out of sleep. They looked at Nick annoyed when they realized it was him. Nick looked at them confused as he realized that they weren't the ones laughing. Nick finally looked up to the direction of the laughing, where the cracking noises had been coming from.
"Great," Nick mumbled, rolling his eyes.
NSYNC was standing there in front of Nick laughing their heads off.
"Are you sure we're allowed to go to their part of the island?" Justin asked for what seemed like the millionth time.
JC stopped and spun around on Justin. They had been up all night since the storm and had been unable to sleep. JC was the one who loved to sleep out of the entire group, so it was no wonder that he would be crankiest had he not had a couple of hours rest.
"If you ask me that one more time, I'm going to run for my life and leave you out here alone. And then what will happen?" JC asked, turning back around.
"He'll probably sit under a tree and cry while some bird poops in his hair," Chris joked.
"And, Crunk, you don't want that to happen. It's bad enough that you have to wash all that hair when it's clean. Imagine when it's dirty. You'll need a weedwhacker or something because-"
"Oh, yeah, like you should talk. What was up with that old hairstyle of yours? What, you were going for the pineapple look?" Justin laughed, referring to Chris' old braids that he kept pulled up in a ponytail over his head.
"It was a phase, okay?" Chris smiled, walking over a log.
"My hair's only this long for that movie that I'm doing because they need to braid my hair. After that, weedwhacker, here I come!"
JC finally smiled his first smile of the morning. He knew he shouldn't have gotten the way he did with Justin, but he was just so tired. He was used to Justin, anyway. Why let it bug him out? Next time he would take it easier on the kid.
"Okay, so why are we going to Backstreet's side of the island again?" Justin whined.
Okay, the next next time, JC thought irritably.
"Justin, I'm running...."
"Because," Lance laughed, "the storm last night was pretty rough. We just want to make sure that they're okay."
"But they're our rivals."
"Justin, they're our rivals, but we're not fighting to the death. We don't want anyone hurt."
"But I'm telling you they're fine. They had Nick's big butt to shelter them from the rain.
What did we have?"
Joey laughed. If anything, it was going to be funny to see Nick and Justin go at it. They were impossible. Joey wondered if Nick was as impossible for the Boys as Justin was for them. Probably, they're both the babies, Joey thought.
"Oh man, this is gonna take forever," Justin whined. They had been walking for what seemed like hours. No, it seems like forever, Justin thought, wiping his brow of his sweat.
JC ran his fingers through his hair. Okay, so this was the next time. Patience.
Don't run. Don't yell. Ignore. Yeah, just ignore the little kid with the big hair who doesn't shut up, JC smiled, shaking his head.
"Damn...." Lance said, stopping. "Is that their 'thing'?"
"Thing. Yeah, that's specific," Chris said, watching the ground for anything that moved.
He didn't want anything biting him.
Lance turned, annoyed at Chris. "Their 'thing'. The thing they built, like we did, to live in while we're on the island. It's broken and there's some stray pieces out there in the water," Lance said, pointing to the alleged 'thing'.
The looks on their faces showed their worry and growing anxiety.
"M-maybe it's just some leftover stuff the island had. We don't know that they used that specific stuff," Justin said, actually worried. He wanted to beat them, he wanted them out of their way, he wanted to not ever hear them try to diss them again, he even wanted to humiliate them, but he didn't want all of that this way. He didn't want them hurt.
Please don't let them be hurt, or worse..., Justin prayed, closing his eyes.
Joey picked up their pace, surveying the water and the island in front of them for signs of the guys. Nothing. He didn't see anything that would show that they were okay.
Maybe it was just debris. Maybe the guys were further ahead. Or maybe not.
Joey's thoughts and mouth began to race ahead any reasoning.
"We shouldn't have done this. We should have just laughed them off. We should've known that there's room enough in this freakin' business for both of us. There always has been. No one's record sales have decreased. And it's not even about stupid record sales. It's about the music. It's about the fans. Not ten stupid boys with too much testosterone. It's not about ten stupid boys who don't know how or when to shut up,"
Joey continued angered. "It's-"
"I see some supplies and a leg!" Chris said, relieved. The others obviously misinterpreted what he said.
"What? A leg? Oh my gosh! Joey's right! We shouldn't have done this! What could have eaten them?" Lance asked, bewildered.
"I knew it!" Joey said, angered. "This was so stupid!"
"A leg? Where?" JC asked, squinting his eyes in the direction that Chris had been looking.
Chris stopped and looked at his friends. It must be the heat. They couldn't be that retarded. Chris saw that Justin had the same look that he had on his face. Man, if even Justin caught on, then these guys are in trouble, Chris smiled.
"Guys, even I got that one," Justin laughed. "I think Chris means that he sees a leg that's probably still connected to someone's body," Justin laughed, pointing towards the trees where supplies lied around haphazardly around the group of guys. "See, that's Kevin asleep on someone, and the leg he was referring to is whoever Kevin's leaning on. I'm gonna guess he's asleep on Nick. Who else's crusty toes could those be? Take a chill pill, people," Justin laughed.
"Yeah, yeah, I knew that," Lance said, straightening out his shirt. Why he was straightening it out, he didn't know.
Chris laughed. "Whatever you say."
JC laughed with him. "Okay, I admit it. I'm a dumbass. I think all this walking is getting to me. I'm starting to think like Justin, and what's worse, is Justin isn't even thinking like Justin anymore. Someone help me!" JC joked, dropping to his knees.
"Yeah, make fun of the young one. At least I have an excuse. I still have a lot to learn.
You're four years older than I am! You should be way ahead of me, J!"
"Guys, let's be quiet. It looks like they're still asleep," Joey warned.
The guys continued to walk in silence to the group.
"At least they're okay," JC whispered.
Chris stepped on something that cracked. JC raised his finger to his mouth to signal that they be quiet. They didn't want to scare them awake.
"Auuuugh!"
The five guys jumped at the sudden yell, a couple of them screaming out as well.
Justin was the first to start laughing, the others joining in after the scene in front of them registered.
Nick Carter was jumping up and down, screaming and waving his arms around his head.
Nick stopped, looking at his friends, then looking at the guys.
"Great," he mumbled.
"Nick, what's wrong with you?" Brian said, rubbing his head. Nick had jumped up, leaving Brian to bang his head on Nick's toe, which felt a lot harder than it looked.
Kevin was looking at Nick annoyed. "Frack, if you want us to wake up, you shake us and ask us to get up. You don't start screaming and jumping around like a weirdo."
Howie fell back down to where he had been sleeping. "Nick, of all the mornings...."
AJ was the only one looking at Nick concerned. "What happened, Frack? Did something jump on you? Did you get bitten? Did you hear something?"
Nick didn't have to answer his question. Someone else did.
"What's the matter, Nick? Have a bad dream and trying to scare the boogyman away?"
Justin asked, laughing harder.
"Yeah, Fro Boy, my dream was just horrible. Britney wouldn't take 'no' for an answer,"
Nick said, turning around annoyed that the 'animal' he had been hearing was NSYNC.
Well, at least he hadn't been too far off.
JC grabbed Justin's arm as he began to make his way to Nick. He simply shook his head
'no', hoping Justin would just let it go.
"We came to make sure that you guys were okay. That storm was really bad last night.
We waited for some light so that we could see where we were going."
"Thanks," Kevin said, standing up after giving Nick a weird look. He still wasn't sure why Nick had jumped the way he had. Kevin turned to look at the five guys in front of him. They were dirty and sweaty, but obviously pleased to find them okay. He was genuinely glad that they had trekked all the way to their part of the island just to make sure they were okay. "Was everything okay for ya'll on your part?"
"Yeah. We just hid out in our lean to," Chris said. "Though that sucker shook so much we thought it was going to collapse right on our heads."
"We didn't have as much luck," Brian said, standing up to stretch. "Nick came to get us out of our little hut because the waves were getting really close," Brian yawned. "Nick's our hero," Brian laughed, batting his eyelashes.
"I think we scared him," Lance smiled.
Kevin finally understood. Nick must've heard noises, thinking it was an animal or something. Kevin laughed. That Nicky. Always trying to handle things alone.
"Hey, Justin, maybe you could help us," Nick said, smiling.
Justin partially lost his smile. Nothing good could come from Nick Carter smiling at him.
"Carter, don't smile at me like that. I might faint the way most of your fans do. Oh, wait.
Maybe not. I have taste," Justin said, trying to get a cut in first. He knew Nick was up to something.
"Yesterday we were talking about making this place more homey, and I suggested a plant. Want to be our Chia pet?"
JC covered his mouth to keep from laughing. Why hadn't he ever thought of that one?
Justin continued to hold his tiny smile. Too bad Nick didn't know who he was messing with.
"Sure, but only if you'll be nice enough to anchor down our supplies. We almost lost them last night, and I don't know anyone who weighs as much as you do. Woah!" Justin said, pretending to tilt to one side. "I think we're beginning to sink! Nick, quick! Run to other side of the island so that you can balance us out!" Justin stopped pretending to sink and smiled at Nick, who was not pleased.
Nick opened his mouth to say something but Howie cut him off. It was fine with him if Justin and Nick wanted to take cracks at each other, but he knew how sensitive Nick was about his weight, and he was not about to just stand there while Justin humiliated Nick.
"Listen Mr.-I'm-All-About-Silicone, thank you for coming over to check up on us, but that doesn't mean that you get a pass to ride on Nick," Howie said calmly. If Justin wanted to tease Nick about his insecurity, Howie was going to tease Justin's about his.
"Leave Britney out of this. Besides, if we want to talk about silicone, why don't we talk about Leighanne?!"
"Hey," Brian said, looking up. "Leave my fiancé out of this. I didn't say anything Bitchney Spears."
JC knew that Justin had started it, but he wasn't about to let all of them gang up on Justin.
"Listen, whatever is going on between Nick and Justin is between them, not Justin, Nick, and the rest of his girlfriends," JC said, waving his hand over Backstreet.
"Girlfriends?" AJ said, standing up. "You calling us Nick's girlfriends?" AJ asked angrily.
"Don't let anyone tell you you're not quick, AJ." Lance knew it was pointless to get involved in this argument, but he knew he wasn't about to be disloyal to the guys he considered his brothers.
"Guys!" Kevin said, feeling like the only reasonable one there.
"Stop it!" Joey yelled. "This is ridiculous!"
"The only thing ridiculous is your music!" Nick yelled.
Joey did a double take. Nick just did not call their music ridiculous. They had worked hard on their album, and he was not about to let Nick Carter try to minimize the hard work they had spent on that album. To hell with being reasonable.
"Ridiculous? In order to have an opinion on our album, you must've heard it! Nothing better to do with your time than to sit down and listen to our music? Sorry to say, Nick, but I've NEVER been bored enough to listen to Millennium. Oh, and mad props to you on that title," Joey said, giving them two sarcastic thumbs up. "You know, with the millennium coming up and everyone and their mother using that title for one thing or another, it's not much of a surprise that you used it. Whoever said you guys weren't original?"
"Well, whoever they were, they were RIGHT!" Chris yelled. They had been through so much in the past year and had worked really hard on their album. It wasn't right for the Backstreet Boys to try to demolish that.
"Yeah, I only listened to your album so that when I say that it SUCKED, I meant it!"
Nick yelled back.
"I have to admit that I was really bored one time and I listened to your album," Lance said. "I think I was having a suicidal moment or something. No, no, now I remember! I had a date over and I was trying to get RID of her!"
"Him," AJ said dead pan.
"What?" Lance snapped.
"Her. You said her, but you meant him. You had a date over and were trying to get rid of him," AJ explained coolly.
"That's right, it was you, wasn't it? Now I remember," Chris said jumping in and Lance didn't know who was being insulted anymore.
Kevin didn't feel so cool, and he was done being the one with the level head. No one was going to stand in front of him and rudely criticize their album. It was one of his most prized possessions. They had worked more than hard on that album. Something that these little boys knew nothing about.
"You're going to stand there and make fun of our album when you have songs on your record called 'Digital Getdown' and 'Space Cowboy'?! And you're PROUD that you had something to do with those songs?! What's worse, is you actually WROTE those songs!
It seems you've made a step up from NSTINK to NSUCK!" Kevin yelled, getting angrier and angrier with every word.
The ten boys continued to yell at each other until they all seemed to be yelling at once. A loud whistle cut through the air, finally getting them to quiet down. They turned to the source of the noise to see Steven Richards, the man who was there yesterday, standing there surprised. Steven knew that these guys didn't like each other, but he didn't think that he would find ten grown men fighting and yelling insults at each other like they were in grade school again.
"I'm glad I have your attention," Steven said, looking at each of them. "It's time for your first challenge."
They all stopped and stared at him surprised.
"Today, I'm going to show you the way to the main beach where many of these challenges will take place. From now, you receive a message from me, and it will be up to you to get there on your own. So watch the trail carefully," he said. "Let's go."
Let's go? Nick thought rubbing his eyes. He had barely woken up and started getting insulted by the Chia pet, and now he had to go.
I'm hungry, Justin thought. It was a waste of time to even check on these losers.
Steven Richards hadn't even given them time to react. He just started walking into the jungle, and they had to follow.
"Frack," Brian called shoving a backpack at him. "Let's go."
"Great," Joey said rolling his eyes. "Where's breakfast? You thought these losers were gonna feed us? They barely got enough food to feed Nick. Look at how skinny AJ is already."
JC rubbed his eyes. Man, he was tired. "Just move," he told Joey giving him a light shove. "You're not rail thin yourself, so we're going to be counting on you for that extra energy."
"Extra energy? Are you calling me fat?" Joey asked as he followed.
Howie had stuck to Steven Richards' heels, so they wouldn't lose him. Kevin and AJ
were right behind him with Nick and Brian struggling to catch up.
"Why'd we bring these?" Nick asked throwing the backpack over his shoulder.
"You don't remember?" Brain unzipped his to reveal the stash of snacks they had smuggled on the ship. "Don't know about you, but I'm starved. Hey, Kevin! Catch!"
Kev turned around to catch a package of peanut butter crackers.
"Great," he told his cousin ripping open the package. "Were you guys in the boy scouts or what?"
Justin and JC were right behind Nick and Brian so they overheard the whole conversation.
"No," Justin said loud enough for everyone to hear. "They don't let their kind into the boy scouts. Isn't there a no gay rule?"
JC chuckled and pushed Justin along.
Brian tossed enough packages of snacks up to AJ, Howie and Kevin to give them at least a bit of energy for the challenge. He knew no one had slept very well, and white rice was no kind of meal.
"Guys want?" Brian asked turning around to Justin and JC. They had been nice enough to go check on them and all.
"No," Nick protested immediately. "Brian!"
"Here," Brian was already passing out the crackers. "You guys didn't get a chance to eat either, huh?"
"No," JC admitted. "Thanks. That's cool of you."
"No problem."
"Cool!" Lance cheered opening up his crackers. "Peanut butter."
Justin looked down at his package and almost tripped. "Peanut butter?"
"That's good. Lots of protein," Lance explained. "We need the energy. Eat."
"Food expert here," Chris muttered wolfing down his crackers immediately.
"I can't eat peanut butter. It makes me sick," Justin said shoving the package at Lance.
"Here. Knock yourself out."
"But you gotta eat," JC told him.
"I can't eat that. Okay? I'm fine. Forget it!"
Sometimes, Nick really hated having a conscience. He hated having grown up with Brian and knowing that he always had to do the right thing. Why couldn't he just be really mean and ignore that little voice in his head that told him to be nice?
I know, he told himself. Just look at the trees. See how there are so many palm trees?
See how there are coconuts up there? See how sorry it felt to let people starve?
Shit.
He unzipped his backpack and dug out one of the cereal bars he and Brian had brought along. He glanced over his shoulder and threw it at Justin. Of course, he aimed for his head.
"Hey! Ouch!" Justin protested.
Nick smiled to himself, and Brian was so busy eating he didn't know what was going on.
"You shit!"
He got smacked upside the head by the same cereal bar which remained unopened, but a little worse for the wear.
"Fuck," Nick muttered and stopped along side the trial to pick it back up and throw it again. This time, he hit Justin in the face.
"Aw, that does it!" Justin said going at him. Time to throw down.
Joey held him back, and Nick just stood there waiting. "Come on," he goaded sticking out his chin. "Right now."
Chris and Lance pushed up to his side, but they knew this was Justin's fight.
"What the hell? Nick, what are you doing?" Kevin had practically materialized at his side.
"Nothin'," Nick said as JC stepped around him to pick up the cereal bar.
He held it out to Kevin. "They're throwing it at each other. Listen, you control your brat, we'll control ours." He didn't want to be breaking up their fights everyday. Secretly, he hoped the first challenge involved Nick and Justin going at each other in a free for all.
That would prove who could beat who and shut at least one of them up.
Kevin grabbed Nick's arm and gave him a shove toward AJ and Howie.
"We'll try. Sorry about that."
Justin's lower lip jutted out much the way Nick's did when he was pissed, Kevin noted.
What were the odds that he got stuck with one baby over the other?
"You should eat," Kevin said handing JC back the bar. "I can't believe that you guys are throwing food. If we run out of food, we're going to end up eating rats. I hope you keep that in mind while you act like five year olds."
JC nodded at Justin. "He's right, you know? Just eat."
Howie and AJ had doubled back to Brian, and the three of them were watching expectantly, ready to jump into action if any more fighting broke out.
"Rats? I'm not eating rats," Chris said. "That's gross."
"Yeah, and don't forget that it's considered cannibalism to eat your own kind," Nick said not losing a beat. Kevin turned him around and gave him another push toward the now-disappearing host and the others.
"Yeah well, lucky there are no wild pigs here, or I guess we'd run the risk of eating your relatives!" Justin shouted and spat out the bite of the cereal bar he had taken. "I'm not eating this crap. What if they poisoned it?"
"What's wrong with you?" Kevin asked catching up to Nick. "Are you nuts? We can't be doing this everyday, Nick."
"Yeah well, I can. I can finish kicking his ass once and for all any day."
"That's not why we're here. I don't have to remind you of that. This isn't personal, and if you're wasting you energy on him, you're going to hurt the group. Keep that in mind, will you?"
He rolled his eyes. These talks always left him feeling like the high school counselor had just scolded him.
"Yes, Kevin."
Kevin heard that sarcasm loud and clear, but his attention was somewhere else already.
They had hit the beach only to find an obstacle course. His eyes glowed as he recognized tires, a wall and monkey bars waiting to get climbed. Just like in football practice.
"Gentlemen, welcome to your first challenge here on the island. We're doing things a bit differently for you, because you are so different from the past survivors. Today's challenge is an obstacle course." He signaled over his shoulder at what they had already seen.
Astro-turf seemed to be covering the sand under the different parts of the course.
"It's a relay-obstacle course with the team that finishes first, that means every member has run the course and returned, is the winner." He shrugged and clasped his hands in front of himself. "It's a very simple course, guys. You run up to the 10 foot wall and jump over it. There's the rope you can use to help hoist yourselves over. Next, you must clear the pool of water completely. If you don't, you have to try again until you make it. You'll get three tries before being allowed to leave it behind. After that, you must run through the tires without falling or tripping. If you fall, you must start over, and once again, you'll have three tries for this. Go across the monkey bars using your arms only. If you fall, you must start again. Last, but not least, you turn around and come back to your teammates. Touch hands with the next guy up, and then he is allowed to go. The last runner must also come back to the rest of the team. Is it clear? Any questions?"
"No, everything's clear," Kevin said.
"Yeah crystal," Chris said.
"I'm going to give you a few minutes to chose your team order. Line up at the start line when you're ready."
Kevin was ecstatic. This was going to be cake.
"I'll go first," he told them. "We can get a good start that way. Brian you take the last leg.
Who wants to be after me?"
"I'll go," AJ said.
"Me next," Howie said happy to be in the middle.
They looked at Nick who didn't bother to protest. He just knew better.
"Guys, this is gonna be easy. Just concentrate on not having to start anything over,"
Kevin explained. "Speed is important, but if you panic and fall off anything, you'll lose more time. So concentrate and be deliberate."
"I think they rigged this," Joey was saying watching Backstreet plan out their strategy.
"Didn't Kevin used to play football?"
"Who cares?" Chris asked. "We're not going to worry about them. We're not even going to look at them. Everyone just run the race like they're not even there. Got it Justin?"
Justin rolled his eyes. "Always me. Always me."
"Okay, how's this for the order? First Joey, then Lance. Chris you can be next, then Justin then me?" JC asked. He purposely left himself and Justin to the end knowing they were quicker and lighter than the other three. "Is that okay with everyone?"
"That sounds good."
"Yeah."
"Fine."
"Um-huh."
"Don't blow it, guys," JC pleaded. "Please."
"Lord and Father hear our prayer," Brian began as they huddled before hitting the starting line. "Help us all to run a good race. Please, keep us all safe, and let this be a fair contest. Amen."
And let Justin break his face, Nick thought but knew better than to say anything.
"Amen."
"Amen."
"Amen."
"Amen," Nick said more loudly than usual. Maybe that way, God would hear him and get Justin Timberlake out of his life once and for all.
"Ready? One. Two. Three!"
"BACKSTREET!" they hollered and let go into high-fives and hugs.
Kevin took his place at the starting line and saw big Joey Fatone come do the same.
"You guys are ready?" Steven asked.
Kevin nodded. "Good luck."
"Same to you."
"Runners take your marks. Get set! Go!"
Kevin hit the wall practically immediately and hardly used the rope to jump over it. His goal was to get the guys as far ahead as he could in case anyone struggled later. As soon as he jumped down, he saw Joey hitting the top. So he hauled ass over the water jump and had to skid to the ground to stop the inertia and not fall on his face. Joey had stopped and taken a new running start, so he was losing time. Kevin quickly, danced over the tires never touching even one of them. In no time, he was clawing his way through the monkey bars and running back to the guys who were cheering him on with all their collective might.
"Go Kevin!"
"Run cuz!"
He touched hands with AJ who took off at least ten seconds before Joey was able to hit Lance's palm.
"Good job," JC said immediately. "You did go, Joe."
He bent over to catch his breath and hoped Lance could make up the time he'd lost.
AJ struggled over the wall, but he was quickly able to make it over the water jump. Just as he landed, he realized that Lance had actually landed next to him. They were tied.
Shit.
He went through the tires struggling to keep his balance and his dancing ankles for twisting out of control. He hit the monkey bars first and quickly made his away across.
But Lance was right next to him again when they landed. He hauled ass back to Howie who was running and jumping desperately ready to go.
"Go!" Lance shouted at Chris as they touched hands.
Nick took his place at the start line and got ready.
"Aw shit," Justin hissed when he realized they'd be racing each other.
"Ignore him," Kevin said bending down to Nick's ear. "You are part of this team. He is a distraction. Don't get distracted."
Nick nodded.
Howie and Chris were head to head until they hit the tires. Howie stepped into the second tire and fell face first.
"Start over," the man who was watching shouted.
He saw Chris race by and remembered to be deliberate, not desperate. If he did, he'd just get stuck starting over again.
Finally out of the tires, Howie made it to the monkey bars when Chris was halfway through them. He wasn't that far behind. He pushed himself as far and as fast as he could across the bars.
"AHHHhhh!" Chris shouted as his sweaty palm slipped on the bar, and he fell.
"Start over!"
Yes! Howie thought. Yes! He pushed harder to finish going across the bars and felt a pull at his shoulder as he let jumped off.
"Shit," he muttered but continued to run. Chris had recovered really well and was right behind him.
"C'mon 'D! C'mon!" Nick was shouting when he saw him running toward them alone.
"Go!"
Justin couldn't believe it! Where was Chris?
Howie touched palms with Nick and yelped at the contact.
"Ahhh! Ah shit! Damn!" Howie cried hugging his strained shoulder.
Nick didn't even look back. He had climbed up the rope and was almost over the wall, when he heard a thud. Justin had hit the wall just seconds after him and was already climbing up.
Nick jumped down and ran as fast as he could to clear the water. He lost his footing when he landed and had to curl up to avoid hurting himself, but he had cleared the jump.
He saw Justin fly through the air as he sprang up and ran through the tires as fast as he could. Nick still had a few seconds over him as he grabbed the first monkey bar and pushed himself harder than ever. That brillo head was not going to catch up, no way. He let his pride take him across the bars and all the way back to Brian. But Justin was at his heels. He could hear his heavy breathing.
"Go Rok!" Nick shouted as they touched hands. "Go!!"
Nick let himself hit the ground and watched Brian's heels race away.
There was a reason why Brian was the anchor man. Kevin was the ex-football player, but the younger cousin was still the jock. In spite of his past health problems, he was probably stronger than any of them, faster.
"Go! Go!"
"C'mon B-Rok!"
"Go Brian!"
He could hear the guys shouting as he lithely jumped the wall, and the pool of water in practically the same breath. He looked like gazelle, small, fast, secure.
JC wasn't that far behind, but he noticed how confident Brian was and struggled to catch up.
Brian danced through the tires as well, and when he reached the monkey bars, he had time to smile at the lady who was standing there.
"Hey," he breathed skipping a bar as he made it across. When he jumped down, JC was barely starting on his first bar.
The guys were already jumping up and down, cheering him on triumphantly. He could see his cousin cheering him on like a madman, all the ambition apparent in his shouts and facial features. His best friend was practically out of control shouting over everyone else for him to run. Go Brian, go. Go Brian, go.
"Go Brian, go! Go!" Howie and AJ shouted as well.
He went. He went as fast, and as hard as he could, right into their arms.
"Whooo! Hooo!"
"Good job!"
"All right, B-Rok!"
"You rock Brian!"
He breathed hard and caught sight of the other guys' lukewarm reception for JC.
"You did good, J," Justin was saying.
"Sorry," he breathed. "Sorry guys."
"It's okay."
"No matter."
"Don't worry."
Brian sucked in air and went to shake his opponent's hand.
"Good job," he said patting JC on the back. "Good race."
"Thanks," JC muttered shaking his hand. "Congrats."
It was kind of sad to see them lose, Brian thought. They really weren't all that different from them. They were just guys too.
"Backstreet, congratulations. You've won the first immunity challenge." The guys broke out in cheers and howls as Steve handed them the immunity idol. "You guys get to keep this until the next challenge. NSYNC, see you at Tribal Council tonight."
JC, Lance, Chris, Joey, and Justin sat nervously around the bonfire waiting for Steven.
The guys had been through some horrible things in the past year, but they had survived it. They had been together through it all. But nothing was as horrible as this. They had to vote someone out. They weren't all united anymore. And after tonight, they wouldn't be for the remainder of this challenge.
JC was beginning to hate Survivor. Joey had been right. They should have never agreed to do this. The whole point was to show the Backstreet Boys up, to quiet them down, and to do it all together. It didn't even seem that important anymore. Why didn't they like the Backstreet Boys? Just because they had said a couple of things about them?
So what? They had said just as many things about the Backstreet Boys themselves.
The problem is is that we never gave them a chance. They never gave us a chance. We let Lou Pearlman turn us against each other, JC thought, shaking his head.
They were supposed to finish this as a unit, as a whole. As the brothers that they were.
And now, all that they had accomplished was a bunch of fighting and now they were against each other, trying to figure out who would be the one to leave. Rather, about to find out who would be the one to leave.
That's all it would take, JC realized. Is for just one person to be gone. How are we going to be the same with just us four? It's always been us five. Always. And now....
"I love you guys," Justin said suddenly, breaking the silence and surprising everyone. "I truly do. I know I don't say it enough, but it's not like I'm going pledge my undying love to you guys everyday." Justin cracked a smile. "It's bad enough Backstreet's calling us gay. They'd just love to hear this."
Justin's smile disappeared. Although he was talking to them, he wasn't looking directly at anyone. He held his gaze with the flickering fire in front of him.
"I hate this. I hate having to vote one of you out. Of having to sit down all day agonizing over who I was going to have to put a hand in in letting go."
The four guys watched Justin with slight surprise as his eyes slowly welled up with tears.
"It's as if we're against each other now." Justin now looked up at the four people he'd spent the past five years of his life with. "But it's not, so don't think that it is. We will never be against each other. Never. Especially not after everything we've been through."
Justin sighed and took a breath so that he could even out his already shaky voice. "If any of you voted me out, I won't be mad. I've been impossible since we got here, especially whenever Nick's around. It would probably be wise that I'm gone. I love you guys, no matter what." Justin smiled and looked at them again, and reassured what he said. "No matter what."
JC was the first one up and at Justin's side. Soon, all of the them were crowded around Justin giving him a huge bear hug. Justin laughed as he realized that it would take a lot more than a stupid show and a stupid group called the Backside Boys to break them up.
Even if they did lose, they would still have each other. And for Justin, that was enough.
But they weren't going to lose. Not if Justin could help it.
"This is just part of what we agreed to do. Just because one of us isn't here, doesn't mean we're any less or that the person who leaves is any less. It just means that we're temporarily separated, but we're stronger than that, guys. We're that...," Justin stopped to think of a word, when the perfect one came to mind and he smiled his gorgeous smile.
"We're that in sync."
JC smiled. "And we always will be, kid."
The Kodak moment was as soon over as it had started when Steven came out of the trees.
"It's time, guys," Steven said.
Nick was beaming. They had beat them! He hoped that Justin was the one to leave. Why wouldn't they vote Justin out? He made the most trouble anyway.
I wonder if they'll let me vote. He would spell out J-U-S-T-I-N in huge letters, so that Justin could be sure to understand that he wanted him gone. He probably still wouldn't get it, Nick laughed. I'll have to make a note to buy him Hooked On Phonics.
Nick crossed his fingers. Send Pube Boy home. Nick stopped. But then, he couldn't continue ragging on Justin. Justin would get to go home and relax in air conditioning, pizza, and cable while Nick stayed on the island eating coconuts and rice in hundred degree weather. Besides, as much as Justin bothered him, what was making their stay on that island so interesting were his constant insults towards Justin. Maybe Justin could stay.
But before this is all over, I should cut off all of that boy's hair, Nick smiled. Nick's smile grew wider. And I should do it while he's asleep. Nick began to laugh at the look he imagined Justin would have when he woke up in the morning with curly hair falling all over him as he sat up.
"I'm scared to ask."
Nick stopped laughing and only smiled innocently at Kevin.
"Afraid to ask what?" Nick asked, batting his eyelashes.
"Uh-huh," Kevin said knowingly. "When you're laughing like that, no good comes from it. You're thinking up something."
"Who me?"
"Yeah, you. Either that, or you've eaten so much rice that you're going delusional. What are you going to do to Justin now?"
Nick smiled at Kevin. He was somewhat pleased to know that Kevin knew him so well.
But there was no way he was going to let Kevin know that. Then Kevin would probably realize that half of the things that Kevin thought Nick was doing he was. Nick was getting better and better at not getting caught.
"I ain't gonna do anything to Justin. Britney might bitch slap me with one of those silicone things."
Kevin tried not to smile. He knew laughing at Nick's ridicules towards Justin would only encourage him. But he couldn't help it. He let out a hearty laugh.
" 'Silicone things', huh, bro'?"
"Yup," Nick said, nodding his head with a huge, proud smile.
Howie and AJ joined Nick and Kevin. Kevin could immediately tell by the look on AJ's face that he wanted something.
"What do you want?"
AJ raised his eyebrows. How did Kevin do that? Nick seemed to know what AJ was thinking.
"I was just wondering the same thing."
AJ smiled while Kevin looked between them confused.
"What were you just wondering?" Kevin asked.
Nick looked at him playfully confused. "I guess he doesn't do it all the time, Aje," Nick smiled.
Kevin shook his head. "Forget it, I don't want to know."
"Well, back to what I wanted," AJ smiled.
Kevin raised his eyebrows. AJ was smiling so big Kevin thought that his teeth would fall out.
"And what you wanted was?"
"Real food! C'mon, Kev! You're the talker of the group. You can work something out with them. Actually, you like to talk a lot."
AJ smiled bigger when Kevin gave him another look.
"A really good talker, I might add!"
"And how do you expect I get us food?"
"Well, if you guys wanna do the Jeffrey Dalmer thing, NSYNC is on the other side of island. Besides, didn't they say we could eat rats? They won't even miss 'em," Nick smiled.
Howie laughed. "Nicky, right when I think that I don't have to wonder about you, you open your mouth."
"This is real food," Kevin said, raising his small coconut bowl of rice. "We agreed to this."
"But Kevin!" AJ whined.
"Don't 'but Kevin' me," Kevin warned. "This was your idea. Remember, Einstein?"
"I think that AJ hardly qualifies as an Einstein," Howie smiled, dodging AJ's attempt to hit him on the head.
"I know!" Nick smiled. "They're sending one off of the island tonight. Why don't we kidnap them before they leave, hold him for ransom, and demand real food in exchange for whoever it is!" Nick smiled, knowing full well that he was only kidding.
"Nah, I don't think they're worth that much," AJ laughed.
Nick was about to indulge into AJ's comment when he noticed for the first time that Brian was sitting alone and hadn't said much. He watched the face Brian was wearing and was suddenly worried for him. He slowly made his way to Brian.
Brian sat around the fire that they had built, absently eating his rice. The entire group had been ecstatic since they'd won, and Brian had been up there with them until the realization of what happened hit him. Right at that moment, NSYNC was probably voting someone out of their group. They were having to separate with a person that they had come into this with. Having to make a decision that would probably make one of them feel isolated from their group....possibly forever.
What must that feel like? To have the majority vote you out? Would you think that maybe you didn't know your friends the way you thought you did?
Brian shuddered. That's how much he didn't want to ever be in that situation. He watched the faces of his friends as they animatedly talked with each other. What if they weren't always this happy? What if within 24 hours they found themselves in the same predicament? They had to win. They had to keep winning. If they didn't, and it was an immunity challenge, one of them would have to leave. One that everyone voted out.
"Hey, Bri, watcha thinkin'?" Nick asked, sitting down next to Brian.
"We have to win, Nick," Brian said, watching the fire in front of them.
Nick laughed. "Of course we're gonna win. We did today, didn't we?"
"No," Brian said, turning to look at Nick. "I'm serious. This was one challenge. We still have many more to go, Nick. If we lose, we're going to have to go through what NSYNC's going through right now. How easy do you think that is?"
Nick grew quiet, the soft features on his face drawn in confusion. He looked around the small camp and at his friends. Who would be the first one to go? Who would Nick vote to leave? Nick shook his head, as if doing so would easily shake the problem away. But he knew better. They were going to be faced with that situation sooner or later. He was just hoping that it was later. Way later.
The five guys sat in a row holding each other's hands with their torches lighted behind them. They had decided that this was not going to tear them apart. JC looked at his friends. Of course they had said that. Whether or not they really meant it they would find out in a minute when the votes were tallied. Who knew how the person who would soon be voted out might feel?
"First vote is for..." Steven said, pulling out a paper from the black pot, "Justin."
Justin felt his stomach drop. He knew what he had said before. And he meant it.
Nothing was tearing them apart. Nothing. But he couldn't deny that it hurt that someone had voted him out. But he had voted someone out, too. Just roll with the punches. Justin knew who had voted him out. He could recognize that handwriting anywhere. In a bathroom stall, on his address book, scribbled on the back of the tour bus. Anywhere. Justin smiled as he remembered when he had jokingly signed the back of the tour bus. He tried to disguise his handwriting as a fan's and wrote, 'I love Justin because he backs his thang up' just to try and get Justin in trouble with their manager, Johnny. But Justin had recognized his handwriting then. And he recognized it now. He smiled at him, letting him know that it was okay.
"Next vote is for...Justin."
Justin felt JC squeeze his hand. Justin tried not to get emotional. Why was this so hard?
One of them had to go. Why not let it be him? They would probably have less trouble, anyway.
"Next vote is for....Joey."
Joey closed his eyes. Someone had voted him out? Why? Because he thought it was stupid to be on this island? Joey opened his eyes and tried to smile, to let his friends know he was fine. To try and act like it didn't bother him. But it did. And there was no way hiding that.
Stick to what we said earlier. Nothing tears up apart, Joey thought.
"Another vote for Joey."
Justin and Joey glanced at each other, but it was nothing more but a quick glance. They were almost afraid to look at each other. But why? They'd known each other forever.
They even knew what kind of underwear they wore. But they also knew why they couldn't look at each other. The next vote revealed who would leave. It was obvious the group had made up their minds as to who should leave. Joey or Justin. And they were about to find out which one it was.
This is stupid, Justin thought as Joey glanced away from him again. We know everything about each other. We shouldn't feel uncomfortable with each other, especially not now.
"Last vote is-" Steven began, unfolding the paper.
"Wait," Justin said, standing up. "Hold on a sec, dude."
Justin crossed over Lance and Chris to sit next to Joey. He grabbed both of Joey's hands and winked at him. "Till the end, bro'. Together."
Joey smiled, feeling a wave of something he couldn't explain. And it was because of four little words. "Till the end, bro'."
"Okay," Justin said, returning his attention to Steven. "We're ready."
"Alright. The last vote is for...."
"How do we know who they picked?"
Kevin opened one eye sleepily at Nick. Whatever Brian and Nick had been talking about earlier had Nick suddenly concerned with NSYNC. Kevin tried to hide his small smile.
He guessed he was doing it pretty well because Kevin's back was to the fire, casting a dark shadow over his face.
"Why, Nicky?"
"I just want to know," Nick said, nonchalantly.
Kevin smiled again. Although Nick insulted NSYNC any chance he could get, he cared about them in his own way. Nick was a good kid, Kevin knew. And he would never wish anything harmful or hurtful to anyone. Not even his best friend, Justin Timberlake, Kevin smiled, knowing full well the look he could expect from Nick if he ever referred to Justin as Nick's best friend out loud. I'll save that for a good time, Kevin chuckled.
"You think something's funny, Kev?" Nick asked, confused.
"Nah, I was just remembering something. Sit down, Nicky."
Nick sat down facing the fire, leaning himself on Kevin's back.
"What's going on?" Kevin asked, staring into the darkness. There seemed to be a 24 hour urge of his to take care of the guys every chance he could and he was watching the darkness for any sudden movements. Nothing would hurt them if he had anything to do with it.
Nick shook his head. How did Kevin always know what was wrong? Nick was about to make something up when he decided to just tell Kevin.
"I'm worried about the guys."
Kevin sat up slightly, craning his neck around at a weird angle to make sure that the other three were in view. They were talking quietly amongst themselves around the fire.
"Is something wrong with Brian or the fellas?"
Kevin had misunderstood Nick.
"I'm worried about the other guys. You know, Brillo Head and them. The guys on the other side of the island," Nick said, beginning to fidget. He didn't like admitting any sort of sympathy for NSYNC.
Kevin smiled, proud at how good a person Nick could be. Proud that he had turned into such a good person despite everything he'd been through. It ranged from a deranged girlfriend, to problems with his family, to the stress of his career.
And Kevin knew that although Nick and Justin always fought, they each had a soft spot, if you could call it that, for each other. They were so much alike it was a wonder that they didn't get along. Or maybe that was exactly why they didn't. Kevin noticed how Nick only named Justin and referred to the rest of the group as 'them'. Well, okay, so he hadn't specifically said 'Justin'. He had said 'Brillo Head'.
Hey, we gotta start somewhere, Kevin smiled.
"Exactly what are you worried about, Frack?"
"About what they're going through. Having to vote someone out. That has to be hard, Kev. I don't think I could do it if we had to. We won't have to, right? We're gonna win, right?"
Kevin sat up after hearing the desperation in Nick's voice and turned around to face Nick. Kevin sometimes could still see the 12 year old that he had first met in Nick's eyes.
When he was lost or scared and didn't know what to do, that part of him came out.
"Frack, you know it's possible we might not win every event, and it might come down to one of us having to vote someone out. I'm sorry. But I won't lie to you, besides, I think you already knew that. You just don't want to know that you know that."
Nick closed his eyes. "What's going to happen to us when we vote someone out? How are they going to feel? How are we going to feel? It's going to be in the back of their head that they were betrayed. Us being torn apart isn't worth dropping NSYNC off of the Billboard charts, Kev."
Kevin blinked. He hadn't thought of it from that stands point.
"Nicky, don't worry, okay? Go to sleep. It's getting late," Kevin said, tousling Nick's short hair.
Nick gave Kevin a small smile as he went to get his blanket. Kevin watched Nick playfully hit Brian's head as he walked by him. Soon, the four of them were throwing sand and whatever else they could find at each other.
Nick was right. Losing this to top NSYNC isn't worth it, Kevin thought as he watched them joke around.
But he knew they were already too far in. Contracts were signed. Kevin was glad that Nick had talked to him. Now Kevin realized just how serious all of this was. He had known before, but when the realization is hitting you in the face, you see it in a completely different perspective. Kevin suddenly smiled as he laid back down. Who knew that it would be Nick teaching Kevin a few things?
"....Joey."
Justin knew it was wrong, but he was relieved beyond his imagination. The last vote had been for Joey. But Justin didn't take much time to dwell in his happiness. He reached right over to Joey to hug him and Justin could feel Joey's wet tears seep through his shirt.
"Joey, get your things together. You're flying out with me tonight," Steven said.
"We're sorry, Joey."
"Sure, I know," Joey said. Nothing will tear us apart, Joey repeated silently. So don't let this tear us apart.
"Now Joe, on the island, fire represents life. Bring your torch over," Steven said gently.
Joey smiled and grabbed his torch.
Justin quickly wiped his eyes, so that the other guys couldn't see how much this hurt.
But they were all feeling the same way.
"As you bid farewell to the island, we extinguish your torch. Good-bye, Joey," Steven said.
He cupped the extinguisher over the fire and gave it a few seconds to burn out. Joey sighed and glanced back at the guys.
"Hey, man. Now you get to go home and watch MTV all comfortable in air conditioning.
I'm totally hatin' on you right now," JC smiled.
"Yeah," Chris said. "And give Danielle a kiss for me. Tell her I miss her."
"Just one kiss?" Joey asked, trying to lighten his own mood.
"Hey, Fatone, stay away from my chick," Chris laughed, wagging his finger at Joey. "I love ya, man," Chris said, taking Joey into a hug. He was starting to hate this.
"And you," Joey laughed, pointing at Justin, "try and stay away from Nick, huh? Who knows? You two might actually end up friends."
Justin laughed. "Yeah, sure. That'll be the day. Yup, in about a week to NEVER!"
"And if you miss us, turn on the TV and laugh your ass off at how we're struggling out here," Lance smiled. "Or just laugh at Justin. This humidity is making his hair do some weird, scary thing," Lance said, pulling on one of the curls peeking out of Justin's bandana.
"Joey, it's time to go," Steven said.
Joey gave each of his group members one last hug before turning to follow Steven.
He didn't even turn around to give them a final goodbye or wave.
"It's starting," JC said sadly, before turning to walk away.
Justin was afraid to ask JC what he meant. He had a bad feeling that he knew. What?
Things were starting to fall apart? Justin shook his head. He had a bad feeling at that moment that they weren't going to win. And he was hoping that he was wrong.
"You guys need to head back to camp," Steven said looking at their glum faces.
"Tomorrow will be another long day, and you need to be ready. Get some rest."
The guys looked at each other and one by one, stood up and started the long trek back to their side of the island.
"Think Joey will be okay?" Justin asked as he followed the path Chris was lighting with his torch.
"Yeah, he'll be fine. He knows that it's part of the deal. He won't be mad, bro. Don't worry," JC said though he wasn't sure how honest he was being. He just didn't want to stress out the kid anymore than was necessary. Besides, he didn't know how hard he taken almost being voted out. So, he decided to see if he could find out. "You okay?"
"Yeah," Justin said glancing over his shoulder to make sure Lance wasn't falling too far behind. They didn't need to lose anyone to wild animals. "I'm cool. I guess I already know I'll be next if we lose again."
"We're not going to lose again," JC said. "And who said you'd be next?"
"Well, it's obvious. But that's okay. I'd understand," he said brightly. "But if we lose again, we'll be sure to lose the whole thing. I don't want to leave my whole career behind because of those guys, JC. Tell me why we're doing this again?"
JC sighed loudly. "I've been asking myself the same question. Putting those guys in their place isn't worth all of this. But it's a bit late to back out now. Besides, it's only been one day. Who's to say we won't win all the other challenges? That they'll be ones voting people out and feeling the way we are?"
"I don't wish anyone to feel the way I do right now," Justin said then thought about it.
"Well, Nick "Eternal Baby Fat" Carter. I think he should have to vote himself out. He would be that dim. 'Uh? Who do I vote out? Uh? Me!'" Justin scratched his head and laughed. "I can see it now. There's nothing worse than a dumb blonde except for a fake dumb blond."
"You really hate him? I mean really?" JC asked. "'Cause I was thinking about how this whole feud thing got started, and I couldn't really remember. Did we hate them first?
Did they hate us?"
"Honestly? I don't know. But Nick's always made everything personal with me. I mean, what business did he have calling Britney that one time? You'd figure with as much crap as he puts up with with his relationship with Mandy/Mandah/Willa/Whatever, he'd understand how hard it even is to have a relationship. But no! He had to go pulling his crap on us." Justin shrugged. "Honestly, I'm not even sure how we ended up hating each other, but we just did. Kev and the guys are fine. They're guys. Whatever. But Nick? He does need to be put in his place, have his trap shut once and for all."
JC looked at him, the hostility playing on his usually-harmless face. It bugged him that he carried that grudge around like that. They had been friends for so long, and all he ever wanted was the kid's happiness. And most of the time, they were really happy. Most of the time, Nick Carter wasn't around.
"You know, you should just let that go," JC said as they came upon their camp. "It's just going to screw you over more than him."
"Maybe," Justin shrugged. "Maybe he'll finally get what's coming to him."
JC rubbed his face and wondered if they weren't going to be the ones getting what was coming to them.
"Well, at least there's no storm tonight," Chris said as they extinguished their torches and stuck them in the sand. "I hope we don't have to drag these things out again for awhile."
The waves lapped up the rocks easily and slid softly over the sand. It was quiet, warm night.
"You know, if we hadn't just lost Joey tonight, it would be like we're on vacation or something," Lance said looking around. "It's actually kind of nice here."
"Some vacation. Look at these sleeping arrangements," Chris said pointing at their sorry lean-to. The storm had left it leaning too much. "Where's the Swiss chocolate on my pillow? My luxury robe? I want my damn money back! Somebody call the front desk."
Nobody laughed, not even to make Chris feel better about his joke.
"Well, at least there'll be more room for sleeping tonight," JC sighed.
"I think I'll sleep outside today," Lance said with a shrug. "It's a warm night and all."
"Good idea," Chris said. "It should be nice and safe."
JC shrugged and looked at Justin. He was pushing the bandana off his head and pushing his curls off his forehead. He didn't say a word. He just sat down in front of their dying fire and stirred the ashes.
Part Two
"You know, I think this is tougher on Nick than he lets on," Kevin was telling Brian the next day. Their first full day of work on the island.
Bri looked at him. "Yeah? Really? He tell you something?"
"Yes and no. He told me something in that Nick way. By telling me and not really telling me, you know?"
Brian smiled. He knew. Nick had a bad way of speaking in half-sentences when things bugged him. He couldn't even think of how many times he had to crack his secrets open like an oyster.
The cousins had gone into the jungle to hunt for the precious tapioca roots and to see what else it had to offer. After just a day, they were sick of rice already. Kevin knew he could manage eating anything because he just wasn't one to complain. But AJ had already starting whining, and it wouldn't be long before the others followed. He figured they'd better start finding some creative ways to cook that rice.
Brian slapped a mosquito off his shoulder. "Is it bad? Like is he homesick? Missing Mandy? Or is just like regular complaining?"
Kevin bent down to dig through the underbrush for roots. "Not sure. He's worried about how this can all affect us mentally. Like say if one of us gets voted off, will he hate the rest of us? Will he feel betrayed? Stuff like that?"
Brian took the roots Kevin was handing him and tucked them into the empty backpack they had taken along. "Well, I think we all know it's not personal, right? I mean, if I get voted off, I'm not going to mad. It's just part of the game. A game we decided to play. If we lose, someone has to go."
"I know," Kevin said taking a turn toward their camp. "That's how I feel too. But right now, we're just talking. Right now, we're all still here. What about when it's our turn?"
"Maybe we won't get a turn," Brian said climbing up to catch up with him. "Maybe we'll win everything."
"Sure cuz," Kevin chuckled. "That's what I'm hoping for too, but we can't rely on that.
Odds are, we're going to lose, at least at some point. Let's just be prepared, mentally, I mean."
Brian shrugged. He had a point. But Brian never focused on losing. His strategy was always to believe that losing wasn't an option. He fought for everything he wanted head-on, full force, no holds barred. It was what had gotten him as far as he was in life.
"We won't lose," he said as their campsite came into view. "We won't."
AJ, Howie and Nick was struggling to piece together what was left over of their hut into something sturdier. Something that might survive another storm.
"Hi, ho! Hi, HO! Hi, ho! Hi, HO!" Brian sang to them as they approached. "Hi, ho! Hi, ho! It's off to work we go," he whistled the rest of the song from Snow White for them.
Kevin chuckled. "You guys need help?"
"... this way, Howie," Nick was saying. "Hold it steady, Bone."
AJ was rolling his eyes. "I'll hold you steady," he muttered.
"Shit! Shit! Ouch!" Howie cried.
They dropped everything. Brian even stopped singing.
"What's wrong? What happened?" Kevin asked immediately at his side. "Did you hurt yourself?"
"It was Nick," AJ said right away. "He doesn't know what he's doing."
"What? I didn't--!"
"It wasn't Nick," Howie said, his teeth clenched. He was hugging his right shoulder gingerly. "I think I hurt my shoulder yesterday on the monkey bars."
"What? Yesterday? Why didn't you say anything?" Kevin asked as he gently pulled Howie's hand away. "Let me see. How much movement do you have? It's not dislocated."
The other three watched apprehensively as Kevin helped Howie determine how much he could move his shoulder without yelping out in pain. It wasn't much.
"You must have pulled a muscle," Kevin said. "There's not much you can do but rest it out. You shouldn't even be doing this."
"I'm okay, Kev. See?" Howie tried moving his shoulder only to end up crying out in pain again.
"See my ass," Kevin muttered. "Go sit down. I'm gonna see if we can get you a sling or something. It's going to hurt for a couple of days."
"Days?" Howie asked worried. "What if we have another challenge? What if I'm not okay?
"We'll get to that when we do," Kevin said. He grabbed one of his T-shirts and ripped it to make a sling to cradle Howie's shoulder in a comfortable position. "You probably hurt it yesterday and re-injured it just now. You need to be careful. We can't afford injuries.
Why didn't you say anything?"
"Because I know we can't afford injuries," Howie said. "I was hoping that I could sleep it off."
He shook his head. "It's okay, bro. Don't worry. Don't even think about the challenge just now. Worry about making your shoulder okay."
Brian had gone to help Nick and AJ finish putting together their shelter. It was more open and smaller, closer to the ground than their original hut.
"We're not going to make it out here during the storms anyway," Nick shrugged. "We'll just sleep out on regular nights."
"Regular night? You mean you've been having irregular nights?" Brian asked in a bright tone. "You know what's good for irregular nights? Metamucil. It's got fiber."
Nick chuckled. Brian turned everything into a joke. "I meant the nights that it doesn't rain."
"Oh," Brian nodded. "I thought you were constipated."
"Ew," AJ gagged.
"Shut up," Nick told him looking around. The ocean was calm, and he had had something on his mind all morning. "I wanna go fishing. Who wants to build a raft?"
"Take a break, Nicky," AJ said. "You're gonna work yourself to death out here. Your body's not used to it."
"I'm serious," Nick said. "I bet we could fish out there. Wouldn't it be better than eating rice?"
"Or rats," Brian added.
"I'll help, Frack," Kevin said finally satisfied enough with Howie's condition to leave him.
"Let's do it."
"Cool," Nick said and started back to where he had spotted part of their hut. Some of the drift wood was still useable. He knew there was enough bamboo around to make something sturdy and that floated well.
"Me too!" Brian yelled after them. "I'm coming!"
"You okay, 'D?" AJ asked sitting down next to him.
"Yeah," Howie shook his head. "I feel stupid, Bone. I'm afraid to let you guys down if I can't use my shoulder."
"Don't worry about that. We don't even know what we're doing yet--."
"Yeah, but if I'm useless, then we're even with those guys again. What good will winning yesterday be?"
AJ shook his head assuredly. "We don't know what we're doing. Don't worry. Besides, those guys are no match for the four of us. You know that."
"I know," he muttered. "But I don't want to bring us down. I don't--."
"You won't," AJ interrupted with more force. "It's not gonna happen. Forget it. Okay?
Okay?"
Howie finally shook his head. "Yeah. Okay."
--
Things felt so different, Justin was thinking. With just one of them gone, it felt like everything had changed. He'd barely slept the night before wondering where Joey was, what he was doing, what he was thinking. That's what bugged him the most.
He had been awake all night and had even watched the sunrise. But whenever any of the other guys came around to check on him, he'd close his eyes to pretend he was asleep.
He really didn't feel like talking to them. He knew that they'd know right away that he still wasn't over the damn tribal council. It was always so difficult for him to hide his emotions. So he just pretended to be asleep while they stepped over him and whispered at each other. It was better than having them sit down and have a talk with him. He really didn't feel like being looked at like the helpless little brother.
"Guys! Guys!" Lance was yelling. "Guys!"
"Shh," JC scolded, but Justin finally turned around.
"What?" he asked wiping his eyes. "What's going on?"
"We got a message," Lance said holding out a rolled piece of paper at them. "Let's see what it says."
Justin watched Lance anxiously as Lance silently read the note.
"No, there isn't a group of people waiting to hear what's in the note or anything," Justin said sarcastically, annoyed that Lance was taking so long to let them know what they're next challenge was.
This one was for Joey.
Lance looked up at Justin just as annoyed but didn't say anything. He figured he was just in a bad mood because Joey had to leave. He hadn't really said much since the night before.
"Laaaaaaaance!"
Okay, now Lance was annoyed.
"It says, 'If Justin continues to whine, your next challenge will be who can last the longest on not dumping his whiny butt into the ocean'."
Justin crossed his arms in front of him tightly. He wasn't in the mood to joke around.
"Listen, Lance-" Justin began.
"Don't 'listen, Lance' me!"
"Guys," JC interrupted. "Stop it. We're all on edge because Joey's gone, but we can't start splitting up now. We need to win this one for Joey," JC said, taking the note from Lance.
Lance and Justin grumbled in agreement. As usual, JC was right.
"It says we have to meet the Backstreet Boys here," JC said, pointing to the circle on the note. "It tells us which direction to walk, and it says that we'll meet up with the Backstreet Boys at the desired spot. A table will be set up."
"What's the challenge?" Chris asked. "Who can eat all the food on the table first?"
Chris asked, hopefully. He didn't know about the rest of the guys, but if he had to eat rice one more time, he would start going senile. Who knew what would happen then? I'll probably start singing Backstreet Boys songs, Chris thought ruefully.
"I want it that way..." Chris sang softly.
"What?" Lance asked, turning to look at Chris strangely.
"Nothing," Chris smiled innocently.
JC ignored Chris. Who knew what that boy was thinking half the time? "It says that when we put our note together with Backstreet's note it'll tell us what our next challenge is."
Lance scrunched up his face. "Whatever it is," Lance said, reading the note over JC's shoulder, "only one of us is allowed to do it."
"What?" Justin asked, taking the note from JC.
Sure enough, the note had the simple instructions that JC had explained along with a half written message that read:
There will be
Pick one person
First to finish
"Is this an immunity challenge?" JC asked. He hadn't had a chance to finish reading the note.
"Yeah, it is," Justin said surprised. "Can you believe that? Two immunity challenges back to back? They don't regularly do that on the show, do they?"
"I don't have a clue," Chris said. "I've never watched the show."
"Neither have I," Lance said. Lance was actually getting nervous. They couldn't lose. If they lost someone else, they would completely lose whatever group morale they had left.
"Guys, let's go," JC said, stuffing the note into his pocket. "We have a challenge to win."
--
"Only one of us competes?" Kevin asked, walking with the guys to their next challenge.
"Yeah," Nick said, brushing the sweat off of his forehead. "Maybe it's because we have five and they have four?"
"No, that doesn't make sense," Brian said. "So the rest of the challenges will just be one person against the other? That doesn't sound right."
"Or maybe they think the other team will lose and it'll end up even again," Howie said, hoping that if that's what they thought, that they were wrong. He didn't want to have to vote anyone out. Howie winced. The pain in his shoulder wasn't going away. It had only increased from the day before.
Kevin looked at Howie concerned. "How, you want me to tie that up a little tighter?"
"Nah, it's okay. I'm fine."
Kevin glanced at AJ to make sure he was okay. He was quiet, and that was as rare as Howie not winking. Kevin smiled. What a group they were. AJ was sulking, hating the fact that this was another immunity challenge. Kevin didn't blame him.
"Okay, so when we get there, we put our notes together and that gives us our next challenge?" Brian asked, knowing the answer. He just hated how quiet they were being.
"Yup," Nick said through his heavy breathing. They had been walking for awhile. "Our note says," Nick said, pulling it from Kevin's pocket, " ....a table with two bowls. ....from your group to compete. ....all the bugs win. Whatever that means," Nick said, handing the note back to Kevin.
"Man, I don't like the way bowls and bugs are in that note together," Brian said, showing a disgusted look.
"How do we vote on who competes?" AJ asked, speaking up for the first time.
"Rock, paper, scissors!" Nick smiled.
"Rock, paper, scissors?" Brian asked. "How old are you again, Nicky?"
"Old enough to kick your butt," Nick laughed.
"He grows a couple of inches and suddenly he thinks he's invincible," Brian smiled, shaking his head.
"Hey, look. There they are," Kevin said, pointing ahead of him.
NSYNC was already waiting at the table.
"Great," Nick said, pushing his hair off of his forehead. "Timber-flake, here we come."
Brian laughed. "Thanks, Nick."
"For what?" Nick asked, confused.
"For just being you. You and Justin give me something to look forward to everyday on this island. It can't be too boring with you two around."
"Morning, guys," JC said, meeting them halfway. He was anxious to see what their challenge was.
Brian changed his voice into what a game show host might sound like. "Okay, Vanna,"
Brian said, pushing Nick forward, "please solve the puzzle for us."
"Vanna?" Nick asked, looking at Brian weirdly.
"Hey, you're the closest match to her, Blondie."
JC laughed as Nick grabbed Brian into a headlock.
"Hey, did you forget that your pits stink?!" Brian yelled, scrambling out of Nick's grasp.
Brian ran behind JC. Nick would have to be crazy to try and attack someone he barely knew. Especially an NSYNC person that he barely knew.
Brian peeked from behind JC's shoulder, smiling. Nick stopped running and laughed at how ridiculous Brian could be. "Alright, Frick, you win."
JC laughed. "Alright, here's our note," JC said waving it in front of him.
Kevin stood next to JC as they matched the notes up. JC read it out loud.
"There will be a table with two bowls. Pick one person from your group to compete. First to finish all the bugs wins."
"Eeeew," Brian said. "To heck with rock, paper, scissors. Tallest one goes," Brian smiled, knowing he was the shortest.
"Aw, man," JC said, turning to let the guys know what their challenge was.
"Man, I thought being stuck on this island with Justin was bad," Nick muttered.
"Not as bad as being stuck with you, Carter."
Nick looked up slightly surprised to see Justin. The group had gone up to meet JC, Nick noticed. He hadn't even heard them coming. Nick just rolled his eyes.
"C'mon, Justin," Brian said, trying to keep them all on good terms. "Nick hasn't even said anything. Why don't you two try and act your age just for today?"
"Are you calling me immature?" Justin asked, getting attitude with Brian.
Brian turned to look at Justin. With Justin's blonde hair, blue eyes, temper, and attitude, he could've sworn he was talking to Nick. The only reason he knew he wasn't was because Justin had curly hair and Nick had a whinier voice.
How do they not get along? They're like freakin' twins.
"You're not my father," Justin turned, annoyed.
Nick got angry as it was when Justin was a pain with him, but angry was not the word to describe how Nick was feeling towards Justin being that way with Brian. He had gone right from angry to pissed off.
"Look, Justin-" Brian began.
"Bri, just leave him alone," Nick said, his angry tone apparent.
Brian turned surprised. He thought that Nick's angry tone was meant for him. Everyone stopped what they were doing to look at Nick. Brian looked up at the sun. Maybe it was the heat. Even Justin turned around, the surprise written all over his delicate features.
Had
Nick just stood up for him? Against his own best friend? Justin messed with his ears.
Man, he should've brought Q-Tips. He looked back up at Nick, openmouthed.
Nick gave them his famous half smile. "Is that all it takes to get you to shut up, Justin?"
"Uh-y-yeah-uh-I guess-um-I don't...know-huh?" Justin asked, scratching his head.
Nick smiled, enjoying Justin's confusion. It was about time that someone other than him was confused. Nick walked up to Brian, trying not to laugh at Brian's open mouth and startled blue eyes.
"Bri, just leave Justin alone, okay? I mean, can we blame him? Who could possibly think straight with all that weight on their head?"
AJ was the first to start laughing. Nick had them going for awhile.
Justin immediately slit his own blue eyes. "Jerk."
"Justin, it's not nice to talk to yourself," Nick smiled.
"I am so damn SICK of you!" Justin yelled.
JC looked at Justin surprised. Justin never blew up like that.
"Okay, Timber-dork. Hold on while I find a tree so that I can cry behind, okay? Boo-fucking-hoo," Nick said, rolling his eyes.
"Jesus!" Justin yelled, annoyed.
"What? Is He here, too?" Nick asked, looking around.
"Hey," Brian said. "There's no need to take the Lord's name in vain."
"I'm sorry, O Holy One. Hold on while I do my ten Hail Mary's," Justin muttered.
He knew he had no reason to be mean to Brian, but it was too early for Nick to be bothering him already. Besides, he was still upset over Joey's absence.
"Guys, ready to begin your challenge?" Steven asked from behind them.
"How does he do that?" Chris asked. Steven always seemed to materialize when they were all ready to rip each other's eyes out.
"Have you picked who will be competing?"
They all looked at each other. No one wanted to eat worms.
"Rock, paper, scissors," they said simultaneously.
--
Chris and AJ gulped while they looked down at their bowls. This was going to be disgusting.
"Man, I had been hoping we would be eating a table full of food," Chris laughed.
"Um, we're eating alright, but this is not exactly what I was hoping for." Chris looked up at the sky, pretending to talk to God. "You think this is mighty funny, dontcha?"
AJ laughed at Chris' wackiness.
"I think He's getting back at me for that gum that I stole when I ten." Chris began to fidget. He could never sit still. It seemed as though AJ had that same problem.
"You know," Chris smiled. "We can pretend these worms are Justin and Nick."
AJ laughed. "Naw, they would still be fighting. They would be punching themselves out of our stomachs to get to each other." AJ reached his hand out to shake Chris'. "Good luck, man."
"Good luck to you, too."
AJ looked at where Steven was. He was talking to one of the "officials". AJ cleared his throat.
"Um, hey, I'm really sorry about Joey. That had to suck."
Chris' smile disappeared. "Yeah, it did. But, with every bad comes a good. We had a good heart to heart before they announced our votes. I just hope that Joe's okay."
AJ didn't really know what to say so he was thankful that Steven had already approached them.
"Okay, guys, let me go over this with you one more time. This challenge is going to be a lot faster than the last one. There are five worms in your bowls. They are not poisonous or harmful to you in any way. They're actually really nutritious."
"Thanks, Steven. Goodness knows I wouldn't have wanted to eat them otherwise.
Nutritious. Makes it all worth it now. Mmmm. I can't wait," Chris smiled.
Steven laughed, patting Chris' shoulder. "The first one to eat all five worms wins. The loser's team will meet with me at council tonight."
AJ watched the five, thick worms slide around each other. He would rather record an NSYNC song than eat those worms. And that was saying a lot.
"On your mark," Steven began, "get set....."
AJ and Chris took one last gulp.
"GO!"
The seven guys began to cheer immediately for their team member.
"Think about Joey!"
"C'mon, Aje! You can do this! You eat everything!"
Yeah, that makes me feel better, AJ thought as he grabbed two of the worms. He threw them into his mouth, the look of distaste registering clearly across his face. He almost choked them out as he thought about the little brains and eyes being chewed around in his mouth, but when the price of losing flashed across his memory, he swallowed them back, trying not to think twice about how gross what he was doing was.
Amanda will never want to kiss me again, AJ thought, reaching for the other worms.
Chris had gone for the much forward approach. He knew that after those worms had been in his mouth once, he did not want them to ever enter it again. He threw all five worms in his mouth, and chewed faster than he ever had before in his life, hoping the faster he chewed, the sooner he could eliminate this horrible situation. He swallowed down the worms before he could convince himself to spit them out. He was going to do this one for Joey.
Man, that boy better not ever try to say that I don't love him, Chris thought, allowing the last piece of chewed slime to slide down the back of his throat.
Chris immediately stood up, waving his arms around to signal he was done. He couldn't trust himself to talk.
AJ looked up disappointed. Damn. He immediately spit out the three worms left in his mouth, turning away before he threw up from the sight. Slushed worms were returned into his bowl and AJ couldn't believe that that had been in his mouth just a minute ago.
"Yeah!"
"Alright, Chris!"
"I knew that big mouth was useful for something!"
Chris ignored Justin's comment. He was just so happy that they had won and that they didn't have to vote anyone else out. He was in the center of all the boys hugs, hugging them back just as enthusiastically. The worms, the gross taste, the upset feeling in his stomach...it was all worth what he was feeling right now. They were worth it.
AJ's eyes actually watered.
"Hey, guy, it's okay," Nick said, reaching out to hug AJ first. "You did awesome. Who else would have eaten worms for their teammates?"
"Chris," AJ answered simply.
Kevin also hugged AJ. "Bone, you were awesome. I don't think I could've gotten as far as you did," Kevin said, hoping that AJ wouldn't be too down.
AJ soon found himself enveloped in his best friends' arms. They were all giving him words of encouragement, but nothing was going to make him feel better. They had lost.
Because of him. And now they were going to have to-
"Backstreet," Steven said, giving them a sad smile. "Meet me tonight at tribal council."
They all heard a loud cackle come from the NSYNC huddle.
It was Justin. "You guys should have chosen Nick. With his eating record, he would have downed those worms before Chris could even--."
JC slapped a hand over his mouth and smiled apologetically. How quickly he had forgotten everything they had gone through.
"Shh," JC told him while Justin struggled to get away.
Nick barely glanced over his shoulder at them.
"Don't listen, man," AJ said. "It's my fault we lost, just mine."
"Stop worrying," Howie said with a small smile. "You guys know that this is a no-brainer.
We all know who you need to vote out."
"Hell no, 'D," Kevin said immediately.
"Forget it," Brian said.
"Who?" Nick asked genuinely confused.
"Me," Howie said more softly. "I'm a liability like this. You know that."
Nick shook his head. "No, 'D."
"Look, let's just get back to our side of the island," Kevin said glancing up at the other guys, who were, of course, still celebrating. "C'mon."
"Hey," Chris ran over to Backstreet before they could leave. "You guys did good today.
Good show." He put out his right hand.
Kevin immediately shook it. "Thanks. Congratulations. It was about time you guys caught a break."
He grinned. "Yeah. I think those worms did something good. I feel like stronger or something."
"I feel nauseous," AJ smiled and shook Chris' hand.
"Wait till tonight," Chris said seriously. "Tribal council's hell."
Brian, Howie, AJ, Nick and Kevin exchanged glances because there was no sarcasm in his voice.
"We have to head back," Kevin said. "Take care."
"Later," Chris said.
"Bye."
"Later, losers!!!" Justin called happily as made the "loser" gesture with his thumb and index finger and put it on his forehead. "Losers!"
"Shut up," JC told him. "Don't you remember how crappy we were feeling yesterday?"
"Yeah, and don't you remember all the times Nick Carter's rubbed everything in my face? It's about time I get something back. LOSERS!!" he yelled as loud as he could.
"We're gonna leave you here, Crunk," Lance told him. "You can stay and eat worms for your crappy attitude."
"What are you guys? On their side now?" Justin asked confused. "Don't you remember why we're here? Our pride? Our careers? Joey? We're not here to make buddies with them. Hell no."
Chris made it back to them in time to hear the last comment. "He's got a point. Those guys still hate us, even if they're civil to us."
JC shook his head. "Yeah, but remember that we're in this for ourselves. Ourselves.
Humiliating them is not directly in the plan."
"What about indirectly?" Chris asked. "If it comes with the territory, we'll take it. They would."
"Let's just go," Lance said. "C'mon."
They started back to their side of the island in a better mood than they had been in all week.
"So, did those bugs taste good?" Justin asked falling back to where Chris was walking.
He had developed a habit of walking behind them. He guess it was some bizarre protective thing kicking in, and he had no clue where it had come from. Wasn't being serious JC's job?
"They tasted like chicken," he lied. "You wanna try them? I think I've seen them by our camp."
"Naw, not exactly," he said. "But sometimes, I think we'll run out of rice before all this is done."
Chris smiled. "Maybe your buddy Nick will give you another cereal bar."
Justin rolled his eyes. "I tell you he poisoned it. I felt sick just with one bite. Besides, he's not my buddy."
"Yeah obviously. But things are looking up for us, and maybe he will be put into his place after all," Chris said as he stepped over the logs and vines that littered the path back to camp. "Did you see Howie's bandaged up? I bet they'll vote him out."
"I'm hoping for Nicky-boy myself," he said as Chris smiled. "I mean, you know he's eating them to starvation. They'll vote him off just so that they get more rations."
"Justin, do you even know why you hate that guy?"
Why were they suddenly asking that so much, Justin wondered. It used to be something they just supported him in no matter what.
"Because he's a jerk. Because he stinks. Because he's fixated on making me feel stupid,"
Justin said suddenly hearing his own words. "Not that he can. I mean, he tries."
"Yeah," Chris said softly. In the last few days, he had realized how much they had in common with their rivals. But that didn't mean that he wasn't going to support his little brother in any grudge that he held. "That's cool. If he's really bugging you that much, we could see our way into, oh, I don't know, getting back at him."
Justin grinned. "Yeah? Really? What've you got in mind?"
"Crunk, my man, I'm sure we'll think of something. But let's keep it hush-hush. You know those two wanna be boys scouts."
Justin smiled. "Sure."
"I'm not hungry," AJ said putting his rice bowl down. "Who wants?"
Normally, they would have been on it immediately. But the guys were barely able to eat just thinking about letting someone go.
"Bone, eat," Kevin called as AJ started to get up. "You need to eat."
"I can't," AJ said and started toward the beach.
Nick bit his lower lip and looked around at the guys. Howie was trying to hold his rice bowl between his knees while he scooped out his food. He had more rice in the sand than in his mouth. This was the one thing Nick had feared more than anything. He didn't want to vote anyone out. He hated the thought of even having to consider it.
These guys were his big brothers. He couldn't let go of any one of them anymore than he could let of anyone in his real family. He knew them so much better than his own siblings sometimes. They were the ones who had helped him through everything there was to go through.
He felt Kevin slap his knee.
"Stop stressing Frack and eat," he said. "Eat already because we need to get going soon."
Nick just looked at him and nodded. But he hadn't stopped stressing, and he couldn't just start eating.
"Guys," Howie began. "Guys, we need to decide what we're going to do right now. It would be so much easier if you just voted me off."
"No," Brian said.
"C'mon," Howie said. "You guys need to think practically. Really. I am a liability right now. And if I go, you'll still just be even with them. We'd still have a really good chance to win this. If we don't decide now and screw up at the council, we could lose Kev or Brian. Imagine what the rest of us would do? What would I do if we had another physical challenge? I could really hurt my shoulder then."
The scary thing was that he was making sense, Kevin thought. But he didn't even want to think about it anymore. He just didn't.
"Guys, I'm right, and you know it," Howie pressed on. "If any one of you leaves, and I am left behind, we will be no where near being even. No where."
"Shut up already, 'D," Nick said. "Shut up. Why don't we all just go home? I don't think I can vote you guys out. Hell, I'll just vote for myself."
Kevin, Howie and Brian immediately turned to him. He looked like he did when he was a kid and just didn't know what to do. It was an expression between anger, feeling cheated and lost that they had all seen so many times. The look was still right at home on his 20-year old face.
He swallowed hard as his knees danced in front of him. "Guys, this isn't worth it. It's always been us five. Always. And what's the point of doing anything if it's not?"
Kevin shook his head and softly rubbed his chin. He knew they were going to end up doing this. He knew the doubts were going to creep up on them, and they were just going to hate it.
"I just don't think I can do it," Nick said.
He sat forward and boxed Nick's knee again. "Look, we've agreed to this, and we have to do it. It's one thing for us to lose this challenge, and quite another for us to all walk away.
What would that say about who we are? Forget the group, forget NSYNC, this is about us.
We are going to do this. And we knew coming in that we might not finish together. If we don't finish together, we finish for each other."
"Yeah Nicky," Howie said. "Maybe you haven't realized it, but you've taken charge these last couple of years. Think about all the cool things you've done like the comic book and helping with Larger than Life. Those were your ideas. Ideas that you didn't even have a couple of years ago." Howie smiled. "You can't freak on this now because we need you to have your head on, to think straight. We've always known that Kevin is the leader. No argument there. But if you help take the lead, if you're strong too, we're invincible as a group."
Nick continued to chew on his lip as Howie spoke. He had always leaned on them, and the idea of them leaning on him was surprising and confusing.
"It's true," Brian said. "We can mess up as individuals, but if we're strong as a group we'll make it through everything. This will be a piece of cake."
Kevin sat forward and looked at Nick. All his life he had been this little kid. This silly kid.
This scared kid. This annoying kid. This helpless kid, but a kid nonetheless.
"It's true Frack," Kevin said seriously. It was so seriously, that his tone made Nick raise his eyes to him. "You've been the one figuring out how to make the shelter, the raft, all that stuff. If you don't keep your head together, we won't make it. Jay's not doing so hot since we lost, and Howie's hurt. We have to stick together. We're not going to walk away.
That is not an option."
"I know," Nick said looking back down at the grains of rice at Howie's feet. "But this is going to suck so much."
Kevin nodded. "Yeah, it is. But we're not going to leave this island until we've won."
"Besides," Brian sighed. "If we leave you won't be able to get back at Justin. Think about that, Nicky."
Nick smiled, but inside he knew getting back at him wasn't worth what he was going to have to do. "I don't care that much about that. I'm on this team, remember?"
Kevin laughed. That had been his line. "Yeah, but we'd better get going."
"I'll go get Jay," Howie said. "Hang on."
AJ was sitting on some rocks all by himself watching the waves crash in around him and on the beach. This was his fault. This was his crazy, dumb, half-assed idea.
"Why the hell didn't anyone even try to talk me out of this?" he asked Howie as he saw him approach. "Why'd you let me go off half-cocked like that?"
Howie shook his head. "It was a good idea at the time. And it's still a good idea. We just didn't really consider the possibility that we'd be here. That we'd lose."
"That's a load of crap. You guys always call me on my shit. Why on Earth did you follow me this time?"
"It's a good idea, Bone," Howie repeated then chuckled. "We just never thought we'd lose. Maybe we're not used to it. Ever since we got our lives in order and out of Lou Pearlman's hands, things have been looking up. And they still are."
AJ shook his head and looked into the ocean. Who the hell was he going to vote out?
Himself? The guys would kill him. This had been his idea.
"AJ, you need to do me a favor," Howie said.
"Sure, bro. Anything, anytime, anywhere."
Howie chuckled again. "Um, vote me off."
"What? 'D! No."
"Aje, you have to. You have to. I mean, the guys don't really get it, but it'll be all even with me gone. With anyone else gone, it won't. We'll be at a disadvantage. I don't want us to lose. I don't want to break up."
"Me either, 'D. But you're my best friend, and I--."
"Exactly," Howie said. "That's exactly why I'm asking you to do this. I know that you'll do whatever I ask. That's what I'm asking."
AJ started to say something, but Howie had him there. He had never refused his best friend anything.
In the distance he could see that Nick, Brian and Kevin were standing up and getting ready to go.
"C'mon," was all Howie said.
--
"... fire represents life. While you are on the island, you'll come to tribal council and light your torch," Steven was going through the speech while the guys lit their torches.
Nick's stomach felt so heavy as he took his place between Kevin and Howie. He could have sworn he was going to throw up rice all over the place.
"... you'll see Joey's torch. We extinguished it when he left the island."
There sat Joey's lifeless torch. It made Nick's stomach clamp up even more.
"Everyone will get a secret vote," Steven was explaining. "After I will tally the votes.
NSYNC found that they needed a moment alone. You guys feel that way as well?"
Kevin cleared his throat. "Yes."
"Okay. You have five minutes, and then it's time to vote."
"Kev, we've had lots of time alone," Howie said adjusting his shoulder. "We all know what we gotta do."
"Yeah," Brian said reading his cousin's mind. "Pray. Hands, guys."
Nick wasn't sure he actually heard the prayers. Brian said something about making the right choice, keeping everyone healthy and united. He just muttered "Amen" when everyone else did. It had been a long time since he had been that distracted during a prayer. He just had too much to think about. Howie was right about things being more even with him out of the picture. But Nick thought the guilt would just eat him alive.
Maybe he would vote for himself just to avoid any guilt at all. But if he ended up being voted at out and leaving the team crippled, he'd feel even worse.
He glanced over at Kevin wishing for a sign. That's where he had always looked for answers, but this time, there were none. Kevin looked as confused as he felt. Well, that was a first.
Brian?
He looked like he was still praying, eyes closed, face forward.
Nick just wished someone would tell him what to do.
"You guys ready?" Steven asked reappearing. "Howie, you go first."
--
"What are those guys doing?" JC squinted against the darkness like it could help. For the life of him, he had no clue what Justin and Chris were chasing.
"Catching a rat," Lance filled in for him.
"What?" JC asked in shock. "They're what?"
Lance shrugged. "I don't know why, but they're trying to catch a rat."
"They're not going to eat it, are they?"
"Who knows? Everything can happen when those two get together."
That was true enough. The oldest and the youngest members of their group doing something together equaled mischief. He knew they were hungry, but he didn't think they were ready to eat rats.
Just as that thought struck him, he saw Justin pounce on something and come up victorious. Oh God.
"Got it!!!" Justin cheered. "Hurry up Chris!!"
Chris seemed to hold out a backpack for Justin to stick the rat into.
"Pet maybe?" JC asked.
Lance just shook his head again. "Here they come."
They looked like triumphant hunters with their rat in the backpack. JC could hear it scratching around in there.
"What are you two going to do with that?"
Justin giggled. "Put it in Nick's boxers." Then he stopped and made a face. "Wait a second.... Ew!!!"
"That's animal abuse, isn't it?" Chris said. "Besides, what do you even know about Nick Carter's underwear?"
Justin turned a bit pink. "I don't... I was just.. I--."
Chris cut him off. "Forget it! We actually have another plan for it."
"And what's that?" JC asked trying not to smile.
"We're going to teach it our dance steps and let it take Joey's place? How 'bout them apples?" Chris said with a smile.
They all cracked up.
Justin opened his backpack and peered inside with one eye. "Hey little Joey. Hey Rat Boy Fatone!"
"Justin," JC scolded.
"Well, he is a rat," Justin pointed it out. "And he is a boy, I think. He's rat boy."
"Now, what are you really doing with that rat?" Lance asked. "Truly?"
"Keeping it," Chris said taking the backpack out of Justin's hands. "If we run out of food, I don't want you guys to get any ideas and start doing like in that movie. The one about those soccer players that crash in the Andes. Then they get all gross and eat each other."
"Shut up," Justin said. "Gimmie back Joey."
"No," Chris said. "I'm keeping the rat, and don't call it Joey anymore. It's not a pet."
JC shook his head and Lance just stepped back.
"Whatever it is, keep it away from me."
--
Howie sure came back fast.
"Do the right thing, guys," he said as he sat back down next to Nick.
"Nick, go on," Steven had to prod because Nick just sat there frozen.
Kevin nudged him, and he finally stood. He swallowed hard, and headed to the back.
Kevin, AJ and Brian followed after him.
"I'll tally the votes," Steven said.
AJ glued his gaze to his feet. He didn't want to know who was leaving. Worse yet, he didn't want to look at him, to see his face. It would have been so much easier if he hadn't had to promise.
"First vote is for Howie."
Howie smiled at Steven because he wanted to believe that the guys had done what he had asked.
"Next vote is for," Steven unfolded the paper. "Howie."
"Sorry," Nick whispered to him recognizing his own handwriting. He felt his face flash hot and turn red.
"It's okay. It's what I asked you to do. Don't say sorry," Howie smiled at him brightly.
"Next vote is for Howie," Steven showed the sheet of paper to the group. It was Howie's own writing with the little face in his signature.
The guys actually laughed when they realized he had voted for himself.
Steven shot them a surprised look. They had been so serious.
"The remaining votes are irrelevant," he told them.
Howie smiled and hugged Nick and Kevin at the same time. He could only use one arm, but he held on to them as tightly as he could.
"Sorry," Nick muttered again. "I'm sorry."
"It's fine," Howie said with a grin. "Really."
He let go and pulled Brian into a hug next. "Take care of these guys, Rok. You're going to have to keep the peace now."
Brian rolled his eyes but smiled. "Wish me luck."
"Take care, Bone," Howie said when he hugged his best friend. "Keep your nose clean."
"Yeah," AJ said quietly. "Take care of that shoulder."
"Howie, bring me your torch," Steven said.
"Later, 'D," Kevin called.
"Take care," Brian said.
"Love you man," AJ called.
Howie smiled as he held out his torch for Steven to snuff out.
"I love you guys too. But you'd better kick butt because I don't want to break up," he said.
"You guys be strong. Hear that Nick?"
Nick finally looked up and smiled. "Yeah. I hear you, man."
Kevin threw his arm around the kid who would always be a kid in his eyes.
"We'll be strong," he called as Howie started back. "Take care!"
Part Three
JC woke up surprised to find Justin starting a fire. He looked around to see that the other guys were still asleep. He propped himself up on his elbow, watching Justin curiously. He took in the dark circles under Justin's eyes and looked at his best friend worriedly. Justin always worried ten times worse than the rest of them when it came to personal issues. JC only wondered what it was that was bothering him so much.
"Hey, JuJu. What are you doing up already?"
Justin shrugged, still working on the fire. "I couldn't sleep so I decided to get up and start doing something."
JC smiled. "There must be something funny in that rice."
"Huh?"
"Nothin'. How do you think Backstreet's doing?"
Justin shrugged, still concentrating on starting the fire. "I don't know. Who cares?"
"Justin..."
"What?" Justin asked, looking up annoyed. "What did I do now?"
"This isn't you and you know it isn't."
"Excuse me for not being Mary-Freaking-Sunshine."
JC looked at Justin. "Something's bothering you for you to act this way."
Justin looked back down at the swirls of smoke beginning to form, knowing JC was right.
Why did JC always have to be right? He must've been born with the I'm-always-going-to-be-right-gene.
"Why have you been acting like you don't care when you know a part of you does?" JC
asked, looking at the young man in front of him. Justin had to be the most sensitive and nicest guy out of them all. The Justin he had been seeing lately was nothing compared to the Justin that he knew. The Justin he knew had made a rare appearance the night of Tribal Council.
"Beeeeeecause," Justin drew out, "......just because," he finished, changing his mind about answering. He knew there was no point in drawing out the discussion. He didn't know what he was thinking trying to hide anything from JC. He should just give up and answer him now. JC was going to get it out of him eventually. He always did. The bastard.
"Curly-"
"How long are you gonna bug me if I don't tell you?"
"Until you tell me."
Justin laughed, jumping up. He had finally gotten the fire started. He looked at JC, smiling, a gleam of happiness shining from his blue eyes. JC was looking at him with a small smile on his face, but his eyebrows were raised with concern. Justin shook his head. JC never knew just when to give up.
" 'Cause of Nick, that's why. Something about that guy just really bothers me. I don't know what it is. He doesn't seem too concerned with us, so why I should I let him know if I'm concerned with them?"
JC laughed, talking in a high pitched, motherly voice. "And if Nickolas jumps off the bridge, are you gonna jump off, too?"
Justin turned around regretably. "Fine, make fun of me."
JC jogged over to Justin, wrapping his arm around his neck. "Justin, I'm just teasing you," he said, giving Justin a noogie.
"Stop!" Justin yelled, squirming his way out of JC's strong grasp.
"Justin, all I'm trying to say is that this isn't you. Don't let Nick Carter change you because then he really wins and you lose."
"Thanks for the pep talk. When can I send another problem to your column, Dear JC?"
JC rolled his eyes and rubbed his hand over the thick stubble on his face. "I still keep trying to figure out exactly where it all went wrong with us. You would think that with the way the media hounds us and criticizes us for being "boybands" that we would stick together to ride this out. But, no, we turn against each other and do to each other what the media does. Insult ourselves."
"You're right," Justin agreed. "When we say anything that even insinuates the Backstreet Boys have no talent or vice versa, we're in a way talking about ourselves. We're, in a way, saying that boybands aren't going to last."
"How can we?" another voice spoke up.
JC and Justin turned to see Chris yawning. "How are we gonna survive when we're stupidly volunteering to abandon ourselves on an island trying to survive against our rivals? We're gonna be like the dinosaurs," Chris smiled. "We're all going to DIE!" Chris yelled playfully. "We're going to be extinct, and they're gonna have museums dedicated to us. 'Here,'," Chris said in a museum director voice, " 'is NSYNC. It's rumored they didn't survive because the Backstreet Boys literally decided to 'tear up their hearts.' The Backstreet Boys apparently didn't realize that it was just a song'," Chris finished, laughing.
"Chris, you're gross."
"Love to chat, but I'm still tired," Chris said, repositioning himself back to sleep. "Try not to be loud, PEOPLE!"
JC and Justin smiled. Chris was too much sometimes.
"You know," Justin said in a low voice, "I was kinda worried about Backstreet last night.
I was remembering how it was when we went through tribal council. Hell, man. True hell. I never thought that anything could split us up."
"Hey, just physically," JC said, following Justin to the shoreline. "Joe's here in spirit."
"Spirit? He's here in more than just spirit. I can still smell him." Justin smiled. "I miss him."
"I know; me, too."
They both looked at each other. "But we won't tell him that," JC laughed.
"Definitely not," Justin said, laughing with him. "I wonder what he's doing right now."
JC smiled. "If he's not out dancing somewhere, he's flirting with some girl, and if he's not doing that-"
"If he's not doing that, then he's shopping himself into more of a fashion disaster than he already is."
JC started laughing. "Alex, I'll take A, B, and C for $500."
Justin smiled, biting his bottom lip. "Man, I miss Joey," Justin laughed lightly. "What do you think they're putting in the water out here?"
"I don't know, but it can't be good."
"I have a feeling that Howie was the one who had to leave," Justin said out of nowhere.
JC made a face. "That sucks. He's the one I like."
"I know. He's the only one I can stand. They should've sent Nick off the island. Frickety-Frack-Frack.....whatever they call him. He needs to go home already."
JC shook his head. He knew if he waited long enough, Justin would bring up Nick. He wondered if Nick was the same way with his friends about Justin.
"Probably," JC muttered.
"What?"
JC shook his head. "Nothing, man. Why don't you and Nick get along? I understand the competition between our groups, but you and Nick have had some personal vendetta concerning just the two of you for years now. What's that all about?"
Justin shook his head. He imagined that Nick had never told his friends the way he had never told his own why they held such a high dislike for each other. It was Nick's business and Justin wanted to keep it that way. Justin hated lying to the guys, so what he did was just not answer their questions directly.
"Why does there have to be a reason?" Justin answered. Justin smiled warmly as he thought about the prank that he and Chris were going to pull on Nick. He was done letting Nick Carter make his life a hell. "Since when does there have to be a reason for anything that you do?"
--
"Whatcha doin, Frack?"
Nick looked up from the crashing waves to see a concerned Kevin staring down at him.
Nick smiled. He could swear that Kevin could list "worrying over Nick" as a hobby.
If Nick miraculously woke up one day without any problems, Kevin would probably make one up for him just so that he could continue to worry about him. Kevin would probably go crazy if Nick actually ever figured out how to solve his own problems. Nick smiled as he realized how lucky he was.
"Nothin, Train. Just looking at the water."
"It doesn't run on batteries, Nick," AJ said, walking by them. "The water rolls that way because God wants them to. They're called waves," AJ joked.
Nick rolled his eyes. "Lame, AJ. Majorly lame. Negative 10 points. Try again later."
Kevin sat down next to Nick. "Are you sure that nothing's wrong?"
"Kev, what are you going to do the day I finally grow up?"
Brian walked by them and started laughing. "Hey, AJ, did you hear that? Nick thinks he's gonna grow up...."
Nick smiled, shaking his head. It didn't matter how old they got, they were always going to see him as the baby. He smiled. He was okay with that. Sometimes. Sometimes he was okay with that. Other times he wanted to jump off of buildings. Really high buildings. Or better yet, he wanted to throw them off of really high buildings.
"I'm fine, Kevin, really," Nick said, squinting at Kevin. The sun was shining brightly behind him.
"Is it Justin?"
Nick looked away from Kevin and rolled his eyes. "Why does everything have to be about Justin?" Nick spat out.
Kevin laughed. "It's about Justin. Is there somethin' goin' on between you two we should know about? You two fight more than you and Mandy do."
"And that's saying a lot," AJ muttered, walking by them again.
Nick turned around to shoot AJ a glare, and AJ smiled back to him.
"Yeah, and except Justin GRADUATED," AJ laughed, walking faster away from Nick. He figured if Nick jumped up to beat him down, he should at least have a head start to get a good run in.
Nick was about to jump up when Kevin put a hand on his shoulder to push him back down. Kevin giggled, trying to keep down his laughter. "You know he's just trying to get you mad, Nicky. Ignore him."
Nick relaxed, flipping the small bangs that found their way to his forehead. His blue eyes surveyed the calm waters in front of him and he wondered what Mandy was doing at that moment.
"It's a big ocean, Nick. And a big world. Lots of other girls out there who are worth your time."
Nick didn't bother to turn to look at Kevin. He hated how Kevin could read his thoughts.
He hated it even more when Kevin tried to give him advice about Mandy. Why couldn't everyone just accept that he loved her? It's not like they were the ones who went home to her.
"Enemy coming!" Brian yelled, trying to talk like a pirate. "Argh!"
Nick looked in the direction that Brian was pointing to and saw two figures walking in their direction. He could instantly tell that one of them was Justin. The huge shade his mop was casting on the ground made him sure of that much. He couldn't tell who the other one was. It was either JC or Chris.
"It's the love in Nick's life who actually has an education!" AJ laughed, jumping around.
"Nick, just when you thought your day couldn't get any better."
Nick calmly looked at AJ. "At least Mandy isn't getting kicked out of groups that already suck and isn't making porn videos."
AJ suddenly turned serious. "She didn't make a porn video, and you know it. That was a rumor."
Nick calmly kicked the sand with his foot. "Lay off Mandy and I'll lay off of Amanda,"
Nick said, walking by AJ with a small smile on his face.
What pissed AJ off more than someone yelling and insulting him or anyone close to him was someone calmly insulting him or anyone close to him. It was the smugness that got to AJ.
"Guys, that's enough," Kevin interrupted tiredly. "We don't want them to see us fighting.....so chill out."
AJ put on a tight, fake smile as they got closer. "Sure, sweetheart."
--
"Man, I can't believe we walked this far," JC said, seeing Backstreet's camp come into view.
"I don't see why we can't just turn around," Justin whined again.
"Because, they've already seen us. We can't just turn around and go back. It's rude."
"And? So we're rude. You're mom isn't here to ground you, JC."
"Curly, are you going to make me drag you by the ear?"
Justin rolled his eyes. "I'm not 12, you know."
"That's right," JC said, snapping his fingers. "You just turned, what? 14?"
"Hey guys," Brian smiled, greeting them. "What brings you guys over here?"
Kevin looked at them wearily. "Please tell me that you don't have some sort of challenge with you."
"Puh-puh-puh-puhleeeeeeeeeeease," Brian pleaded, batting his eyelashes.
JC laughed. "No, there's no challenge. Me and Justin were just walking and talking, and we ended up further out than we realized."
Everyone looked at Justin who hadn't said a word. He was stubbornly staring out into the water.
JC gently nudged Justin and he refused to turn around. He wanted to mutter to him to say hi, but he knew they would hear him. He continued to talk to Brian, trying to get a way for Justin to talk. He even pretended to sway his foot back and forth and kicked Justin a few times. Nothing. JC suddenly smiled, knowing what would get Justin talking again.
"Yeah, Justin was just saying last night that he wanted to come and see you guys to make sure that you were okay after last night. He even secretly hoped that Nick would stay. Little buddy said he would miss Nick if he had to leave."
Nick looked at Justin weirdly and Justin finally broke his blue gaze with the water to sharply turn to look at JC.
"You lying freak!"
"Justin, it's okay to admit-"
"To admit what? That you said that it was a joke that they let Brian put a song on their album about his mom?"
JC turned to Justin. Damn. He should have known better than to try to push Justin. He had been in a crappy mood all day.
"What?" Brian asked, clenching his jaw.
Kevin looked at all of them. Wouldn't they ever get along? Someone always had to say something....
"I didn't mean it like that," JC said, turning to Brian after shooting a million daggers in Justin's direction. They didn't seem to be piercing him anywhere, so JC made a mental note to beat the crap out of him later. It wasn't exactly smart for Justin to try to start something with the Backstreet Boys when they were outnumbered by two. And shit, Kevin was big.
"So what did you mean?" Brian asked, crossing his arms. "I'm sorry if I prefer to write a song praising my mother for the love she's given me instead of a song that publicizes my sexual frustration because I can't get laid by my girlfriend everytime I want."
JC also clenched his jaw. He wasn't going to fight with them. They were all uptight because Howie was gone and they needed to take it out on someone. He remembered how he felt the day after Joey left.
"Can't we just get along?" Nick asked. He seemed to stop to think. "Okay, scratch that.
Someone please slap me silly."
"Can I do it?" Justin asked, raising his hand.
Nick looked at Justin annoyed. His curls were going everywhere. Nick wondered how many gallons of gel Justin had to use to control the frizz from hell. Hell, it had to take concrete to keep that head from attacking innocent bystanders.
"Sure, you can do it," Nick tightly smiled, "if you want to go cross-eyed and crazy."
Justin waved his fingers in front of him. "Oooh....I'm scaaaared."
"I would be too if I had that on my head."
"What's the matter? Missing your Barbie Doll, Nickyyyyyy?" Justin taunted.
"It's your girlfriend who's filled with plastic, Timberfuck."
JC put his arm across Justin's chest to keep him from advancing.
"Why do you always have to dump on Brit for?" Justin asked annoyed.
Nick laughed. "That's a no-brainer, Justin."
"Then that explains why you know the answer."
Nick lost his smile. "Because it pisses you off, loser."
Justin knew he shouldn't say what he was about to say. Everything in his head was telling him not to, but he wouldn't listen to himself. It was like when you were beyond the point of being mad and you just wanted to say whatever you could to hurt the other person. Justin could foresee how bad he was going to feel after saying what he was going to say, but all that did was make him hesitate. And the words were out before he could even second guess himself.
"I may be a loser, but I at least I'm a loser who has my family there. They're not all trying to squeeze money out of me or transferring from one side of the country to another while I pay millions of dollars on their homes OR trying to turn my baby brothers into overnight superstars," Justin spat out angrily.
Nick's eyes widened a little and the the three remaining Backstreet Boys crowded around Nick protectively. Even JC's eyes widened at Justin's remark. It was so cold, JC
couldn't believe that Justin had let the words escape his mouth.
"Listen you little son of a bit-"
JC cut Kevin off. "Where in the hell do you get off? Listen, you damn dinosaur, you're about a century older than Justin. I'm tired of you always trying to fight Nick's fights for him. You have to know what it's like to live with a 19 year old. What's Nick's temper like, huh, Kevin?"
Kevin looked at JC irritably. JC was beginning to annoy the crap out of him.
"What does Nick's temper have to do with anything?"
Kevin looked at Nick and noticed that he seemed to be staring at Justin strangely. He had surprisingly still not said a word.
"The way Nick acts has everything to do with this. Justin and Nick are still young and immature. What kind of man are you if you're going to pick a fight with a kid like Justin?" JC asked, looking at him like he was crazy. "You're like 30. You're a full decade older than Justin, so you should know better than to get worked up over anything that he says. Like you weren't like that when you were his age?"
"What makes you think you're always right?"
AJ looked between Kevin and JC. It was like they were looking in mirrors.
"You think you know everything," Kevin said, annoyed.
"And like you don't," AJ muttered. He turned away as he saw Kevin giving him a look.
"Interesting trees they have out here," AJ said, looking around.
Kevin turned back to JC. "Nick's family is none of Justin's business."
"Just like whatever Justin and Nick are fighting about is none of yours."
Kevin was beginning to understand how crazy he made the guys when he thought his word was it and when he was convinced that he knew what he was talking about.
"You're a low life son of a bitch."
Everyone turned to Nick surprised. It was the first thing he had said since Justin's outburst. Justin tried to look at Nick unfazed. The truth was that what Nick said was true. Justin was already feeling lower than low, but he refused to let Nick know that.
"Am I? Thanks for that, Nick. Now I can die happy."
"Oh, you can die alright."
JC saw that Kevin was about to get into it, but he raised his hand. He hoped that Kevin would just let them do whatever it was they were going to do. They needed to get over their anger already because it was getting crazy.
"Like your family's so perfect, Justin. Your father left your mother and didn't really come back into your life until he heard the cash register go ca-ching. So you think my family's fucked up? Yeah, we must be really messed up, huh, Justin? A bunch of weirdos for my parents to still be together. But I'm not as lucky as you are. They're not split up to where my father can pop kids out with other women. I don't have step brothers and sisters popping up all over the place."
Justin clenched his jaw. He deserved that and he knew it, but he wasn't about to let Nick talk about his family that way.
"You're still upset about Mandy, aren't you?"
The guys all looked at Justin and Nick confused. Kevin got even more confused as he saw Nick's face turn red. Mandy? What had Justin said about Mandy?
"That was years ago, Nick. I'm telling you, I didn't know she was your girlfriend."
"What?" AJ asked, confused. What in the world were they talking about?
"Don't you dare mention Mandy," Nick spit out.
Brian was lost. He looked at the other guys faces to see if they knew what was going on, but they were all gaping at Nick and Justin. They looked like a bunch of retards just staring at them.
"What are you guys talking about?" Brian asked.
Justin sighed. "I never told anyone, you know. That was your business. I'm not as horrible as you try to make me out to be."
"You knew damn well who she was."
"I'm telling you, I didn't!" Justin yelled frustrated.
"How would you feel if I went after Britney, huh?" Nick challenged. "I could help her out where you're lacking."
JC looked at Justin. He didn't know that Justin had it in him to turn purple. But there he was. A regular rainbow, turning red, blue, purple, and green.
"Hey, can you do orange?" Brian asked, trying to lighten the situation. They continued to ignore him.
"For the last time, I didn't know WHO she was! I don't track down your girlfriends, Nick. And what does it matter if I did know who she was, Nick? She came to me. You were obviously not doing something right, so she came to me where I could."
Before Nick could think, he reached out and pushed Justin, forcing Justin to rush into the ground. Everyone sort of froze as Justin watched Nick and Nick watched Justin.
Justin stood up and dusted himself off, shaking his head.
"I thought you were better than that, Carter, but hell, I've been wrong before."
Nick and Justin stared each other down as their friends watched in suspense.
"Good thing you know when you're wrong," Nick said simply and walked away.
Brian started after him immediately. "Frack?"
Kevin caught his cousin. "Stop. Just leave him alone for now. He needs to be alone."
But he hadn't even glanced at Brian as he spoke. He was still staring at JC and Justin unwavering in his gaze.
"Are you two done here? Or do you have any more Jerry Springer secrets up your sleeve?"
"Kevin, I didn't even know," JC began annoyed. "This is news to me."
"I don't care," Kevin snapped. "Take your brat and go. I think it might be time for Lance to give him his bottle."
Justin's head snapped up. "Bottle?"
"Hey, if I'm a dinosaur, then you're a freakin' fetus. Get the hell out of here," Kevin muttered and turned to see Nick's figure getting smaller in the distance.
JC rolled his eyes. "Real mature, Kev. Now that all this crap is out in the open, these two should find a way to make some peace, don't you think? Like you want Nick carrying around all that anger."
"Oh, I'm not down for peace," Justin said.
Kevin's stomach churned. Didn't these guys understand English? What part of fucking go away didn't they understand? He sucked in air, and was about to let him have it when Justin caught his eye.
The kid looked beyond pathetic with guilt, regret, exhaustion and God only knew what else written all over his face. It was a look he'd seen many times on Nick.
"So you fucked Mandy?" AJ asked shaking his head solemnly. "Well, well. If the girl had actually taken high school health, she would have known better. Isn't that the class where they teach you not to fuck feather dusters?"
"Shut the hell up," Justin snapped, but he was more annoyed than angry. He was wishing he hadn't even woken up that morning.
"JC, are you done here? We have a lot of work to do being that we're one member short today," Kevin finally said.
"Yeah, um, we know," JC said. "Howie left?"
"No," Brian smiled. "He's here. He's just using his cyber-crusder super powers to make himself invisible."
JC rolled his eyes.
These guys were too angry to even begin to deal with the reality he, Justin and Chris had recognized earlier that morning. But he didn't really blame them. They were the same way when Joey left.
"Let's go, Justin."
AJ and Brian were starting back to their breakfast. Kevin was right. They did have a lot to do.
But Kevin himself had put that in the back of his mind and was too concerned with his little brother. Justin did not deserve his sympathy even for a second. He was not Nick.
"JC," he called just as the latter turned to follow Justin.
"What?"
"Keep Justin far away from Nick. I think what happened here today is way past anything we're supposed to be doing on the island."
"Fine."
Kevin stepped toward him because he wasn't finished. "Any more problems, and he'll deal with me."
JC rolled his eyes. "See? This is why he never grows up, and he never will."
"No," Kevin said, right in JC's nose. "This is why he knows he's not alone."
"Fine. Look, whatever. You get off on solving Doughboy's problems and threatening a 19-year-old, that's you're problem. I don't give a flying fuck."
Kevin felt his patience snap. He even heard it.
He narrowed his eyes at him, and JC still didn't waver.
"When you have gone through an ounce of the shit we've gone through, then you can pass judgment on what's right and wrong," Kevin began calmly enough, his arms crossing his chest. "When you have actually paid some dues and worked to get something for yourselves, instead of riding our fucking coat tails, then you can tell me who's problems to solve. When you have seen these guys go through the hell that I have," his voice rose as he leaned so close to JC that the other man had to lean back. AJ
and Brian were running back to them. "You can open your trap and say something.
When your cousin has had heart surgery, and your best friends have lost part of their families, and you have seen that kid," he pointed toward where Nick had disappeared.
"Grow up in that hell he calls a family and make it, then you can call me a meddlesome dinosaur. In the meantime, take your phony, two-bit, sorry-ass out of my sight!"
JC finally blinked and took a step away from Kevin's glaring green eyes.
Kevin pressed a smile. Sometimes, size was everything.
--
"You should have said something," JC said after he and Justin had walked in silence for what seemed like an hour but had only been a few minutes.
It had taken JC that long to stop fuming. Justin just seemed stunned into silence.
"It would have been nice if I had known what kind of crap went down with you, Nick and the drop out."
"Why?" Justin finally asked. "So you could have been understanding? So you could have given me advice." He shrugged. "Don't fuckin' bother."
That threw JC back. "You're mad at me? What did I do?"
"I'm not mad," Justin muttered.
"Yeah you are. You're giving me lip, and I didn't even do anything. I had to put up with Kevin's bad breath while he gave me sermon about Backstreet hardships. I don't care. I could have given him a list of our shit, too. But I didn't. I'm not carrying around that kind of chip on my shoulder."
Justin shrugged. "Good for you." He knew he shouldn't have been irritating JC. He really wasn't mad at him as much as just mad. He had opened his big mouth about something he had promised himself he'd take to his grave. He really didn't feel guilty for getting involved with Mandy. He had done it blindly, with zero bad intentions involved.
But he felt guilty for opening the whole can of worms to both groups. In spite of his own attempts at independence and self-reliance, he knew how the guys felt about him. He was the little one, the kid brother, the baby. And he was almost sure Backstreet looked at Nick the exact same way if not more so. Nick always seemed more lost than himself, and he didn't even think that was humanly possible.
After pretty much ignoring JC the rest of the way home, Justin ended up walking alone.
He figured he pretty much deserved it, but he was too mad to talk to anyone about all of that. Things were better when they were just between Nick and him. They knew exactly what they were fighting over.
Now Kevin wanted to kill him, which meant that Chris would want to kill Kevin. Maybe it would take Chris and Lance to kill Kevin? He was kinda big there. JC and Howie would probably go at it, or would that be JC and Brian? Or did AJ have to fight JC
because of the two letter names? He couldn't be sure. All he knew was that thing had taken a turn for the worst.
"-fucked Mandy??? You go there, JuJu!" Chris was saying when Justin finally walked up.
"You told them?" Justin whined. "You already told them everything?"
"Yeah he told us," Lance said shaking his head. "You should have said something."
"Why?" Justin asked tiredly.
"So we could have thrown you a party," Chris grinned. "You scored one with the tone-deaf drop-out." He started imitating a sports announcer. "Justin Timberlake, you just slept with Nick Carter's girlfriend, and now Fatty himself hates you for life. What are you gonna do?"
They all just stared at him.
"I'm going to Disneyworld!" Chris said raising his arms in triumph. "Right?"
Justin shook his head and started back toward the water. Maybe he could drown himself.
He felt a tug at his T-shirt that stopped him mid-step.
"Guys," Lance said not letting go of Justin. "I think that's something that's going to have to be left between Nick and Justin. It's their fight and--."
"That's what I thought," JC said. "But you know, Kevin, and he immediately made threats on Justin's life."
"He did?"
"Really?"
JC shrugged. "Sorta. He said that any more problems and he'd be the one dealing with Justin, so what does that mean to you? I think we shouldn't make things worse, but we're going to have to really stick together from now on."
Chris nodded and Lance had to agree.
"Yeah," Lance said. "That's a good idea."
Justin stared at the floor and didn't even want to hear it. Brotherly support wasn't really what he wanted. He just wanted some time alone.
"Did he scare you, Curly?" Chris asked at the kid's silence. "Don't worry. We won't let him beat you to death with those over-grown caterpillars on his face." He raised his eyebrows and smiled.
"Not scared," Justin said and pulled out of Lance's reach. "Just need some time, okay?"
"What? Why? You feeling guilty about screwing Mandy?" Chris laughed. "I can't believe you never told us. You just held on to that and didn't--."
"No one said anything about screwing," Justin finally spat. "You guys don't even know what happened."
"So what happened?"
Justin gave him the most annoyed look he could come up with. "I already told you that I just need some time. Why don't you just shut up and--."
"All right, fine," JC said. "You don't have to tell us anything, bro. Chris is just messin'
with you. Go. Go walk around or whatever you need to do."
Now Justin was glaring at JC instead of at Chris.
"Don't tell me what to do," he said. "It's not like I don't already have enough shit to deal with--."
"Fine," JC said seriously. "Go deal with your shit."
Justin blinked at him surprised at the tone, the words, everything.
But JC was just out of patience. He was not a saint or a peacemaker, and he was not going to start treating Justin the way Kevin treated Nick. Never.
"Assholes," he muttered before walking away toward the water.
"Great, now you made him mad," Chris said. "Who's going to be the cute one, now? Not Fatone or either one of you two."
Lance actually laughed.
"Will you two stop being stupid, and be serious for once?" JC finally blew up. "This is serious."
The two of them stared at him. Lance knew how hard it was to make JC lose his patience, so he decided just to make things right.
"Sorry," Lance said. "I'll go talk to Justin. I'm sure he'll be fine."
"It's not serious," Chris said. "It just finally makes sense. Those two have hated each other for years, and it's over a girl. Isn't it better than it being over who's got more fans, who's got whiter teeth or who's in the better band? A girl," Chris said satisfied. "I can identify with that. Hell, I can even understand that. The other way, I just thought that they found out they were twins separated at birth, and Nick was pissed because Justin got the cool mom."
JC shook his head. "That's the other thing. Justin threw it in Nick's face that his family's so screwed up. That's what made Kevin get so pissed. We all understand the rivalry now, but Justin's words turned everything into hate. You know how Kevin is with his boys."
"Oh the ape got mad over that?" Chris shrugged. "How were things when you left?"
"Nick took off by himself, and the guys were adjusting to life without Howie. Pretty much like us."
"So Howie left? Figures they'd get rid of the only one that ever makes any sense."
JC gave him a look before heading toward their messy camp. Things were always a mess, and he was always cleaning them up. Sometimes, he wondered why he put up with the lot of them. Chris always wanted to make a joke out of everything. Justin was always in some kind of melodrama. Joey always wanted to have fun, and Lance just wanted to stay out of the way.
He was picking up the coconut shells they had used as breakfast bowls when Chris started to help him.
"Justin will figure all of this out," he said seriously. "He's a smart kid, and I'm sure whatever he said to Nicky boy was out of anger. Besides, it's not like Nick's an innocent victim of Justin's wrath. He gives shit, now he has to take it. He knows that. If things get out of hand with Kevin, you know we'll be there. But I don't think that's going to happen."
"Why? What makes you so sure?"
"Because Kevin thinks. He just doesn't react. He probably lost his temper when you were all talking, but he knows he wants to walk away from here with a whole group. Right now, he's probably consoling Nicky boy and trying to find a way to get the guys to focus on the competition."
JC shook his head unsure.
"Just how much you wanna lose, bro? I know what I'm talking about."
JC knew better than to bet with him. "You never pay up. Go wash the dishes."
--
Things were so quiet without Howie.
Not that he made a lot of noise when he was around, but there were more of them around, and they had all been in better moods, so things were just quiet. Too quiet.
"Nick back yet?" Brian asked as he settled a bunch of drift wood in front of their dying fire.
"No," Kevin said squinting in the direction they last saw him walk off. "He'll be here soon."
"It's getting late," Bri noted. "You should have let me go with him."
Kevin shook his head as he measured out the rice they'd be having for dinner.
"He needs to deal. He'll be back when he's ready. If anyone knows how to take care of himself out here, it's him."
"Yeah Kev, but you know he's upset," Brian said. "You know he's out there thinking about Mandy, him mom and Justin and--."
"And he can deal, Brian. There's nothing to new to the story for him. It's just new to us.
And if anything that's what he's having a hard time with. The fact that we all know what he's always tried to keep from us out of embarrassment. When he comes back, we're normal. Got it?"
Brian was nodding. Kevin always made sense when it came to Nick. He was going to have faith in him and believe that this time was no different.
"Okay, fine. Where's Bone?"
"He went to check if we had any new messages. The day's half done and we haven't heard anything about a challenge or anything."
"Maybe they're giving us a break?"
Kevin shook his head. "I almost hope not. I'd like to get off the island as soon as humanly possible."
"Having doubts, cuz?" Brian asked. "Don't worry, those next challenges are ours. Easy."
He sounded so confident. It was funny how he could be so concerned about Nick, yet so sure about the challenges. It was the other way around for Kevin.
"Guys!!!" AJ yelled jogging up the beach toward them. "We got one! We got one!"
"Great," Kevin muttered.
"Here!" AJ breathed hard. "Read it, Kev."
"You didn't read it, Bone?" Brian asked as Kevin unwrapped the little scroll. "I would've."
He caught his breath just as Kevin began to read.
"Dinner's served. Dinner's served for the band who wins the following reward challenge.
Both teams compete in "Finish the Song." Winning band wins a pizza buffet dinner.
Bring your appetite and your pop music knowledge."
AJ's mouth watered. "Pizza? Guys, we have to win this. I'm starved."
"Me too," Brian said. "I could use some pizza right about now. Imagine all that melted cheese?"
"Think it'll have mushrooms?"
They turned at the sound of Nick's voice.
"I don't know if it's all this rice, but I've been craving mushrooms," he said with a shrug.
"Hey Frack," Kevin greeted easily. "It doesn't say anything about mushrooms, but it does mention a buffet."
Nick touched his stomach. "Good. I'm hungry now. Are we going?"
"I think we should," Kevin said. "It doesn't mention a time, but let's just go."
He stole a good look at Nick just to make sure he was okay. He looked a little tired, but then again they all did. But JC's words hadn't been lost on Kevin, and he was holding back just a bit. Part of him had wanted to immediately search the kid for damage. But he didn't. He knew they had a challenge to win. And forget the pizza. Forget the reward. He wanted to win out of pride.
"Let's go, guys. My stomach's eating itself I'm so starved," AJ said.
Nick passed up Brian and Kevin to catch up with Bone. He didn't really want to be with either of the cousins because he was barely past feeling vulnerable. Either one of them would just bring everything back.
"You okay?" AJ asked as they hurried to the main beach where their prior challenges had been.
"Yeah," Nick shrugged. "It's fine. You guys know about Justin and Mandy. So what?
Even before this, she could find the cure for world hunger and everyone would still hate her."
"That's true," AJ said honestly enough. "But if she made you happy, we wouldn't care."
Nick sighed deeply, and AJ let the matter drop.
"Wonder what we'll be doing now?" he muttered as they came upon what looked like a game show. There were two big tables facing each other. One of them had a banner that said NSYNC, the other banner said Backstreet Boys. Steven was standing at a podium between both of them.
"Very sophisticated," Brian smirked as they wandered over to their table. "What are we playing?"
"Hey guys," Steven greeted. "I'll explain the whole thing when NSYNC gets here, okay?"
"Sure."
"Alright."
"No prob."
"Um-huh," Nick muttered and dreaded the thought of laying eyes on Justin Timberlake again. "Crap. There they come."
Steven noticed something different between the bands that afternoon. They were always somewhat civil to each other, with everyone but the little ones, making an effort to be friendly. This time, no greetings were exchanged.
"Gentlemen," Steven smiled tightly at them. "Welcome to Finish the Song. It's the game show where your knowledge of pop music will earn you a big reward. Who's hungry?"
"Me!" Chris yelled. "I'm starved! Where's my pizza?"
"We didn't eat dinner," AJ said. "'Cause we're taking that pizza home."
"Not so fast, Boner," Justin called. "We already divided those pizzas among ourselves.
They're ours."
"Shut your blow hole," AJ snapped at the kid. "No one buzzed you in. Oh wait, maybe they did and that's why you're hair's all on end."
Nick and Brian started laughing.
"Shut the hell up, weirdo," JC said. "How can you talk about hair when you don't even got any?"
"Guys?" Steven said breaking in. "Can we get started?"
"Of course," Kevin said.
"Let's do this," Chris said.
"We will be playing part of a popular song for you, and you have to complete the lyrics in song. Each band will get a turn as we have a total of ten songs lined up for you. The band that knows the lyrics to all their songs wins. We have a tie-breaker set up in the event that the score is even at the end of the game. Any member can sing for the team, and you will have thirty seconds to complete the song. Any questions?"
The guys looked solemnly at each other because they both understood.
"Oh-kay," Steven said. "Let's get started. We'll have a coin toss to see what band goes first. Chris, heads or tails?"
"Tails," Chris said.
"Heads okay with you, Kevin?"
Kev just nodded, and Steven flipped the coin.
"Heads. Backstreet, you go first. I'm going to play the song on my boom box here, and stop it early on. You have to finish the lyric where it left off. Anybody who knows it can sing. Ready?"
The guys nodded.
"Let's go."
A familiar, funky beat filled the air.
"Here we gooo! Here we go! One more time. Everybody's feeling fine. Here we go now--
."
Steven stopped the song.
NSYNC started laughing.
The Backstreet Boys stared at each other, but Nick grinned.
"I know it," he said.
"Go head."
He cleared his throat. "Let's get some cereal? C'mon now grab a bowl?"
AJ started laughing and patted Nick on the back.
"No sorry, Nick," Steven said over Nick's laughter. Then he played the rest of the song.
"Aw, but Nick's version's so much better," Brian said.
Justin scowled while JC shook his head. These guys were real mature.
"NSYNC, your turn. I don't know what he does to make you cry, but I'll be there to make you smile--."
"I don't have a fancy car. To get you to you, I'd walk a thousand miles?" Chris sang.
"NSYNC scores."
The guys celebrated high-fiving and hugging each other.
"Good job, Chris!"
"Yeah!"
Brian and Kevin exchanged smiles. Nick leaned into the table so he could pay attention.
He wanted to make sure the contribute to this challenge.
"We're using coconuts as points," Steven said handing them a big, brown coconut.
"Backstreet, your turn. I'm doing this tonight. You're probably gonna start a fight. I know this can't be right--."
"Hey Lancey c'mon!" AJ sang. "It's time to suck my dick. You know I don't come as quick, as Justin. C'mon!"
They all cackled really hard at that one. And even Kevin had to admit that it felt good to ridicule the music they hated so much.
"Good one, Jay," he said patting AJ on the back.
"Um.., er, no," Steven said. "So far, NSYNC's ahead by one coconut. Guys it's your turn."
They had to straighten up from the shock. The Backstreet Boys seemed to prefer making fun of them over eating a warm meal. This was hate.
"You are my fire, the one desire, Believe--."
"When I say, I want it that way!" Justin sang.
"Another point for NSYNC."
"That was too easy," JC said. "That stupid song was drummed into my subconscious for more than a year."
"That's because it's a good song," Brian noted.
"Well, we'll be eating some good pizza today while you guys choke on rice," Justin said.
"It's better than choking on your stupid music--," Nick began but Steven cut him off.
"Backstreet? You drive a pretty car, you know how fine you are, and nobody needs to say it--."
"I love the bras you wear. They look good on JC and I love the way that he...," Brian was laughing too hard to continue. "I can't. I can't! I'm sorry."
"No," Steven said trying not to laugh. "I'm sorry."
NSNYC continued to gawk at Nick, Kevin, AJ and Brian who just couldn't stop laughing.
"But you know," Brian said wiping away a tear. "That is a good song...if you're deaf."
"Let's get 'em back," Justin whispered.
"No, think of the food," JC hissed. "We're eating pizza for singing their stupid songs.
Forget them. They can eat rice."
"NSYNC, this could win you the game. Although lonliness has always been a friend of mine, I'm leaving my life in your hands--."
"Quit playing games with my heart before you tear us apart. Quit playing games with my heart?" Lance sang unsure of himself.
"No sorry. Backstreet, you can try to play catch up if you get this one."
"Aw, all their songs sound alike. Don't worry, bro," Chris told Lance.
"You might've been hurt, babe. That aint no lie--."
"You know, we've seen them all come and go, oh, out of each other's rooms, late at night," Nick sang. "I remember they told me they liked it a lot, and that they'd never stop!"
Brian laughed into Nick's shoulder while AJ made up dance steps to Nick's little tune.
He was thrusting his hips at NSYNC with a nasty smile on his face.
"Sorry once more, Backstreet," Steven said hurriedly. "Let's finish this up NYSNC."
"Assholes," Chris muttered. "I hope they starve."
"I'll be the one. I guess you were lost when I met you--."
"Still there were tears in your eyes," Justin sang. "So out of trust, or something like that that he babbles on. No more these mysteries and lies."
"Good enough," Steven said. "NSYNC wins."
"Good job, guys."
"Nice way to stay focused."
"Yeah you know it's funny that we won with that song because that's what Mandy would tell me," Justin said loudly. "That I'm the one."
Nick rolled his eyes and crossed arms.
"Guess we're eating rice?" Kevin asked throwing an arm around Nick as they started back to their camp.
"Rice is fine. I'm getting a taste for it," AJ said. "But let's go before we actually smell the pizza."
But it was too late, as the boxes of hot, freshly delivered pizzas were being taken out to NSYNC. The guys were given chairs, and they got to sit around their table.
"Ugh," Brian groaned. "Let's go."
Nick didn't have to be told twice, but they laughed all the way back to camp.
Part Four
"I have never appreciated pizza so much before in my life!" Justin muffled through his mouth full of pizza.
"Gross, Curly! If you're going to talk, at least swallow first," Chris laughed, wiping pieces of cheese off his face.
Justin just shrugged and continued eating.
"Man, I can't believe how immature Backstreet was being. They massacred our songs,"
Lance said, shaking his head after taking another bite of pizza.
JC nodded his head in agreement. It had taken all his willpower not to lower himself to their level. He didn't know where they got off making fun of their songs. With songs like
'Boys Will Be Boys', JC didn't know where they had the nerve to even open their mouths.
That song sounded something like what The New Kids On The Block would've sung.
And they called them imitators.
He smiled at Justin as he happily ate his pizza. He was glad they had had the challenge.
It helped pull them all back together and had lightened Justin's mood. Nick acting like a jerk towards them during the challenge had obviously helped Justin get over a little of his guilt.
It must've. Justin had been brave enough to throw a "Mandy" insult in Nick's direction with Rambo standing right next to him. He was surprised Kevin hadn't said or done anything.
"But look at where it got them. Choking down rice while we're enjoying pizza!"
Justin grunted. "It's a good thing they lost, too. Nick's fat enough without having to add pizza into the equation. Besides, he actually looks like he's been losing weight."
Chris laughed. "Hey, if a man can make it to the moon, then I guess it's possible for Nick to lose weight."
Justin gave an evil smile. "The odds would be better at finding the cure for Cancer than for the cure of Nick's eating disorder."
JC rolled his eyes. The Nick 'fat' jokes were getting old. They were making him sound like King Kong.
"It's a good thing we're doing him that favor, then," Chris laughed. "He definitely won't want have an appetite to eat anything after what we do," he muttered to himself.
"Favor?" JC and Lance asked, each concentrating on one of their friends.
JC watched Justin worriedly and Lance gave Chris an exasperated look.
"What are you two up to?" Lance asked.
"Nothing," Chris cackled.
Justin laughed at Chris. He wasn't trying to be discreet at all.
"Justin?" JC asked, trying the other. They wouldn't get anything out of Chris unless he wanted them to get it out of him.
"I dunno what you're talkin' about," Justin smiled brightly, a piece of pepperoni stuck in his teeth.
Lance laughed. "Saving some for later?" Lance asked, showing his own teeth and motioning for Justin to clean them.
Justin laughed with him. "Heck, yeah. Save what you can because this is the last time we'll be enjoying pizza for awhile."
JC shook his head. He didn't want Chris and Justin doing anything drastic to the Backstreet Camp. They were all already tense and angry over the realization of Justin's temporary relationship with Nick's girlfriend. Who knew what they would do if Chris and Justin went snooping into their camp to do whatever it was that they were planning to do? It would just be another reason for Kevin to whine about why they've had it harder than NSYNC.
Like Kevin knows shit about what we've been through, JC thought to himself.
JC shook his head again. If the devil ever wanted to take over the world, Justin and Chris would always be a good place to start. Those two were always up to no good.
"Justin," JC tried again.
"What?" Justin asked, giving JC an innocent 'what do you need?' look.
"Justin...." JC said again, his voice sounding like a disapproved parent.
"What?" Justin repeated.
"What are you two up to?"
Chris laughed. "JC, you're too uptight. We're not gonna do anything."
JC looked between the two of them and knew that Chris' comment was as true as Kevin's eyebrows were thin.
JC set down his pizza. "You guys, I'm being serious. You know how protective Kevin is. I don't want a reason to have to fight with him trying to protect you all from his psycho babble. And I definitely don't want you giving him a reason to go off on you. That's surely going to piss one of us off if we see him yelling at any of us only causing more problems."
"JC, if Mother Goose wants to go off on us, we'll be ready to go off right back," Chris said.
JC shook his head. He swore as many times as he shook his head at them that it would slowly unscrew itself off.
"Chris-"
"JC-" Chris said in the same tone. "You don't have to be sensible about everything, you know."
"Besides," Justin interrupted, "whatever Nick gets Nick deserves," Justin said.
"Let karma take care of Nick. You worry about yourself," JC said.
"The Backstreet Boys certainly aren't worth us fighting over," Justin said, pretending not to hear JC.
JC realized that he was fighting an already won battle. Chris and Justin were going to do what they wanted to do, regardless of what he said. JC only hoped they would come to their senses.
He gave himself a look. What was he thinking? Those to weren't anymore sensible than AJ was conservative.
And Justin was right. The Backstreet Boys weren't worth fighting over.
--
Brian watched as Nick slowly made his way to shore, sitting down in the wet sand. They had all had a good time getting back to their camp, but AJ had accidentally slipped, mentioning Justin and Mandy. He was only trying to be funny, and had the situation not been real, it might've made Nick laugh.
Brian caught Kevin's shoulder as he tried to make his way to Nick.
"Let me go."
Kevin nodded and stepped back as he watched Brian make his way to Nick.
"Hey buddy."
Nick didn't even look up. "More 'let me help you understand that everything works out for the best' talk?"
Brian smiled, taking that as an invitation to sit down. "You know it."
Nick sighed. "Will it help me feel better?"
"I don't know. I hope so." Brian bit on his lip, thinking of a thousand different ways that he could ask Nick his next question. He didn't have to think of a question, though. Nick answered him before he could even get it out.
"I didn't want you guys to feel sorry for me," Nick said, his blue eyes following the ripples in the water. "That's why I didn't tell you. And it was like," Nick paused, thinking.
"It was like two years ago. No point in bringing it up now."
"Yeah, there was a point in bringing it up now, Frack, when it still bothered you."
"What makes you think it still bothers me?" Nick asked, picking at the sand.
"Gee, I don't know," Brian smiled. "Maybe sending Justin flying into the ground tipped us off a little?"
Nick smiled his all to recognizable half smile. "I guess that did tip you guys off, huh?"
"Just a tiny bit," Brian smiled, picking up his hand to show an inch's width between his index finger and thumb. Brian tried to sound casual in his next comment. He didn't want Nick to know that he was kinda hurt that he had kept something so big from him.
He thought they told each other everything.
"Nicky.....why didn't you trust me enough to tell me? I wouldn't have felt sorry for you,"
Brian said, knowing that sounding casual went right out the window. He sounded like a wounded animal.
Nick turned to look at Brian. "It wasn't that I didn't trust you, Frick. It's that....I felt stupid. You guys were already starting to dislike Mandy and to tell you that she went out behind my back with the curly headed pop wonder from that other group certainly wouldn't have helped anything."
Brian nodded, knowing what Nick said was true. It didn't make it any less hurtful, though.
"Just know that you can always talk to me, Frack. Always. I promise to always keep an open mind. It's not like me and Leighanne haven't made mistakes in the past in our relationship, and if we can make it, then so can you and Mandy."
Nick looked at Brian surprised. It almost sounded like he was supporting him and Mandy.
"Yeah, I know," Brian laughed. "It's something about this island....I dunno," Brian said looking around. "I've never been sure about you and Mandy's relationship, but I've always known how much you love her, and I know that, in her own way, she loves you, too. Believe in that love and don't worry about what anyone else thinks."
Nick smiled. If anyone was going to be on his side concerning Mandy, he was glad that it was Brian. Nick turned around to look at Kevin. It would be nice if Kevin agreed with Brian.
"Don't you wish Kevin was as sensible as I am?" Brian laughed.
"Yeah, I do," Nick said sincerely. "Sometimes Kev treats me too much like a kid. I love him more than I love myself, but, I don't know," Nick said, shaking his head. "He's too hung up on me as 'Nicky' than 'Nick'. It's like he's scared to let me grow up."
"All of us are," Brian said seriously. "Sometimes we underestimate how strong you really are. But trust me, you've shown us here just how wrong we are about how fragile you are.
You handle everything thrown your direction way better than any of us could."
"Really?" Nick asked, turning to see if he was just saying those things to make him feel better. There wasn't a hint of a smile on Brian's face or in his blue eyes.
"Really. You grew up, Nick, and we were too busy babying you to notice."
"Wait till Kevin finds out," Nick joked. "He's gonna freak. 'What? Nick grew up?
When?!'," Nick said, looking around himself crazily to imitate Kevin.
Brian started laughing harder when he saw Kevin trying to look for what Nick was looking for.
Kevin smiled softly at Nick and Brian. If anyone could get Nick laughing, it was Brian.
He approached them as they continued to laugh. "What's so funny over here?" Kevin asked.
"Nothin'," Nick smiled.
"Yeah, right. You and Brian together isn't good. Especially with ya'll laughing. You've either planned something or are laughing at someone."
Nick and Brian exchanged knowing glances. "Laughing at someone? No way, Kev,"
Brian smiled innocently, winking at Nick. "Not us."
"Not us at all," Nick smiled.
"Hey guys."
Kevin closed his eyes. If that was who he thought it was-
"How are you doing, Nicky?"
Kevin didn't even have to turn around to know that it was.
"Hey, Justin," Kevin said, slowly turning around. He saw that Justin was accompanied by only Chris. Either they were incredibly brave or incredibly stupid.
Kevin felt Nick stand up right next to him.
"Anything we can do for you?" Kevin asked annoyed.
Chris smiled innocently. "Actually, we wanted to do something for you."
Nick raised his eyebrows.
Justin pulled a pizza box from around his back. "For you guys," Justin smiled. "We're tired of the fighting and I wanted to apologize for earlier."
Kevin looked at them suspiciously. The box was probably empty.
Brian, of course, was the one in their group to be nice first, suspicious last.
"Thanks," Brian smiled. "That's really nice of you," Brian said, taking the pizza box.
"But it's not necessary," Kevin said, reaching for the pizza box.
"I want it," Nick said. If those jerks wanted to give up their food, he didn't care. He'd eat it happily.
Justin smiled happily at Nick. Just what he was hoping he would say.
Kevin opened the box to see if there was indeed a pizza inside.
Sure enough, a full pizza lay inside the box. He shut the box and clenched his jaw.
"Thank you. You can leave now."
Chris smiled. "No problem. Enjoy your pizza, guys!"
Justin and Chris waved goodbye and walked away.
"They're not gonna know what hit them," Justin smiled cheekily, slapping Chris' hand when their backs were all that the Backstreet Boys could see.
--
Nick sat up suddenly, looking around their camp. He could've sworn that he had heard a loud noise.
He looked around the see that Kevin, Brian, and AJ were still asleep. Nick yawned, wiping the sleep from his eyes. Maybe he was just dreaming.
Crack!
Nick turned to his left. There it was again. Nick squinted his eyes, trying to focus them on the darkness behind the trees. Nick's ears perked up as he heard leaves rustling.
He looked around strangely. There wasn't so much as a gust of wind. How were the leaves rustling?
"Whoooooooo........."
Nick sat up even more. Did he just hear a howling? He couldn't tell if it was a person or animal. It was so soft. Almost inaudible. It was hard to tell if he had heard anything at all.
Nick held his index fingers up into his ears and rapidly moved them back and forth to make sure that his ears were clear. Wide awake now, Nick stood up.
"Maybe it's just the wind," Nick said, ignoring the fact that the wind was as still as his sleeping friends.
"Whoooooooo......."
Nick halted mid-step. Or maybe it was just NSYNC trying to scare him. He wouldn't put it past those jerks. Nick shook his head. They had no life.
"Whoooooooo....."
But it didn't really sound human. It was really low and Nick couldn't really distinguish the sound correctly. He took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair. He suddenly noticed that his breathing was faster, along with his heart rate. Nick started to unconsciously bite his nail.
Why hadn't they done any research on that island? Who knew what was out there? What if it was haunted?
A sudden movement caught Nick's vision. It moved again quickly out of the corner of his eye.
Nick turned abruptly to see what he was seeing. He didn't see anything. Nick rubbed his eyes again. He wasn't half asleep, was he?
Nick turned around when he felt something touch his shoulder. All he saw was the ocean.
The wind picked up suddenly and Nick forced himself to take deep breaths. Maybe it was the wind. Nothing was there to touch his shoulder......right?
--
"Justin, wake up!"
Justin woke up, sleepily yawning. JC continued to shake Justin awake.
"Okay!" Justin yelled. "Geez, didn't the moving and yawning tip you off that maybe I was starting to wake up," Justin asked annoyed, sitting up. "What did you want to do? Shake my organs out of me?"
JC rolled his eyes. "We got a note," JC said, holding it up. "Did you have anything to do with it?"
Justin peered at the note and smiled. "Why would I have anything to do with a note from Steven?"
JC shook his head. "It isn't from Steven."
Justin yawned again as he reached out to read the note. "Meet us at the spot we were at yesterday. Don't think you got away with it."
Justin looked up at JC and smiled. "Who's this from? The Backstreet Dorks?"
"No, Justin, it's from that other pop group on the island."
"So why are you waking me up?"
"Because we're getting ready to go. Chris and Lance are washing off real quick in the water and they said they didn't know what the note was about. Do you?" JC asked, eyeing Justin suspiciously. He and Chris had disappeared the other day and had told Lance and JC that they had just gone for a walk. A walk his ass.
"No I don't know what it's about," Justin said, standing up.
"What did you and Chris do yesterday?"
Justin smiled. "All we did was give them a pizza. We felt bad," Justin shrugged.
JC shook his head. Was he going to have to buy one of those child wristbands for Justin so that he couldn't wander more than a couple of feet away from him?
"What did you do to the pizza?"
"Nothing!" Justin said, shocked.
"Did you spit on it?"
Justin made a disgusted face. "No way, C." Justin shook his head and body. "Gross. I wouldn't do that....not even to those retards."
JC watched Justin to see if his face betrayed anything. It didn't make sense. Chris and Justin disappear. Chris and Justin give away a pizza...that alone was unbelievable as much as they ate, but they gave it away to the Backstreet Boys. Fast forward to this morning and the note JC was holding in his hand. Something wasn't adding up.
"Ready to go?" Lance called to them.
"Yeah," Justin said, running to jump on Chris' back.
They laughed and Justin jumped off his back to walk along side him. They didn't whisper anything between the two.
JC folded the note and put it in his pocket. Whatever was missing in this equation he was sure would soon be filled in at this mysterious meeting.
--
"Here they come," Brian said, sitting next to Nick. They had all woken up that morning to see Nick sitting guard with a large stick in his hand. Dark circles inhabited his face and he was distraught.
He explained the noises he had heard, what he had thought he'd seen. Every little noise seemed to freak him out. Kevin was sure that Justin was behind it. Out of them all, Nick was the one who believed in ghosts, hauntings, and aliens.
"What's this about?" JC asked annoyed. "I thought the deal was you stay on your side of the island and leave us alone and we'd do the same."
"See, that's what I thought," Kevin said angrily, "but it seems as though you guys haven't been keeping up your end of the bargain."
"What are you talking about? You're pissed because Justin and Chris brought you a stupid pizza? I sure didn't see them come back with the box."
"Wasn't it good?" Chris spoke up smiling.
AJ looked at him annoyed. "Yeah, it was. You should've tasted it," AJ said, smacking his lips.
"We did," JC said. "Had more than our fill, remember?"
"Not of that pizza we didn't," Chris smiled. "That was a special pizza for you boys."
Kevin looked at Chris and got a sinking feeling. What the hell was that reject talking about?
"A special pizza?" Brian asked.
"Yup. Tell me, boys," Justin smiled. "How does rat taste?"
AJ almost choked on his tongue. "Rat?!"
"Yeah," Justin laughed. "Chris and I got bored and decided to cook a rat. We were going to keep him as a pet, but he was eating too much of our food."
"For awhile I thought Nick was sneaking into our camp," Chris laughed.
"So instead we decided to do a good deed with him. We cooked him and added it as a special topping to your pizza. Was it mmm-mmm good?"
Kevin was getting ready to yell at JC, but saw that JC and Lance wore the same shocked expression that he did.
"You gave us a rat?!" Kevin yelled, directing his anger at Justin.
"Then what was this about?" Chris asked confused.
"Last night Nick heard noises and thought he saw stuff," Brian said. Brian didn't tell them about how it kept Nick up all night long. "We think it was you guys and this meeting was to tell you to stop. To let it go and get a life."
Justin laughed. "If Nick's going crazy, that isn't our fault."
Kevin walked rapidly up to Justin and Justin only smiled warmly at Kevin. Justin's face was suddenly replaced with JC's.
"Back off, Kevin."
"Move out of my way," Kevin said, practically spitting in JC's face.
"Don't you have any damn dignity? Justin's a kid. An immature kid whose mouth runs faster than his brain can think. Try and tell me that Nick and AJ don't pull the same shit with you."
Kevin gritted his teeth. "Don't you ever try to compare Justin to Nick."
"I'm not trying to. Justin is way out of Nick's league."
Justin raised his eyebrows in surprise. JC usually came to his senses by now, just walking away. He must've really had with Kevin by now.
"Like hell he is," Kevin said, reaching out to shove JC.
JC collided into Justin, both of them falling on the ground. Justin quickly jumped up, helping JC to his feet and walked briskly to Kevin.
Kevin's eyes raised in surprise as he saw that he and Justin were near the same height.
Justin wasn't the scrawny little kid he remembered him to be. He was just as built as Kevin was. He didn't understand why JC was always trying to protect him.
"You push my friends, and you mess with me," Justin said, roughly pushing Kevin.
Kevin underestimated his strength as he went colliding into the ground that Justin and JC had just been aquatinted with.
Nick's lost look was suddenly replaced with an angry one. Justin was suddenly eye to eye with Nick.
"So we meet again," Justin smiled. "Just when I was staring to miss you."
"You have a lot of nerve," Nick said.
"Oh I do, do I?" Justin smiled.
Nick nodded his head. "What makes you think you can just push Kevin and think that's nothing going to happen?"
"What the hell makes Godzilla think he can just push JC? What did dumb Kevin think we were going to do? Play ring around the rosies together afterwards?"
Nick stepped in closer to Justin, and Justin did the same. Neither seemed to be intimidated by the other.
Kevin and JC quickly tried to make their ways to their little brothers, but someone from each side stopped them. AJ held onto Kevin's arm as Chris held onto JC's. It was time that Justin and Nick worked out their problems because they weren't about to just dissipate.
"When are you going to let it go?" Justin asked.
Nick didn't even have to ask what he was talking about.
"Don't you dare bring her into this."
"But isn't she the reason for all this?" Justin asked, crossing his arms across his chest.
"Isn't she why you hate me?"
Nick clenched his jaw. "She's none of your business."
"Why are you so blind, Nick? Don't you see that she was just playing you? She knew who I was and she knew I didn't know who she was. She came and found me at that club. She came up to me. She flirted with me. She asked me to dance. She did it. I didn't do anything but stupidly take the bait. Why are you so blind to her?" Justin repeated.
AJ shook his head. That was what he wanted to know.
"That's not what she said," Nick finally said.
AJ rolled his eyes. What was she going to say? "Yeah, Nick, I purposely planned all this and messed around behind your back. Now take me back and give me back my credit card."
Justin shook his head. "What did you expect her to say? I'm telling you, I didn't know who she was. You know as well as I do how many blondes will come up to you at a club trying stupid shit with you. What would have made her so different to me? She didn't have 'Nick's girlfriend' tattooed to her forehead, you know."
"Did you fuck her?"
"Hell no," Justin said. "I'm not that stupid. I don't just sleep with anyone....although, she seems to have a tendency to." It was a cheap shot, he knew. But it was getting really exhausting putting up with Nick's little fits. He was acting like Justin stole one of his toys.
Nick's fist flew out but Justin caught it with his hand. "Is this what you want? To make it physical?" Nick kept his fiery gaze locked on Justin's. "Because if you want to throw down, that's fine," Justin said, shoving Nick's fist back at him. "Just make sure you're doing it for the right reasons."
Justin took a step back, raising his balled fists to protect his face. JC and Kevin looked on anxiously. They both wanted desperately to stop the inevitable, but their friends were right. It was between Justin and Nick.
Before a punch could connect with anyone's face, the familiar sounds of helicopter wings were heard.
Everyone turned to see a disappointed Steven emerge from the helicopter.
"I came out as soon as the producers told me what was happening," Steven said, walking up to them.
They had forgotten that they were taped and wore microphones. The microphones all held little cameras that they weren't allowed to take off. Taking them off meant being disqualified.
"It seems as though the main problem here is your girlfriend, Nick," Steven said, reaching them. He raised his hand behind him and they saw someone emerging from the helicopter. "That's why this next challenge is important. It's a reward challenge,"
Steven continued.
Everyone forgot about the person coming from the helicopter and focused on Steven.
They were all interested to see what this challenge entailed.
"We're already having another challenge?" Lance asked. This wasn't much different from their real lives. They never seemed to just get a day off.
"Yes," Steven said. "This challenge is meant to alleviate the tension here. And I have just the person to help with it."
Steven turned around to lead the person from the helicopter into everyone's view.
Everyone seemed to have stopped breathing as they recognized the blonde in front of them.
"Mandy?" Nick choked out.
--
"I don't believe this," Justin muttered to himself.
"Man, I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing," Chris said. "Do they want ratings or do they want ratings?"
Lance shook his head. "He said this is supposed to bring us together somehow. It's supposed to decrease the tension. How, I don't have a clue."
JC was the only still sitting silently. For once, he was actually worried about not only Justin, but Nick, too. How was he taking seeing Mandy after all this time? After everything that Justin had told him?
Nick had thought up until Steven interrupted them that Justin had sought Mandy out.
He didn't know that it had been the other way around.
JC rubbed his eyes. What he wouldn't give for a bottle of aspirin.
--
"Are you okay?" Kevin asked, resting a hand on Nick's shoulder.
"Just peachy."
Great, he was closing down. Nick always did that when he got mad enough.
"Nick-"
"Why the hell is Mandy here?" Nick asked, knowing that Kevin had as much a clue as he did. "When this stupid idea turn into the biggest plan to humiliate me?"
"I don't know," Kevin said. "But I'm going to go and talk to Steven right now."
AJ grabbed Kevin's arm. "Let it go, Kev. Steven knows what he's doing. He knows what's been going on here. How many times has he walked in on us arguing? Mandy has a reason for being here. He wouldn't have brought her otherwise."
"Maybe he just wants to see Nick and Justin go at it."
Brian shook his head. "I don't think so. If that was the case, he wouldn't have come to stop them from fighting. He didn't just find Mandy. It's something he's probably been planning ever since he found out about the whole Nick/Mandy/Justin situation."
AJ nodded his head. "He's always interrupting our fights," AJ agreed. "And he said that this reward challenge is meant to dissipate the tension. I'm with Bri, so don't worry Nicky, we've got your back."
Nick looked at AJ weirdly. "Dissipate? When did you learn what dissipate means?"
AJ shot Nick a look.
"Everyone over here please," they heard Steven call from his microphone. "This reward challenge is going to be a trivial questions sort of challenge. As you notice, Mandy is up here in the middle," Steven said, motioning his hand above his head to Mandy. She waved timidly to everyone.
Chris was the only one who waved back.
"Nick and Justin are going to sit down here in these chairs on either side of Mandy,"
Steven continued. "The remaining 6 of you are going to ask Mandy questions pertaining to Justin and Nick and she will answer."
Kevin's brow furrowed in confusion. "How does this work? How do we know who wins if Mandy," Kevin practically spit her name out, "is the one answering?"
"You guys," Steven said talking to the Backstreet Boys, "are going to ask her questions pertaining to Nick." Steven turned to NSYNC. "You will ask her anything you want about Justin." Steven smiled at them all. "Justin and Nick will be sitting here to listen to the entire thing. The winner is determined by who can control their temper."
The guys all stared at Steven like he was crazy. Mandy was the entire reason for the discomfort on the island. She was the reason Nick and Justin didn't get along and now they had to ask her questions about them and not get mad?
This was Mandy. She was bound to say something that would piss someone off.
AJ rolled his eyes and Brian smiled. "We could ask her who has curly hair and she'd probably say Nick," Brian said.
AJ smiled at him in return. "Or who had a little brother named Aaron and she'd just twirl her hair and smack her gum." AJ began to twirl his imaginary hair and talk in a high pitched voice. "That, would like, be Justin, riaaght?"
Kevin turned and shot them both disapproving looks. He wanted to hear Steven.
"This reward challenge has nothing to do with wit, brains, or strength. It's mental,"
Steven said, tapping his temple with his index finger. "This has to do with self control.
I've noticed how you guys seem to have a lack of control when you're around each other.
You're going to learn how to control that today."
"And what if no one loses their temper?" Lance asked.
Steven smiled. He hoped that this worked. "If no one loses their temper, then the game is over when Nick and Justin have joined together to, as you guys might say, squash their problems....when they realize that hating each other isn't the answer."
Justin and Nick looked at each crazily. If someone didn't lose their temper, they'd be there all night.
Part Five
"I can't believe this!" Justin yelled, stretching a curl down his forehead to get a better look at the disaster area that was now on his head. "Those sons of bit-"
He was cut off by the loud laughter of his friends. Justin turned his angry glare from his bright hair to his friends' laughing faces.
"I am so glad that you find this amusing," Justin spat out.
JC opened his mouth to say something, but couldn't because of how hard he was laughing. Tears were strolling down his cheeks.
"Aw, man, they got you good," Lance finally got out. His lips sputtered as he started laughing again. "They got you so good!"
Chris walked up to Justin, laying a comforting hand on his shoulder.
"Hey, just look on the bright side-"
"Literally," JC cut in.
Chris giggled, starting over. "Look on the bright side, man. If we get lost out here, we can use your hair as a reflector to signal the aircraft."
Justin gave Chris a 'you're not funny look' as Chris tried his hardest to swallow down his laughter. It was bad enough that Justin's hair was red, there was no point in getting his face to turn that color, too. As much as he couldn't stand the Backstreet Boys, he had to give them credit for their joke.
As hard as Chris tried to hold down his laughter, he just couldn't anymore. The events of that morning came rushing back to him, forcing him into another fit of laughter.
JC had woken Chris and Lance up, the three of them quietly watching Justin surprised, trying to come up with reasons for his new hair color. Justin had woken up to find them all staring at him openmouthed. It was only a couple of seconds after the shock of what must have happened sunk in that they had burst out laughing. Poor Justin had just sat there staring at them like they were crazy, unaware of what was going on.
"They're going to pay!" Justin yelled angrily. "Just watch! I'm going to come up with something good!"
JC shook his head. "That's what you get. Don't be a hypocrite and get mad now, Justin.
You did the same thing to them with that rat."
"Chris did it, too!" Justin whined, pointing to the older man standing next to him. "His hair isn't one of the colors off the rainbow!"
"Justin, it isn't a wonder they targeted you. You are the one who fights with most of them," Lance smiled.
"I don't fight with all of them," Justin pouted. "I only fight with Nick."
"So what makes you think it wasn't just Nick who did it?" JC asked.
Justin shrugged his shoulders. The truth was, he didn't know. But he had a feeling, and that was all he needed.
"They would do anything for that sumo wrestler," Justin simply said.
JC shook his head at the angry look on Justin's face. If he knew his little brother, he was thinking up ways to get Nick back. Another smile crawled onto JC's face as Justin sat there angrily pouting, his red, curly hair blowing with the breeze.
Justin bit his tongue to stop the flow of complaints he knew would only bring more laughter from his friends. Nick may have thought he won this one, but Justin wasn't done with Nick Carter. Not yet. Not by a freaking long shot. He had come up with another joke for him, already having completed stage one, but after the Mandy incident he had decided against it.
A slow smile spread across his clear face, lighting up his blue eyes. There was going to be no stopping him now.
It was soon going to be time to complete stage two.
--
The slimy fish slipped out of Nick's hands again, jumping back into the comforts of it's home. Nick peered into the water to see where it could have gone.
"I think that sucker's gone, Nicky," Brian smiled as he watched Nick concentrating on the water.
Brian sat down in the raft, tired. All he wanted was to get back to camp so that he could take a nap before another horrible note showed up. He was hoping that they wouldn't get anything that day. He just wanted to rest and bum around.
Nick bit his lower lip as he lowered his head closer over the raft. There had to be another fish in there somewhere.
A fish jumped up quickly, hitting Nick in the face. Nick fell back into the raft surprised, smiling as he heard Brian and Kevin's laughter.
"I guess he doesn't like me very much?" Nick asked, sitting up in a more comfortable position.
"Probably not, Frack. With you trying to kill him and all," Kevin smiled.
"Hey, guys. Do you think Justin's woken up, yet?" Brian smiled, his blue eyes sparkling mischievously.
Nick laughed. "I hope so."
"I hope he took a shower," Kevin laughed.
Brian suddenly started laughing uncontrollably. "I'm pretty sure he did."
Nick looked at Brian curiously. "What makes you think that?"
"Because," Brian smiled, continuing to laugh as his eyes still concentrated on the shore,
"either Justin took a shower or Carrot Top is here to do a show for us."
Kevin and Nick followed Brian's gaze and burst out laughing. There, on shore, was someone waving at them crazily.
Although they couldn't make out their facial features, they instantly knew who it was.
The only reason they were able to decipher that much was because below the flailing arms was a poof of big, curly, red hair.
"Guess we better row back in?" Nick asked, smiling.
"Oh, yeah," Kevin smiled. "I wouldn't want to miss this for the world."
--
"Those jerks," Justin muttered as they finally made it to shore.
He didn't know why, but he felt someone behind him. Justin turned around, letting an annoyed sigh escape his lips. He turned back around and rolled his eyes. Here came his three dorky sidekicks. Why couldn't they ever just leave him alone?
"I knew you were over here," JC said after reaching Justin. "Didn't I tell you to stay on our side of the island?"
"Yes, you did, but since when do I listen?"
"He's got a good point, JC," Chris smiled.
JC turned to give Chris look. That boy and his mouth.
"Good afternoon, Bozo."
Justin turned around to be greeted with Nick's full smile.
"Good afternoon my ass." Justin didn't even try to smile.
"If it isn't Stephen King's 'It'," Kevin smiled.
Justin turned his angry glare to Kevin. "What's the matter, Bert? Pissed because Ernie took off without you? One word, Kevin: tweezers. Then maybe he'll come back."
"Now, now, Justin," Brian smiled. "Why are you so upset?"
"Because," Justin said, turning to look Brian straight in the eye. "I got my Playboy this month and found out that Leighanne is no longer working, with you to support her and all."
The smile instantly vanished from Brian's happy face. Justin didn't know when to stop.
"I bet she's just counting her lucky pennies, or," Justin stopped, pretending to think,
"her lucky millions. I bet she's already calculated how much you're worth, buddy. Man, and she thought she'd hit it big with Joe Pesci."
"Shut the hell up," Brian said, stepping up. Nick reached out his arm to keep Brian back.
Nick stepped in front of Brian to stand in front of Justin.
"Does insulting other people make you feel better?" Nick asked.
Justin reverted his gaze from Brian to Nick. "Seems to work for you. I thought we'd already squashed everything."
Nick shrugged, spitting next to Justin. "You thought wrong."
"Serves you right for trying to," Kevin smiled. "Thinking isn't your strong suit, Justin."
"Wow, he got that sentence out in less than five minutes," Chris marveled. He shot Kevin a thumbs up sign. "Impressive."
"What are you even doing over here, Mufaza?" Nick asked, smiling again. "Get lost?"
"In the jungle, the mighty jungle, the lions sleeps tonight," Brian sang to himself, watching the waves crash on the shoreline. A smile played on his lips the entire time.
JC shook his head. He was hoping to not get involved, but there was no way he was going to stand there while retard, retarded, and more retarded picked on Justin.
"What do you know?" JC wondered. "We've got obese, shorty, and hairy. A whole new breed of the Three Stooges."
Kevin gave JC a look. "Stay out of this."
JC rolled his eyes and laughed, stepping up to stand next to Justin, placing himself directly in front of Kevin.
"You want me to stay out of this when you're one of the ones talking shit to Justin? What, are you stupid?" JC immediately raised his hand to signal him to stop. "Wait, don't answer that."
"We already know the answer," Chris added, stepping to the other side of Justin. He was now standing in front of Brian.
"Besides," Justin smiled. "It might take him a couple of hours to finally get the word out.
'You see'," Justin said, imitating Kevin, "I know how I can say the answer shorter and faster, but I don't want to. Don't you understand that they never let me sing? This is the only way I can get my voice heard, so instead of just saying 'no', I'm going to give you a longer version of 'no'. It's not that I talk a lot, I just like to over-explain things'," Justin stopped, laughing. "Without Nick and Brian, you guys would be BBMak."
Kevin bit the inside of his cheek to keep his fist from where he knew it belonged: Justin's face.
"But, I do have to give you some credit, Kevin," Lance smiled. "You seem to be the only one here who's at least somewhat stable." Lance was now standing next to JC.
JC smiled. "Yeah, I mean, Brian's got the silicone filled, money hungry, fake Leighanne stuck on his arm."
"What's sadder is he thinks she actually loves him," Justin said, pretending to pout.
"She does love me," Brian said, fighting everything inside of himself to keep himself planted in his spot. "If you want to talk about girlfriends, Justin, why don't we talk about Britney? There's silicone if I ever saw some."
Justin watched Brian angrily.
"I don't think she's ALL silicone," Nick smiled. "I think they had to take some of that crap in her head that she calls a brain to put in her breasts, too," Nick said. "That's the only logical thing I can come up with. I mean, no one can be that stupid, right?"
Brian laughed. "Yeah, I heard her in an interview somewhere and I couldn't stop laughing." Brian pretended to chew gum while he flipped his hair. " 'Yeah, I like to travel and go places overseas, like Canada.'." Brian laughed. "Sad thing is I didn't even have to make that up."
"No, the sad thing is," Lance said, "is that you will never have what Justin has with Britney," Lance said, raising his eyebrow to Brian for emphasis. "They truly love each other. They don't THINK that the other loves the other. They know. Whereas, poor stupid Leighanne probably thinks you love her," Lance said shaking his head.
"I do love her," Brian said. "What the hell do you know about how I feel?"
"Then what were you doing with Samantha?" Justin asked, reminding him of Mandy's tattle from yesterday. "Was that her name?"
"Yeah, that was her name," JC said. "Samantha, the high school sweetheart."
Chris smiled at Brian's suddenly embarrassed face. "We're only wondering because most people who are in love usually aren't out frolicking with past loves."
"Hey, Brian," Justin smiled. "Did you ever stop to think that maybe Leighanne already knows? All of this is recorded, remember? It's probably already aired and she's probably sitting at home crying her little eyes out."
"Shut the fuck up," Nick said, noticing that Brian was fighting to keep his eyes from watering. He knew the thought of Leighanne home alone with facts that he couldn't explain to her was killing her. Nick could tell that it was killing Brian, too.
"Oh, Nick wants a turn," Justin smiled, nudging JC.
"Well, baby," JC exaggerated, teasing Nick with the nickname he'd heard Kevin call him,
"we could start with the weight problem. Tsk, tsk," JC said, shaking his head.
"Problems just getting to be too much?" Chris asked, reaching out to pat Nick's stomach.
Kevin grabbed Chris' hand, shoving it back at him. "Ooooh," Chris teased. "Most people turn to food when their problems get to be too much," Justin agreed. "Mommy wants money, wants more money, can't get it from you because Mandy's taking it all, so she turns your little brother and sister into another money making factory. Where there's a Carter, there's a way."
"Then you've got Mandy," Lance sighed. "Mandy, Mandy, Mandy."
"Shut up!" Kevin yelled. He'd heard enough.
"Why don't you shut up?" Lance yelled back. "It's okay for you stand there yelling insults, but you can't take them in return?"
Kevin shoved JC aside and grabbed Lance by his collar. "Keep talking," Kevin breathed into his face. "I dare you to."
"Hoooooookay," Lance breathed into Kevin's face. If Kevin wanted to blow his bad breath in Lance's face, he was going to get a taste of Lance's, too.
JC pulled Lance back, surprising Kevin into letting him go. JC stood in front of Lance.
"Grab one of them again, and we're really going to have trouble, Richardson." JC stared at Kevin angrily. It had taken more than JC knew he had in himself not to hit Kevin. He didn't care what popped out of their mouths. Kevin should know better than to try to lay a finger on any of them. "I understand that Justin fed you guys a rat," JC said, taking deep breaths to keep from yelling, "but Nick made it seem yesterday that everything was okay when he shook Justin's hand, and we thought that everything was done and over with. Was that all a farce?"
"That was to let him know that the thing with Mandy was squashed. I still can't stand his ass," Nick spoke up.
"You haven't let go of the Mandy thing," Justin interrupted. "That was the WHOLE
reason for hating me, you overblown piece of lard." Justin continued to stare at Nick.
"You've had no other reason to hate me. Every hateful word you've thrown at me has been because of your retarded, too stupid to get a GED, girlfriend." Nick opened his mouth to say something, but Justin continued talking. "And every hateful thing I've ever done to you is because of everything you've ever said or done to me. So you can hate me for everything I've said, done, or whatever, but fucking remember WHY it was all said and done to begin with."
"Justin, I don't think I would've liked you either way."
"Can't stand the competition?"
Nick shook his head, his blue eyes focusing on Justin's. "You aren't competition. You're our long lost twins. I've never seen better imitators."
"Don't worry, Nick," Kevin said. "With that hair, the only person Justin will be able to imitate is a clown. He belongs in a circus, anyway."
Nick smiled at the huge puff of curly, red hair on Justin's head. "Man, Justin. Your hair looks like it's going through withdrawal. Missing that gel?"
Brian laughed. "I don't know anyone who violates hair products more than you, Justin."
"Did you forget about AJ?" Chris laughed. "What does he think? That he's got peacock in his family?"
"Leave AJ out of this," Nick threatened.
"Or what?" Chris asked. "Your gonna booty bump us out of here?"
Kevin rolled his eyes. They just didn't get it. They would never be able to fathom why they would never be able to get along. Everything that the Backstreet Boys had worked hard for seemed to just rub off on NSYNC. They didn't have to do anything.
"Just get out of here," Kevin said, deciding to stop it before it got to where not even he could control it.
"They're probably just trying to steal another idea of ours," Brian said. "We keep those under lock and key now," Brian smiled sarcastically, sliding his index finger and thumb across his lips, twisting his hand at the end of his lips to signify that he'd locked his lips.
"If only he would stay like that," Lance said.
Justin stared at Nick annoyed. He didn't know anyone who could get under his skin more than the bleached wonder standing right in front of him.
"What are you doing?" Kevin asked Justin. "Trying to memorize Nick's looks so you can copy those, too?"
"Here we go again," JC said, rolling his eyes.
Kevin prayed for self control. "Yeah, here we go again," Kevin said. "When you've had to work half as hard as we've had to-"
"Not this stupid 'when you've walked a mile in our shoes' bullshit again!" Chris yelled.
"You could NEVER know what we've had to go through," Kevin said through his teeth.
"Kevin, what in the HELL do you know about what we've been through? Did you keep a daily log of our suffering or something?" JC yelled. Kevin looked at JC, annoyed. "Well?!
Did you? Have you even bothered to ever ASK?"
"No, because I don't give a shit," Kevin answered.
JC eyes were blazing now and Chris, Justin, and Lance were all watching him surprised.
JC never blew up like that.
"JC, man, maybe we should just go," Justin said, forgetting about his original reason for being there. JC was way more important to him than some red hair.
"NO! Of course you didn't ask!" JC yelled, ignoring Justin. "We NEVER followed you.
We NEVER tried to be like you. So we had the same management. And? How many people share the same freakin' management?" JC continued to rant, not letting anyone get a word in. "What did you expect us to do? Huh?" JC stopped and pretended to go back in time. "Oh, guys wait! We can't pursue our hopes, our dreams. We can't let them come true. There's already another group out. The Backstreet Boys. So let's just stop what we love doing and find something else to dream about." JC stared at Kevin angrily.
"Whatever, Kevin," JC spat.
"There were too many similarities, JC," Kevin said angrily. "Too many to be a coincidence."
JC laughed. "Like the coincidences between you and Take That? You even cut your hair like them! But, of course, you weren't following them around, were you? You weren't trying to copy them, but it sure did piss you off when people tried to imply that you were."
Brian looked at JC and Kevin's angry faces, and Justin, Lance, and Chris' worried ones.
Nick seemed to be thinking at a hundred miles per hour. JC always seemed to be the calm one of them, Brian thought. It must've taken a lot of pent up frustrations to make him burst.
Brian shook his head. As much as he didn't want to hear any of what JC had to say, maybe it was time he did. Time they did. He had to admit that there was a lot about NSYNC that he didn't know, just like there was a lot about them that NSYNC didn't know.
"Had it been the other way around, had we been the first ones to come out, would you have stopped?" JC asked, staring at Kevin. He had always wanted to throw this question in their faces. "Would you have told that asshole of a man, 'Lou, we can't do this.
Someone else is already out with the same sound.' Like hell you would have."
JC stopped, trying to keep the aggravated tears out of his eyes. Nick watched surprised as he heard the emotion in JC's voice and saw it in his eyes. He'd never looked at it that way before.
"As for us switching to Jive, we were NOT following you. You know damn well the shit we had to go through with Lou Pearlman because you went through it, too. Jive was the only record company willing to get mixed up in all the dirt to help us out. We don't wake up every morning and gather in a huddle and say 'Hey, guys. What do you think the Backstreet Boys are gonna do today? Okay! Let's go and do that!' The way I see it, you need to get a life because you are worrying way too much about what we're doing."
This wasn't about insults anymore. This was just about feelings that had never been spoken before.
"We've been through a lot," Kevin said. "We've had many personal battles, then with you guys becoming popular around the same time we did, it was too much. Don't you understand how we feel?" Kevin started. "We worked so hard over in Europe, so hard!
Endless days of performing through colds, flu's and only a couple hours of sleep.
Performing at high schools, malls, singing anywhere we could. We had just made it big in Europe, they had finally come around to us, and BAM! There comes NSYNC. What were we supposed to think?"
"We understood that," Justin countered quietly. Kevin looked at Justin surprised. He thought that Chia boy would have been yelling at the top of his lungs by now. "We sat and thought about what it would be like if we were in your shoes. That's why WE never threw an insult in your direction. We tried to be friends with you. You wouldn't have it, though."
Nick looked out at the ocean. He didn't like how Justin Timberlake, of all people, was making sense. He was wishing they'd stayed on their side of their island. It was easier to hate them that way.
Another voice fought with Nick's first one. But Nick hated hating anyone. And he knew well enough that although everything looked good in the spotlight, it wasn't always perfect. How many times had he stared at he and his friends smiling faces on the cover of a magazine, wishing that everything was as perfect and happy as the magazine made it seem?
Brian wanted to open his mouth and say something to defend them, but nothing was coming to his head. He had always thought about their problems and tribulations. He'd never considered NSYNC's problems.
Kevin didn't have any problems coming up with things to say, though.
"How do you expect us to react? We worked our butts off-"
"SO....DID......WE!" JC yelled, his face turning red. "We sang ANYWHERE we could!
Restaurants, malls.....everywhere! We didn't hide in the bushes and wait to jump out when we saw that you got popular!"
"Don't try to play the wounded animal with me," Kevin said, shaking his head. "I saw my cousin almost die." Kevin's voice involuntarily broke, and he fought to keep it even.
"And right when I think things can't get worse, they do."
JC shook his head. "I am SORRY for what happened to Brian. But you act like we're the ones who gave him a heart defect. I sent flowers and a letter that was never answered."
Kevin snapped his fingers. "Damn, with Brian in surgery and praying for his recovery, it's a wonder that answering Joshua Chasez's letter wasn't the first thing on my to do list."
Brian's and Nick's faces were drawn into confusion. They never knew about any letter.
"Everyone was too worried about Brian to answer letters from you. Especially when we had just found out about how Lou stabbed us in the back with you. We had NO idea the entire time that you were out that Lou was the one behind it all. I wasn't about to throw it in their faces even more with some condolence letter from you," Kevin said, shaking his head.
"Kevin, I know how personal things can hurt. How they can make things harder than they have to be, but EVERYONE has to go through them. Not just the Backstreet Boys.
We're not immune to problems, you know," JC said. "Just because I don't find a reason to throw our personal problems in your face doesn't mean they don't exist. It means they're personal, meaning their none of your business. And I wouldn't use them as a reason to hate you. Now excuse us, Train," JC said, exaggerating the sound of Kevin's nickname. "Since we're on your side of the island, you can't very well choo choo your ass out of here, so we're leaving. I'm tired of talking to a wall."
JC turned to walk away from the reason of his newly formed headache. He tried desperately to calm his erratic breathing.
Lance and Chris were immediately at JC's side, but Justin lingered behind.
"Things aren't as clear cut as you thought they were, huh?" Justin asked. There was no malice or sarcasm in his voice.
He turned around to catch up with JC. Nick watched as Justin squeezed between Lance and JC, slinging his arm around JC. He seemed to be saying something comforting to JC.
They weren't much different from them. And the realization that he hated the most was that more and more everyday, he realized that Justin wasn't much different from him.
Nick shook his head. He hated it when he started thinking.
--
"Kev, you okay?"
Kevin turned his head halfway around at the sound of Nick's voice. He had taken off in the other direction after their long lost best friends had departed. Nick must've followed him.
Kevin took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. After a prolonged silence, he answered Nick.
"I will be."
Kevin not trying to talk. Nick shook his head. This was not good. Kevin loved to talk, and when he stopped it was time to pull out the stethoscope and make sure that he still had a heartbeat and pulse.
"Kevvy?"
Another deep breath. "Yeah?"
"You're lying."
Kevin turned around to look at his baby brother. He was greeted with a very worried looking Nick. Nick's forehead was creased with worry lines as his blue eyes focused on Kevin's unreadable green ones.
"What makes you think I'm lying?"
Nick sighed, raking his hand through his straight hair. "If you don't start 'fessing up, I'm gonna get back with Mandy."
Kevin smiled, letting a small laugh escape his lips. Nick smiled.
"I swear!" Nick threatened. "I'll do something really bad like impregnate her and then there'll be more little hers running around. Then where will our world be?"
Kevin gave Nick a serious look. "That's not even funny. That's scary."
Kevin turned back around to sit down on the sand. Nick watched his back for some sign of invitation. Not that he needed one. Nick didn't plan on going anywhere until Kevin broke down and told him what was going on inside of him. Or at least until Kevin had heard what he had to say. For once, he was going to be able to annoy Kevin the way Kevin loved to annoy Nick. In Backstreetland, this was called being a friend. They just had a more interesting way of doing it.
"Nick, why don't you-"
"Sit down and wait for you to tell me what's going on? Okay."
Nick sat down next to Kevin just in time to catch the rolled eyes and exasperated look on Kevin's face.
Nick began to talk in a deep, announcer-like voice. "Today the role of Kevin Richardson will be filled in by Nickolas Carter."
Kevin smiled, shaking his head. "This isn't a soap opera, Nicky."
"You're right. It's more like Jerry Springer."
Kevin laughed. "More like my worst nightmare."
"You're pissed off because you agree with JC."
Kevin had been avoiding eye contact with Nick since he sat down, but that made him turn to look his best friend in the eyes.
Damn. That was exactly what he didn't want to do, because the way Nick could be transparent sometimes, Kevin could be worse when he wasn't in control. And no one read him better than Nick.
"That's it, isn't it?"
Kevin turned away, shaking his head. "JC doesn't know what the hell he's talking about."
Nick shook his head. And they called him stubborn.
"I think he does," Nick admitted, throwing stray rocks and shells into the water. "You know, before today I'd never really thought about everything the way he explained it,"
Nick said, still trying to skip his newly found items against the water. For some reason, they were just sinking. "I understood the Jive transfer. I understood how hurt they must've been with the Pearlman thing."
Kevin almost glanced at Nick. Ever since they'd broken all ties with Lou, Nick refused to acknowledge him as such. He always called him Pearlman. It was impersonal that way.
Besides, he had said, the man he thought was Lou was really someone else. So he was just Pearlman now. That was all he ever would be.
"Frack, don't feel sorry for them."
"Pisssshhh," Nick said, dismissing Kevin's comment with a wave of his hand. He had given up trying to throw rocks into the water. "I'll be the last one to feel sorry for them.
But probably the first from this group to understand them."
Kevin shook his head. "There's nothing to understand."
Nick shook his head as well. "You hate admitting you're wrong."
"I.....do.....not."
"Do....too." Nick smiled, looking at Kevin. Kevin still refused to return his gaze.
"Remember that time that you didn't try on your pants before one of the concerts because you said you knew they were going to fit? We all told you, 'Kevin, try them on.'
But, nooooo, Kevin knew what he was doing. Or thought he knew what he was doing,"
Nick muttered. "Then, while we were flying they fell down. You refused to admit that it was your fault for not trying them on."
Kevin smiled. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"Nah, nah, nah," Nick said, shaking his hand. "You remember. You tried to say it was because you lost weight that day." Nick began to laugh. "How much weight could you have lost in one day, Kev?"
Kevin shrugged. "I had worked out that morning."
"Still won't admit it was your fault." Nick's smile was now smaller. "That's why I'm not surprised that you won't admit that at least some of what JC said was true."
"There's nothing to admit because-"
"Because you're a bullheaded man. Train, I never thought I'd hear the day when you would whine."
"I am NOT whi-"
"Whining!" Nick finished. "That's my line, remember? I know a whine when I hear one. I am the king of whines."
"Nicky, go back with Bri, okay?"
"Oh, no. This is my chance to go into full Kevin mode. Maybe you'll back off next time I ask you to go away."
Kevin shook his head. Back off? Yeah, right. As much as Nick was getting to him now, he was only going to get worse the next time they had one of these talks, just to teach him a lesson.
"Thinking of some way to get back at me?"
Kevin's raised eyebrow made Nick smile. Right on the money.
"Fine, you don't want to admit anything, that's fine. But I'm just telling you that I see where JC's coming from. Do we really know about anything that they've been through?"
Nick took Kevin's silence as a no. Kevin surely always took Nick's silence for a no or a plain 'You're right and I'm not gonna say it'. He always said that it only meant that he wasn't ready to admit anything out loud.
"If it had been the other way around, would we have given everything up, Kev? Had NSYNC been out first, would we have just stopped? Gone to find the closest McDonald's to work at? Would you have been willing to just go back to Disney World to play Aladdin again?"
Kevin bit the inside of his cheek.
"I didn't think so," Nick said, squinting into the sun. Nick sighed again. "I hate admitting all of this, but stick boy's right. I still don't like them; I just don't like them a little less now."
Kevin continued to sit next to Nick in silence. If all it took to get Kevin this quiet was JC
yelling at him, Nick was going to ask the show for a copy of JC's earlier screaming match so that he could play it every time he didn't feel like hearing Kevin.
"I guess they didn't have it as easy as I thought," Nick continued. "I mean, they do have Joey."
Kevin finally smiled. Nick patted his shoulder as he got up.
"Just think about what I said, k, man? I'm here if you want to talk. If you feel like yelling or something, just call on me." Nick looked at Kevin. "Or wait ten minutes. I'll eventually give you a reason to start yelling, anyway."
Nick began to walk away and Kevin turned around to watch his retreating back with a smile.
Nick was right. Damn the kid, but he was right. Kevin let out another breath. He just hated knowing that all of that resentment he'd had wasn't well placed. He knew very well the reason for the origination of his feelings for NSYNC.
Lou Pearlman.
With Kevin's own father gone, he had seen Lou as a second father. Lou had seen him as a dollar sign. Then to hear NSYNC talk about Lou the way they once had, well...it obviously hadn't sat well with him.
Kevin thought about Nick's words again. As much as he was hating to admit it, his baby bro had grown up. Kevin turned back around. Where the hell was he when it had happened? He sure would have loved to have seen it the very second it occurred.
Kevin smiled again. "Maybe it didn't just happen. Maybe it was something that gradually grew on him."
Kevin laughed.
He was just glad that he was there to see it....period.
--
The Backstreet Boys and NSYNC were standing in front of each other for the second time that day. This time no one was making eye contact with anyone.
Steven watched both groups surprised. They hadn't even insulted each other. Steven shook his head. He wondered if there was anything in the tapioca roots.
He brightened a little. Or maybe his self control challenge had really worked. He could only hope. OR it could mean that it did the complete opposite and had just made them completely withdrawn from each other.
Steven shook his head again. And he thought women were hard to understand.
"Your next challenge is an immunity challenge," he started once given the signal that everything was ready.
Nick's head was the first to shoot up. "Another immunity challenge? We just had one yesterday."
Steven tried his hardest not to shrink back from the look on Nick's face. Angry was an understatement. The hatred in his voice was enough to make him blink more than he needed to.
"The producer's of the show think that prolonging your stay out here on the island isn't healthy. We're going to try to keep immunity challenges in pairs now. I thought you'd be happy," Steven said, trying to smile. "The more immunity challenges, the faster you're out of here and with your friends again."
"Yeah," Justin agreed. "The faster we're away from here is for the best." Justin bitterly laughed. "Here I thought the best thing about being on this crummy island was that we'd be away from scheming people using us for their own purposes, but it's not the first time I've been wrong. I mean, it's funny how you can't run from hypocritical people who hide behind masks, Steven," Justin said, staring directly at Steven, "even on a deserted island."
If making Steven feel like the dirt on the island was their plan, then their plan was working way beyond any of their dreams. Ever since the Mandy incident, it was getting harder and harder for Steven to keep his smile around these guys.
"Your next challenge is definitely something that's bound to get your spirits up."
"What is it?" Kevin asked. "The 'expose all of Steven's secrets and make him feel like crap' game?"
Steven's smile wavered. "No, it isn't."
"Figures," JC smiled. "That game's only meant for us, right?"
Steven bent down to open his black bag. If you can't answer, change the subject.
"Your challenge is a game of basketball. I take it everyone here has played the game before?"
"Ooh...do we get to use your head as the basketball?" Lance asked.
Steven's smile wavered even more. They were supposed to be every teenybopper's dream, not Steven's worst nightmare.
Justin seemed to know what Steven was thinking. "This is what happens when you cross and use us, Steven."
Steven pretended not to hear him. "There's a little twist to our version of basketball, though."
"Of course there is," Chris said. "Otherwise it would be so un-Steven like."
"Well, it's not really a twist," Steven said, trying to reword himself. "It's just a bit different. You're uneven, and everyone has to participate, so what we're going to do is it's going to be one on one. Someone from Backstreet will have to go twice."
Everyone from Backstreet immediately muttered Brian. He was the best they'd ever seen at basketball, aside from pro players.
"First person to score 2 points is given 1 point for the team, then the next two people will go up. Baskets count as 1 point, instead of the traditional 2. The 3 point line is considered the 2 point line. One made shot from there automatically wins you a point for the team. In the event that a tie-breaker is needed, two people's names will be drawn out of this box," Steven said, holding up a small black box, "to play one on one. First person to score 2 points wins the immunity challenge for the team. It's pretty simple.
Everyone understand?" Everyone just stared at him. "Follow me."
The guys all followed Steven through a pre-set trail, coming upon a basketball court.
There was a portable rim set up and fake Astroturf made up the basketball court.
"You have five minutes to choose the first person to compete."
JC smiled at the eager look on Justin's face. "Let me go first," Justin offered.
"Let's see who they pick, JuJu. I would really rather have you play Brian. The way they all muttered that Brian go twice pretty much showed that he's the basketball player of the group."
"They might have him go first so that he can rest before he has to go again," Lance said.
Sure enough, Brian emerged from the group and made his way to the basketball court.
"Go kick his ass, Bri," Nick smiled.
"His ass is grass and I'm the lawn mower," Brian smiled. He laughed. It'd been a long time since he'd said that. He felt like he was in high school again.
Kevin and Nick patted Brian on the back as he made his way to Justin.
"Good luck," Justin smiled. "You're gonna need it."
"Yeah, right," Brian snickered. "I'll be impressed if you can just see the hoop through all of that," Brian smiled, pointing to Justin's hair.
"Whatever, Mini-Me," Justin said, looking down at Brian.
"Don't worry about me, Raggedy Andy." Brian checked the basketball to Justin. Justin checked it back to him.
"I'm not," Justin smiled, backing up as Brian came forward. He kept close to Brian, reiterating the quick footwork that Brian made around the court.
Justin had to admit that Mini-Me was pretty good. It was hard for him to keep up with Brian's quick feet. Brian faked a right, quickly turning back to his presently unguarded left to make a shot for the hoop. Justin realized his mistake too late as he heard the basketball swish it's way through the net.
"That would be one point for me," Brian smiled, raising a finger.
"Can't say you're not educated, Brian. I'll be really impressed if you can count to two, but don't get all stressed. There won't be a reason to because you're not going to make that many points," Justin said, checking the basketball to Brian.
Brian bounced the ball back to Justin, immediately on Justin the second he stepped back onto the court. Justin quickly ran a circle around Brian, stopping at the '2' point line, shooting. His hand still hanging in the air, Justin whooped as the ball went in. He jumped up, shooting his arm in the air. Justin ran by Brian, holding up two fingers.
"That's two." Brian watched disappointed as Justin ran into his friends open arms.
"Hey, don't worry about it, Frack. It's all good. All good," Nick said, clapping his hands to pep Brian back up.
Brian went back to his friends. "I'm sorry."
"Don't worry about it," Kevin smiled. "You're gonna go out there again and kick one of their asses. With Justin out of the way, they're dead."
Chris made his way to the court and Nick smiled. "Let me go. Look at how short he is.
He won't be able to make a shot with me guarding him."
Kevin patted Nick's back as a signal to go.
Sure enough, Chris was unable to make one shot with Nick guarding him. On both of Chris' attempts, Nick had jumped to block the shot, grabbing the basketball and taking the shots himself. Nick ran back to his group victorious.
"1 for Backstreet. 1 for NSYNC," Steven called out. No one acknowledged that they'd heard him.
Lance and Kevin were next. Kevin easily towered over Lance. Lance smiled back at Kevin proudly; he wasn't going to let him know that Kevin's height intimidated him.
When Kevin wasn't looking, Lance looked worriedly at his teammates and they all shot him a thumbs up signs and cheers of encouragement. It wasn't that Lance was scared of Kevin, he was scared of the basketball. If there was a definition for most unathletic person in the world who could not play a sport if they're lives (or careers) depended on it in the dictionary, Lance's picture was right next to it.
He shook his head, praying for some sort of miracle.
The least Lance knew was that he had to bounce the ball to Kevin and wait for Kevin to bounce it back to him. He'd seen that much.
After the referee handed Lance the basketball, he bounced it to Kevin. So far so good.
Kevin bounced the ball back to Lance, but Lance missed it, watching miserably as the ball fell behind him onto the grass.
Kevin rolled his eyes.
JC, Chris, and Justin tried their hardest to keep their mouths from dropping in stunned silence. They immediately started shouting words of encouragement to Lance.
"Don't worry about it!"
"It's nothing! Just concentrate! Have fun!"
"That's happened to me before!"
Lance knew without looking that that was Chris. Everything had happened to Chris at least once.
Kevin stared at Lance.
"What?" Lance asked.
"We have to switch places. You let it go out of bounds after it was checked. I get the ball."
"Oh, yeah, just kidding." And they were filming this. If people didn't think Lance was a dork before, they were gonna think he was gay now. It just got from bad to worse.
Kevin laughed, babying the ball with a small bounce to Lance. Lance caught it, and was getting ready to bounce it back.
Suddenly he heard Nick and Brian yelling out encouraging words to him. What? Nick and Brian? Lance turned confused.
"Way to go, Lance!"
"Wooo! Way to go!"
Lance continued to look at them as if their heads had suddenly merged together.
"He caught the ball! Yeah!"
"He didn't drop it! Go Lance, Go Lance!"
Lance rolled his eyes. He should've known they were just making fun of him.
He bounced the ball back to Kevin and tried to stay with him as he stepped onto the court. He easily dribbled past Lance. Lance ran as fast as he could to catch up to Kevin.
He reached his hand out and surprisingly hit the ball. It bounced right into his hands.
Lance stopped, staring at the ball. He got the ball!
"Lance! Run!"
"Shoot!"
"Do something!" Chris yelled.
Lance jumped as he shot his arm out to shoot the basketball. It flew over the backboard.
Justin dropped his face into his hands. "You think they would hire me back at Disney for a reunion of the Mickey Mouse Club?"
Backstreet was eating up Lance's incoordination. They were laughing, pointing, and making fun of Lance. Lance was beginning to feel even more uncomfortable and stupid.
Suddenly a hand was on his shoulder and he turned around to see Chris.
"I already have them making fun of me, I don't need you, too," Lance said, disappointed in himself.
There wasn't even a smile on Chris' face. "You can do this, man. I know you can. I've seen you when you get determined. Pretend that ball is Kevin's face. Imagine how stupid he's gonna look to his friends if he loses to you!"
"Gee, thanks," Lance said.
Chris smiled, shaking his head. "Pretend this has been your plan of attack. To throw him off. He was already making fun of you by bouncing that ball all slow and easy into your hands. Play up on that, man," Chris smiled, patting his shoulder. He turned to run back to Justin and JC. "You can do it," he called back.
Lance felt re-energized. Of course he could do this. With renewed energy, Lance bounced the ball back to Kevin. He was quicker at following Kevin and didn't even let the shot that Kevin made keep him down.
It was Lance's turn to have the ball. After it was checked, Lance didn't even wait to cautiously come out on the court. He immediately ran out past Kevin, pausing a short distance from the basket. He aimed his arms and hands with the basket and shot.
"YES!" Lance screamed as it went in. He smiled proudly at Kevin, who stood staring at the basket shocked.
Kevin ended up winning the game, but Lance still ran happily to his teammates. They all drew him into a hug, laughing and congratulating him.
Lance had made a basket. Now the world could end peacefully.
It was now JC's turn. Brian made his way to the court again and knew he could beat JC.
"Backstreet has 2, NSYNC has 1. Brian if you get this, Backstreet wins. If JC wins, it's a tie and we go to the tie-breaker," Steven said.
Brian had the ball first and easily maneuvered his way past JC. He jumped in the air and easily shot for the basket. He smiled brightly as he heard his teammates screaming after the ball went in.
Brian could tell that JC was competitive because when he checked the ball to Brian, he bounced it roughly into Brian's hands. JC quickly made his way onto the court, swiftly moving past Brian. Brian was on JC's back, his arms stretched out to block any shot that JC would try to quickly throw once he turned around.
"Get off of me," JC grunted through his heavy breathing.
"Don't get too excited," Brian huffed. "It's all in the name of basketball-"
JC quickly ducked under one of Brian's arms and shot from the 2 pointer line. Damn.
Brian should've known he was just trying to get him to talk to throw him off. Brian watched anxiously as the ball slowly danced around the rim. Brian closed his eyes when it looked like it was about to fall in.
A quick 'damn' from JC told him it hadn't. Once his eyes were opened, he saw that JC
was already at the basket recovering the ball for the next shot. Brian got to him too late, though, because the ball was already finding it's way into the netted basket.
"One to one," Steven called. "Next made shot is the winner of the game."
"Thanks for clearing that up, Steven," JC said, wiping the sweat from his forehead. It must've been over a hundred degrees out there. "It's not like we can't count to 2 or anything."
Brian quickly checked the ball and made his way back out onto the court. JC was right on him, trying to talk to him again. Brian knew better this time and ignored him.
"I wonder what Leighanne is wearing right now," JC said. He knew it was low, but he was too close to losing the game.
An elbow suddenly shot out into JC's rib, forcing him to hunch over and take deep breaths to lessen the sharp pain that had found itself in his side.
"You crazy motherfuc-"
A whistle cut JC off.
"Foul!" someone called out.
JC realized that his friends were at his side, making sure he was okay. He looked up to see Justin in Brian's face. He looked over to see Kevin and Nick making their way to Justin. He forced himself back into an upright position and walked to Justin while gripping his side.
"It isn't worth it, Curly. I get a free shot now. It's as good as ours."
Justin didn't budge.
"C'mon. It's almost ours."
Justin finally turned his angry eyes to JC. The anger was immediately replaced with concern. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah," JC smiled. "He hits like Lance."
"Hey!" Lance called out. "I heard that!"
Justin finally laughed, shaking his head. "If he touches you again-"
"You'll stand there like a good boy and let me handle it. I wasn't so innocent myself, JuJu. I said something kinda mean."
"I don't care-" Justin began.
Another whistle shot through the air. "JC, take your position."
JC winked at his friends and trotted to the line a couple of feet away from the basket. He was handed the basketball and bounced it a couple of times in front of himself.
He bent his legs, positioning the ball in his hands in front of his eyes, making it peripheral with his now focused vision. He saw the basketball and the basket ahead of it.
He jumped, letting the ball sail from his hands.
A couple of seconds later, he was jumping up and down, ignoring the pain in his side. He had just gotten the second point, winning the game and tying with the Backstreet Boys.
"Now for the tie-breaker," Steven called out, motioning for them to huddle around them.
No one moved. "Ookay...for the tie breaker." Steven grabbed the box and retrieved two names. "Justin."
A huge sigh of relief floated through NSYNC and Justin laughed. "Guys, you aren't that bad."
"Yeah, right. Did you not see Cinderella out there?" Chris laughed, referring to Lance. "I thought he was going to start screaming for his Prince Charming to come rescue him."
"Nick," Steven said, calling out the other name.
Nick rolled his eyes. "It figures. It just figures."
"Go kick his butt, Frack," Brian smiled. "I know you can do it. I taught you everything you know."
"Modest much?" Nick smiled.
"Nope," Brian smiled back.
Kevin ruffled Nick's hair. "Imagine how great it's gonna feel once you kick his butt."
Nick smiled, jogging onto the court.
"Yo, what's up now?" Justin smiled confidently. "We gonna see who got the skills now, dawg."
"Justin...."
"What?"
"You're not black. You're white."
Justin rolled his eyes. "Whatev."
The whistle blew signaling the start of the game and the ball was immediately checked.
Nick made his way onto the court and swiftly made his way past Justin. Before Justin knew it, the ball was no longer in Nick's hands. It was sailing through the air and into the basket.
Nick blew on his nails and rubbed them against his shirt. "I'll help you out since you couldn't bring your Hooked On Phonics kit. That's one," Nick said, raising a finger.
Justin rolled his eyes, catching the ball from the referee. He was soon on the court, dribbling the ball expertly between his legs. He faced Nick, noticing how Nick's eyes never left the ball.
"Hmm..." Nick said, guarding Justin. "A big ball full of air between your legs. It's like Britney never left."
Justin roughly bumped into Nick, pushing past him to the basket. He bounced the ball on the backboard, watching proudly as it slid into the basket.
Justin beamed at Nick, pretending the Britney remark didn't get to him. "Actually,"
Justin said, smiling even more, "the big ball of air in between my legs reminded me more of Mandy. She's so much better at that. But, hey," Justin grinned, "it's not like you and the rest of Tampa didn't already know that."
The smile was gone from Nick's face and he was immediately striding across the court to Justin. Kevin's face was suddenly in front of Nick's.
"Let it go. Let it go. He's just trying to get you to lose your concentration. Remember what we're here to do."
Nick focused in on Kevin and blocked out Justin's laughter. "You're right. I'm sorry."
"No need to apologize, little man. Just kick his ass....with the game. Not physically."
Nick smiled. "Can I kick his ass after the game?"
"What do you think?" Kevin asked.
"Yes?"
Kevin gave him a look.
"Fine, fine," Nick gave in. Right when he thought about giving NSYNC a chance, Justin had to open his mouth. So what else was new?
Nick looked at Justin and decided that Justin must've been Lucifer in a past life. He just knew it.
Nick began to dribble the ball on the court, thinking of ways on how to get past Justin.
Nick suddenly smiled.
"Do you think that Britney's being faithful to you, Justy boy?"
Justin's face was red and Nick couldn't tell if it was because of him or because of the heat. "Yes, she's faithful. She doesn't have a case of Mandy-itis."
Nick tried his hardest to ignore his snide remarks. He only hoped that Justin didn't have the same patience to ignore his. "If you knew something, you might not agree."
Justin literally stopped and stared at Nick. "Knew what?"
Nick almost stopped with him when he saw the small fear in Justin's eyes. He cared more about Britney than Nick thought. He quickly shook himself out of Justin's stare and bounced the ball around Justin, scoring the point that won the Backstreet Boys the challenge.
"Oh, sorry, Justin!" Nick laughed. "Britney hasn't cheated on you....from what I know. I must've confused her with someone else."
"Probably with your ex-girlfriend."
But Nick wasn't hearing him. He was overjoyed that they had won. It had been too long since they'd won and he was screaming and slapping high fives with the two brothers that he had left on the island. Nothing, not even Justin Timberlake, could ruin that.
--
Justin, Lance, Chris, and JC all sat around the all too familiar bonfire. It had seemed like forever since they'd last been there to say farewell to Joey.
Lance and Chris were secretly freaking out. They knew they were going to be one of the ones to go. They knew it would be stupid to vote Justin or JC off. They were the most athletic of them and JC was also the most level headed. They needed him around to keep them from burying Nick alive and from shaving Kevin's eyebrows off.
The second Steven stepped out from the trees and stood at the pot that held the names, he began to reiterate the speech they had already been given once before, when they had first met there with Joey still there.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," JC said.
"Yadda, yadda, yadda," Chris added. "We get it. If you look inside the pot, we already voted. You took too freakin' long to get your ass out here."
Steven looked at them tiredly. He had been receiving the exact same treatment all day long. He didn't even try to justify his actions anymore. They wouldn't reasonably listen to one word that he had to say.
"First vote is for....Lance."
Justin recognized his handwriting and suddenly felt guilty.
"I'm sorry, Lance," Justin said, bravely fighting to lock his eyes with Lance's. He didn't want to stare at the ground like some coward.
"It's okay," Lance smiled, shaking his head. "We're even now, I guess."
Justin smiled at him, remembering the first time they had been to Tribal Council. Lance had been one of the ones who had voted for Justin to leave. Just like it had been Lance to scribble on the back of the bus to playfully try to get Justin into trouble. Justin almost didn't believe him when he said it was okay, but he remembered that he had held no contempt for Lance when he had recognized the handwriting. Justin let go of Lance's hand and slung his arm around his shoulder.
"Another vote for......Lance."
Lance smiled, trying to keep the tears from welling up in his eyes. He knew it was impossible. As much as he knew it was for the best, it still hurt to have some of the most important people in your life vote you out of their group.
"Another vote for Lance. I'm sorry, Lance. Please bring me your torch."
Justin stood up to grab Lance's torch for him. They were going to do this together. Chris, JC, and Justin walked on either side of Lance to Steven.
"We're together till the very end, bro," JC smiled. "And even then there is no escape from us."
"Yeah," Chris agreed. "When you're walking down the street and you think you see a moving bush, that's us, man. We're everywhere."
Justin smiled. "And if it isn't us, then run because then it's some crazy fan."
Lance laughed. As much as they drove him crazy, he was going to miss them.
"I love you guys," he smiled. "And JuJu..."
"Yeah?"
"Wear a bandanna."
Justin laughed. "Sure thing, man, sure thing."
"Tell Joey we said 'hi'! Tell him we miss his 'crazy in need of a fashion makeover' butt!"
Lance gave them a final wave before he disappeared behind the trees with Steven.
--
Everyone had immediately fallen asleep once back at camp. After their exhausting day, it was a miracle no one had dropped dead in the middle of the basketball game.
Something fell onto Nick's face, startling him awake. He quickly rubbed at his face, scared that it was a bug or spider. He saw that a leaf lay by his blanket. Nick picked it up, examining it. He was freaking out over a leaf?
Nick looked around to see that Kevin and Brian were peacefully sleeping. Nick yawned, remembering his tiredness. Before he could lay back down to sleep, he heard it.
"Whooooooo......."
Nick immediately sat up. "Not again."
Suddenly a green light illuminated from behind the trees. Nick jumped up, trying to focus his now wide awake eyes on the light. It was suddenly gone, making Nick second guess it's existence. Had he been seeing things?
"Maybe my eye boogers are making my vision blurry," Nick stupidly said. He knew he sounded ridiculous, but anything was better than admitting what he had actually seen.
He suddenly thought of the Blair Witch Project.
"Man, if that movie wasn't fake....."
"Things....safe."
Nick stopped. Was something whispering? He even stopped breathing, straining his ears to pick up the undetectable.
"Things....always.....safe."
"Shit." Nick really wanted to wake up Brian or Kevin, but he wasn't 12 years old anymore.
Nick took a step forward, but stopped. What was he thinking? Like hell he was going to go and investigate the strange sounds. By himself with no weapon? It was only the stupid blonde people in the movies who did that. 'Gee, what's that sound? I'm all alone in the dark in a strange place with nothing to protect myself with, so I might as well go and check on that weird noise anyway.' Next thing you knew Jason was slicing them up with his big knife.
Nick reached up to touch his hair when he realized it was always the blonde, dumb people who died.
"Hell, I dye my hair. I ain't dying."
Nick sat back down and decided to just to do a replay of the past night. Stay up and stay guard. Nick suddenly stiffened. He was finally able to make out the ghostly whisper.
"Things aren't always safe."
His ears tingled with the ghostly voice, and he actually shuddered.
"C'mon Nicky, you're hearing things," he told himself and glanced back at Brian and Kevin. They were asleep, weren't they? He couldn't be sure because all he saw was their bulky forms, but they weren't dead. He knew they weren't dead.
He squinted in the dark and felt a heaviness in his stomach he hadn't experienced since he was ten years old. That dread. That awful, all-encompassing dread of not knowing what is a few feet away from you in the dark. Not knowing if the next thing to reach out and touch you will be the wind or not of this world. Not knowing if you are the last survivor of some maniac's massacre.
He glanced back at Kevin and Brian and wished one of them would move, or snore or something. But they were deep in their sleep and did not stir.
"Shit," he muttered. "Shit."
He looked around himself surprised at the sudden silence. The wind wasn't even rustling the leaves anymore, and he hardly heard the ocean.
The ocean.
He looked back at his most favorite thing in the whole world, the thing that reassured him beyond any other person who he'd ever known.
But it was silent. For the first time in his life, Nick couldn't even hear the ocean over the hard, fast beating of his heart.
He reached over and grabbed the thick stick they used to stir the ashes of the cooking fire, just in case.
Part Six
"I can't believe we lost, man," Chris said.
JC and Justin looked at each other, and then looked at Chris. If he said it one more time...
"I can't believe we lost, guys."
"Get over it!" JC and Justin yelled simultaneously. They looked at each other and started laughing. And they kept laughing. And laughing. And they didn't stop. They didn't know why, but everything was suddenly so funny to them.
The poll. The deserted island. The Backstreet Boys. Chris.
But Chris was just weird that way, and that just made them laugh harder.
Chris looked at them like they were crazy. "Uh...okay. It's a good thing we're rich."
JC and Justin softened their laughing to look at him.
"Why?" JC asked.
Chris yawned, stretching. "Because it means you can afford therapy."
JC laughed, throwing a small rock at Chris. Justin smiled, shaking his head.
"I can't believe we lost."
"CHRIS!" JC and Justin yelled.
"What?" he asked innocently. "It's true. I'm in total shock here. They kicked our asses!"
Justin smiled. "Their fans kicked our asses. Nick's speech worked wonders. He knows all he has to do is say three words and they're all over it faster than Howie can wink."
"That's true," Chris nodded. "I was watching TRL once and the fans were voting for their next single. I don't remember which one was winning, but it wasn't 'The One'. Nick called in, said he personally wanted 'The One' next, and.....well, we're suddenly stuck hearing 'I'll be the one, I'll be the light, where you run, I'll make it all right' for the next three months." Chris shrugged, sure that those probably weren't even the correct words to the song, but what was he? Backstreet extraordinaire? "Ugh...I swear if I have to hear that cheesy song one more time, I'll kill myself."
Justin smiled gleefully as he sang what he could remember of the song. JC joined in, laughing at the disdained look on Chris' face.
"Just watch!" he cried playfully. "One day I'll be gone and you'll look back on this moment and wish you weren't so mean to me!"
"Wait, did he just say that one day he'll be gone?" JC asked. "Is he just trying to get our hopes up again?"
Chris stuck his tongue out at them and pouted pitifully.
"Aw, Chris, you know we love you," Justin smiled, jokingly blowing him a kiss.
"Somebody has to."
"I don't think it was a speech," JC said suddenly.
"What?" Chris asked.
"What Nick said. I don't think it was a speech."
Justin looked at JC curiously. He worried way more about those boys than they deserved. Justin finally gave in, rolling his eyes.
"I didn't think it was a speech, either. I was just saying it to piss Nick off."
"I'm sure you succeeded," JC nodded absently. "What you said probably held more truth than he'd like to admit. That's probably what got him so mad."
"What did JuJu say?" Chris asked, trying to remember.
"Old age is getting to you, Chris," Justin smiled. "I thought Alzheimer's held out until you were at least 50. I mean, come on, you still have ten years to go."
Chris laughed, throwing something at Justin. JC continued talking as if nothing. He was used to their vexatious behavior.
"That the fans were all Nick had," JC answered. JC chewed on his lip. "What's sad is Nick doesn't even realize how true that is for all of us, not just him. Even his friends.
Sometimes the fans are all we have."
"Well, I don't want to mope around over Nick Carter. Every time I start to feel sorry for him and try to get along with him, he goes and does something stupid, like talk," Justin said.
JC looked back into the woods in the direction of Backstreet's camp. Before he could open his mouth, Chris knew what he was thinking.
"Yes, we did the right thing, and no we're not going back to undo it. We'll only get caught.
Besides, it only works if Nicky boy actually sees it and falls for it."
JC shook his head and continued to stare off into the woods as Justin and Chris continued their conversation. He caught himself hoping for something.
For what, he wasn't sure.
--
Nick took a deep breath as he continued to make his way back to camp. He had realized too late how dark it was getting and that he was all alone. He had been tempted to turn around and join Brian and Kevin in what he was sure was their trip back to camp, but had decided against it. No reason to give them more reason to think he was a baby.
But he hated walking out there alone. Maybe he could go back and meet them and say that he was just really bored. Thirty minutes had already passed so they had to be done with their phone calls.
Phone calls.
He'd felt so stupid when Kevin and Brian had given him those pitied 'I'm so sorry you don't have anyone to call' looks. For a second there, Nick thought Brian was about to lend out his mother to Nick or something for a phone call.
But then he'd felt even sadder because the second Leighanne and Kristen had picked up the phone, Nick was nothing but a distant memory to them.
He sighed, reaching out to push away the hair the wind had blown into his face. He wanted someone to call. He wanted someone at home to want him to call.
A real someone. Like Mandy.
"Shit," Nick muttered.
No matter how hard he tried, she always made it back into his mind. He knew they would probably be getting back together. Mandy was everything he knew. She knew him.
As much as he hated it sometimes, she knew him like no one else did.
And it's not like he was a perfect angel. A wild night in Germany with AJ had found Nick's very drunk tongue down the throat of a girl who couldn't even speak English.
Mandy didn't know, and he never intended on telling her, but Nick knew and that was enough.
He sighed again. He needed a distraction from Mandy. Something to take his mind off the girl who was now his ex-girlfriend. Something to take his mind off the girl he still loved.
Screech.
Nick stopped. Had he just heard a screeching sound?
Screech.
"I was just kidding. Really. I don't need a distraction. Nope, not me. I don't mind thinking about Mandy," Nick said. "Not...at...all! So if you'd stop screeching-"
Screech.
Nick looked around the bare island, noticing that the second he heard the noise again, the wind fervently picked up, as if trying to push him along back to camp. As if warning him to keep going and not look back.
Nick shook his head at himself. He was so silly sometimes.
Screech.
"What in the hell is that?" Nick continued to look around for the answer, unaware of where the sound could be coming from. Another strong gust of wind caught him off balance and pushed him forward a little more.
Sleepless nights suddenly rushed into his thoughts as the same anxious feelings seeped through his heart. His heart, which he noticed was now thudding. It wasn't supposed to be doing that. Beating, yes. Thudding, no.
"Is anyone out there?" Nick called out. "Great," Nick muttered. "If anyone's out there, it's probably some psycho killer who hates boybands and I've just pointed out my location. I wonder if I respectively argue points on why NOT to consider us a boyband, if he'll leave," Nick nervously babbled. Nick stopped, realizing just how stupid he sounded talking to himself. Especially while talking about non-existent boyband killers. "Hello?"
Nick called out again.
Screech.
"Shit," Nick muttered again. "Shit, shit, shit." He really needed to expand his vocabulary.
It sounded like something scratching against something. He suddenly thought about Freddy Kruegar and thanked God that you had to be asleep to bump into that 'in desperate need of cosmetic surgery' nightmare. And Linda Tripp thought she had it bad.
Nick stopped as a thoughtful expression crossed his face. Remembering what Linda Tripp looked like, he shook his head. The woman did have it bad. At least with Freddy Kruegar you only saw him in your nightmares. That woman walked around in broad daylight.
Screech.
Nick was brought out of his thoughts and he knew he should keep walking, or running.
Whichever got him away the fastest. But he wanted to know once and for all if he was imagining things. If his reasons for staying up all night were validated, or if he really was just letting his imagination take over reality. If someone really was out there, he figured he could just run back in Kevin and Brian's direction screaming like a girl, and the
"thing" would eventually crawl back into the forest. Or if it didn't, he could just hide behind Kevin while he lectured it to death.
He could just hear Kevin now. "Is living out on this island while you scare people really what you want to do with your life? Do you know how immature that is? It's time you grew up and faced reality. Don't you know there's no Gucci, pizza, or women out here?"
Nick smiled as he imagined the native saying, "Apparently there aren't any tweezers, either."
Screech.
It was barely audible, but he could hear it. It was going in a steady rhythm, as if it was sliding back and forth against something.
Nick put his hands on his hips, thankful that no one was around to see the petrified look of terror he was sure was on his face. The small camera was on his shirt, and no one could see his face unless one of the other guys was around.
Nick's face suddenly lit up. If he found out there was footage of this, he'd know it was NSYNC. That's the only other way that the show could get his reaction.
But Nick had a sinking feeling that NSYNC wasn't out there anywhere.
Nick was turning to walk away when a black lump caught his vision. He squinted, trying to bring the object into more of a focus. It looked almost human.
"It's too still to be human," Nick muttered, slowly inching towards the tree supporting the black lump. He stopped to look around. He hadn't noticed the lump there before. Or had he not really been paying attention?
What if during his calls to whoever was out there, they were able to find him and had sat themselves there, waiting for him to near them?
"They must know the blondes always die," Nick muttered. "You know I dye my hair! I'm not really blonde! Not since I was 15 years old have I been a natural blonde!" he stupidly yelled.
The black lump still didn't move.
"Curiosity killed the cat, Nick. Turn around and walk away." Nick shook his head. But he wasn't a cat. If anyone was a cat, it was that pussy, Justin.
"Justin? Why the hell are you thinking about Justin when-"
Screech.
"...when stuff is screeching?"
Nick stopped. Who needs a phone call when you can just talk to yourself?
He inched closer to the lump, hoping it was just a big, black rock. Hoping that this would prove he was just hearing things all along. Hoping it would prove that his imagination was in overdrive. Hoping that it just wasn't anything breathing. Or worse.
Hoping that it wasn't anything not breathing that could still move.
Nick stopped when he heard something crunching underneath his shoes. He lifted his foot to see a bunch of sticks in a strangely familiar pattern. He bent down, resting his arms on his knees, to get a better look.
They looked like the stick-like figures he had seen in The Blair Witch Project.
What in the world would the Blair Witch be doing out on this island? Was she trying to gain frequent flyer miles? This was stupid, it had to be NSYNC.
Nick smiled, feeling more at ease. It was stupid NSYNC. But a closer look at the pattern erased Nick's smile from his face.
They weren't tied together. The sticks were just laying there haphazardly. It was easy for them to just end up in that reckless way. The wind could've easily done that.
Nick stood back up, wiping his sweaty palms on his shirt. Why was he acting like this?
All he had to do was go back to camp. Back to camp. One foot in front of the other. That would definitely help in getting him back to camp.
But he continued to stand there, staring at the lump again. Nick gasped as he swore that the black lump blinked. Nick blinked quickly, knowing how easily his eyes could play tricks on him. He stepped forward, feeling his foot slightly snag something, and heard something snap.
Everything happened so fast after that.
Something was suddenly flying at him and leaves were whirling all around him. He screamed louder and higher than he would ever, ever admit to doing.
Nick's eyes seemed to be working faster than his legs because his eyes quickly flashed over the spot he had been focusing on, and suddenly the black lump was gone. It seemed to instantly disappear. Not even a complete second later, Nick felt something crawling on his flesh, and he screeched at the top of his lungs, sounding more like one of the 12
year olds who screamed over them than himself.
Nick didn't even pause long enough to see what it was that had flown out at him. He turned around and ran as fast as his feet could carry him, and he didn't look back. Not because he couldn't, but because he wouldn't. For his own sanity, he wouldn't look back.
Not even if his life depended on it.
And he was scared it did.
--
"What on earth?" JC stopped, looking towards the direction of the scream. It had echoed on the quiet island all the way to their calm camp.
Justin and Chris were only quiet for a second before they suddenly burst out laughing.
"He found it!" Justin jumped up.
"Yes!" Chris jumped up at the same time. "Yes, yes, YES!"
Justin and Chris did a little dance together, swinging their knees in and out towards each other. It looked like some sort of rejected touchdown dance.
JC covered his mouth with his hand. They had worked with some of the best choreographers in the world, and THIS was the best they could come up with? They continued to laugh as they ran in half circle the scream.
"You don't think that was-"
"I think it was," Kevin said, already running towards their camp.
Brian was immediately behind them, briefly slowing down when he saw a bunch of leaves and lizards crawling around the beach. He shook the confusion off his face as he picked up his pace to catch up with Kevin. If NSYNC did something to Nick, he would personally kill them by pulling out each and every curl on Justin's head and shoving them down their throats. Watch them try and sing like that.
Kevin stopped when they reached their camp and looked worriedly at Nick. Brian was at Kevin's side seconds later, breathing deeply with Kevin. Nick was knelt down, praying.
As Kevin neared him, he could clearly make out Nick's fast whispers.
"Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day, our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen." He was quickly repeating the prayer over and over again.
"Justin is going to need a lot of forgiveness for his trespasses, and the second I see him, I'm going to need forgiveness for my trespasses, also," Kevin angrily whispered to Brian.
"Cause I'm gonna trespass all over his ass."
Brian knew as well as Kevin did that Nick was really scared. He wasn't a highly religious person, and for him to be kneeling on the beach openly praying meant he was frightened and really freaked out.
"Hey, Nicky," Kevin smiled.
Nick immediately jumped up, startled. His fast breathing slowed and a small smile crept over the shocked look on his face as soon as he recognized his best friends in front of him. He didn't even hesitate or try to pretend that everything was okay.
"I'm scared, and I want you guys to please stay up with me," he said quickly. "Please."
Kevin and Brian looked at each other. Since when did Nick admit to needing help or being scared?
"Sure thing, Nicky. Sure thing," Brian smiled. "I'm not even tired."
Kevin and Brian walked to the fire and sat down on each side of Nick. He immediately reached out and held their hands.
"We're unbreakable together," he said nervously, his anxious blue eyes shooting in every direction at once. "Unbreakable," he whispered.
Kevin shot Brian another look. NSYNC was going to need a lot more than prayers when Kevin was done with them.
--
Kevin was barely even hearing Steven. It was all he could to do not to fall over. He was so unbelievably tired from their slumber party the night before. Not that they actually got any slumber. The second Brian or Kevin would fall asleep, Nick would desperately shake them back awake.
Kevin could barely keep his eyes open. The few seconds they were open, they were spent glaring at NSYNC.
They looked all bright eyed and bushy tailed.
Kevin stopped thinking to make a face. Did he just think that they looked bright eyed and bushy tailed? He shook his head tiredly. He needed more sleep than he had thought.
"Does anyone have any questions?" Steven smiled.
"Yeah, when are you leaving?"
"Do you have a wife?"
"Why hasn't she divorced you, yet?"
Steven lost his smile. Why was he even surprised?
Kevin's ears decided to finally pick up on the conversation and he smiled at the discomforted look on Steven's face.
"Any, uh..real questions?" Steven asked again.
"What's the challenge?" Kevin asked.
Everyone turned to look at Kevin surprised.
"What?" he asked, sheepishly. "I'm allowed to not pay attention every now and then."
Nick laughed. "All of this is recorded right? I want a copy."
Steven started laughing with Nick and Brian and they both immediately stopped and looked at him like he was crazy. Steven started coughing to try and cover up his laughter.
So much for that.
"Kevin, your immunity challenge today is pretty simple. You just have to swim out to that point," Steven said, pointing out to where the red flags stuck out of the water, "and swim back as fast as you can. Once a team member has hit shore, the next member jumps in to do the same. First group with all team members back on shore, wins. Any questions?"
"Yeah," Kevin nodded. "When are you leaving?"
Steven's shoulders deflated.
Justin and Chris suddenly started laughing uncontrollably, jumping up and down to hug each other.
Everyone, including JC, looked at Chris and Justin like they were out of their minds.
They were still laughing and hugging each other while they jumped up and down when Justin turned his laughing face to catch the weird looks on everyone's faces.
He let go of Chris, clearing his throat as he tried to recompose himself. He let out a nervous laugh and Chris did the same.
"What....is....WRONG...with you?" JC asked, a curious eyebrow arched.
"Uh," Justin said, searching for something to say.
"Yeah, uh, we just, um, saw-" Chris tried.
"Birds!" Justin finished, pointing up at the clear sky.
"Yeah!" Chris nodded enthusiastically. "Birds! We saw tons of them," he said, looking up at the bare sky with Justin. "Whew, those suckers sure did fly by in a hurry."
"Birds?" JC asked.
"Yeah," Justin said, nodding his head. "We haven't seen any since we've been here, so we got a little excited."
JC didn't believe a word they were saying. He could practically see the horns sprouting out of their heads. Bonnie and Clyde were up to something.
"Man, you know I'm tired when I can't even think of anything smart to say to that," Nick said, shaking his head.
"It has nothing to do with you being tired, Nick," Justin smiled. "You just can't think of anything smart, period."
"Thanks for that, Justin. I always wondered what those dots at the end of my sentences were called."
Justin just rolled his eyes. Chris had spotted something that was too perfect to ignore, and nothing Nick said was going to get him down. Missed opportunities meant possible regrets, so there was no way he was going to turn down Chris' proposal. He wasn't going to let anything spoil this.
--
Chris and Kevin were the first ones to start the challenge. Chris playfully batted his eyelashes and smiled innocently at Kevin. Kevin shook his head at Chris. How in the world did they not get sick of that weirdo?
Chris shook his head at Kevin. How could they stand such a bore?
The whistle suddenly sounded and both Kevin and Chris shot into the water, paddling themselves to the red flag.
Brian and Nick stood cheering Kevin on from the shore. Nick stopped cheering when he heard only JC cheering for Chris.
"Where the hell did Justin go?" Nick asked Brian.
Brian turned to look at where their opponents were standing, but continued cheering.
"I don't know," Brian said, turning back to his cousin to finish cheering.
JC seemed to realize the same thing as he turned around in a circle, not seeing Justin anywhere. He stopped cheering to put his hands on his hip.
"Justin, what the hell are you up to now?" JC asked quietly.
"GO!" Chris suddenly yelled in JC's ear.
JC jumped at the yell and took off a little behind Nick. He had been so caught up in looking for Justin that he hadn't even noticed Chris back on shore.
Nick quickly looked over his shoulder as he swam to the flag. JC was quickly gaining on him. Nick paddled his feet faster and cut his arms through the water smoothly as he picked up his speed. Nick smiled as his head dipped from side to side in the water. He loved being in the water. He felt so at peace that even the competition was slipping from his mind. He could swim in his sleep. Nothing could ruin this experience for him.
Except that.
Nick suddenly stopped in the water as JC passed him by.
"JC, STOP!"
JC didn't hear Nick's desperate yell as he swam by. Nick guessed that the splashing of the water by JC's ears was easily covering up Nick's voice. Nick's voice quickly got caught in his voice. He opened his mouth to yell at JC again, but nothing came out.
The fin of a shark was ahead of him and it seemed to be turning in endless circles. Nick's wide eyes watched as it seemed to ignore JC splashing by it. Nick shook his head. JC was the stupidest person on Earth to not have noticed the huge shark only a couple of feet ahead of him.
The shark suddenly stopped it's endless circles and started in Nick's direction.
"Oh my GOD!" Nick yelled, quickly turning around to swim as fast as he could. "HELP!
HELP ME! PLEASE HELP ME!"
Nick tried to calculate how much further he had to go, but his brain wasn't working with him. All he knew was that he still had a ways to go. He quickly swam back towards the shore, praying over and over again in his head. He only hoped he'd make it.
"This is just great," Nick said to himself hysterically. "If it's not some scary ghost thing on the island, it's hungry sharks. Who knew there really were scarier things out there than living on the same island with NStink?"
Nick screamed as he realized the fin was right by him now. His arms reacted without his thinking and pushed his body back and away from the fin. He felt something small bite on his leg and Nick startled wildly flailing his arms. Out of panic he suddenly started kicking and screaming.
"HEEEEELP! IT'S GOT ME!"
"Nick! Nick!"
Nick could hear JC behind him but his mind wasn't comprehending it. Nick felt his head go under water and he immediately pushed himself back to the surface. He was panicking so much that his body was forgetting to swim.
"HEEELP!"
"Nick.....Nick!"
Nick could hear Kevin and Brian on the shore. He looked at them desperately and saw Steven and the crew holding them back from getting into the water. Nick must've been really scared because he wasn't even shocked when he saw Kevin's fist fly out to punch Steven in the face.
"OW!" Nick yelled as the shark bit harder. His eyes grew wide with tears at the pain and as he saw his blood lapping with the water. "OH MY GOD! HEEELP! I'M BIT!"
"NICK!" Nick turned to see JC wrapping his arms around him. "Come on, Nick! Paddle your legs, COME ON!"
Nick felt his legs as it kicked against the shark. He saw it back off a little as they began to swim away.
Nick and JC swam as fast as they could. JC felt Nick starting to slow down and pull back.
JC pulled Nick forward with all the force he could muster out of his body.
"Come on, Nick. We're almost there, come on."
Nick was crying now and he didn't care that JC was there to witness it all. He didn't care that his and JC's arms were wrapped around each other's necks and waists. He didn't care that he was totally panicking in front of JC as JC helped pull him along. He didn't care that he was completely depending on JC to save his life.
He was scared and he wanted his friends. That was all he cared about.
Kevin and Brian were immediately in the water as JC and Nick got to the base of the shore. Chris helped JC out of the water as Kevin and Brian helped Nick.
"Oh my God, JC," Chris said, shaking his head worriedly at JC. "Are you okay, man?"
"Are you okay?" Brian asked JC as he struggled to catch his breath. JC was desperately holding onto his ribs as he tried to catch his breath.
"Yeah," JC said, his jaw shaking. He was cold from the blowing breeze. "It's Nick I'm worried about."
"It bit me," Nick suddenly cried out as he saw the red stain on his leg. "It bit me!"
"Oh my God!" Kevin yelled. "We need medical assistance! Medical assistance!"
"What is that shark doing?" one of the crew members asked.
"Who cares?!" Kevin yelled as a medical examiner looked over Nick's leg. "That damn shark can die for all I care!"
"No, really?" Chris asked smartly. "I would've thought that you'd want to invite him to your release party."
"You son of a-"
"Chris," JC said, shaking his head. "Not now."
"Not now?!" Chris asked incredulously. "You're in pain here! Something could have happened to you because of this hippo!" Chris yelled, waving his hand at Nick. "He was ready to leave you out there and you end up helping him back to shore!"
"I called out to him!" Nick yelled.
"Yeah, Nick, that's why JC swam right by you, right?!" Chris yelled.
"I did call out to him!" Nick yelled, angry.
"That is a weird shark," the crew member said again. "Maybe they're smarter than we give 'em credit for."
"Would you forget about the STUPID shark?" Kevin yelled.
"No, he's right," Brian said.
Kevin looked up to see Brian's eyes concentrated on the water. Kevin maneuvered his head to where he could see the water. Everyone was running around screaming into walky talkies and cell phones about sharks and Nick's leg. Kevin couldn't make out what else they were saying because their voices were all mixing in with each other's.
Kevin finally saw what Brian was seeing. The shark swimming back towards them.
"What in the...?"
"That shark swam out to the red flag and is swimming towards us, Kev. What is it doing?"
Kevin looked up at Brian annoyed. "Gee, Bri, hold on while I pull out my "Why Sharks Do What They Do" book. I know it's in here somewhere. It's right next to my "Why Brian Asks Stupid Questions" book."
Brian rolled his eyes.
"Rob, come look at this," the medical examiner called out. Rob came to the medical examiner and his eyes widened. "It's barely bleeding. Where did all this blood come from? What kind of bite is that?"
Kevin was now watching the examiners. He wanted to know anything that they were saying about Nick's condition.
The examiner shook his head. "It almost looks like he was bitten by a-"
Nick's blue eyes were full of fear as his grip tightened on Kevin's hand. "It wants me!"
Nick erratically yelled, interrupting the examiner. "It's coming back because it wants me!"
Chris opened his mouth to say something, but JC's hand quickly clamped over it. "Don't even think about it, Chris."
Everyone's eyes widened as they saw the shark still nearing the shore. Even when it seemed to be swimming over the sand, it continued. It continued coming closer and closer.
"What the hell is it doing?" Kevin yelled frantically. "What kind of shark is that?!"
Before anyone could answer, the shark was on the base of the shoreline.
And the shark stood up.
Everyone's mouths dropped open. Nick's teary eyes immediately squinted with anger.
"You son of a BITCH!"
The shark was Justin.
JC's eyes popped out of his head as everything slowly began to make sense. Justin was dropping a rectangular looking gray object onto the beach as he made his way to them.
He acted like he had just gone out for a swim as he wrung his hands through his wet hair.
JC's head slowly turned to Chris. Chris noticed JC staring at him and gave a sheepish smile and laugh.
"Oops..." Chris smiled. "Did we forget to mention that I found that gray thing and that Justin and I had planned a teensy weensy little joke?"
"Yes, you did, Christopher," JC said through his tight lips.
Chris gulped. JC called him Christopher. That wasn't good. Next thing you knew he was going to be calling Justin, Justin Randall.
"Justin Randall," JC called.
Forget Justin, I'm running, Chris thought, already turning around. He didn't get anywhere, though. JC grabbed Chris by the back of his shirt and pulled him back.
"Oh, I know you're not going anywhere."
"No, not me," Chris smiled. "I was just going to go over there and see the uh...the um, the uhhhmm, the birds! Yeah, the birds! I see them again!"
"The only birds you'll be seeing will be the ones flying around your head after I pound it in," JC threatened. "Stay...here," JC said angrily.
"You son of a bitch!" Nick was yelling.
JC saw Kevin holding him back, and JC was surprised that no one was holding Kevin back. They probably would have to soon enough.
JC grabbed Justin's wet arm roughly and Justin easily slipped out of his grasp.
"What is your problem?" Justin asked. "You freaking grabbed me hard, JC!"
"Well, JUSTIN, don't you think I have a reason to get mad?"
"NO! You still have your teeth."
"What are you talking about?"
Justin opened his mouth wider and JC freaked when he saw all the blood.
"Oh my God, Justin! Are you okay? What happened? How did you do this? Why did you do this?"
"The game is Twenty Questions, JC, not 101 Questions," Justin said.
Before JC could say anything else, a fist suddenly flew out and punched Justin in the face.
"Justin!" JC yelled, immediately bending down to Justin's side. He looked up to see an angry Nick Carter looking down at Justin.
"What the hell is your problem?!" Justin yelled.
"You scared the crap out of me out there! I thought I was going to die, you asshole! Do you know the thoughts that were going through my head you worthless piece of shit!?"
JC suddenly noticed how all of the camera crews were surrounding them. Ratings here they come.
"Such language, Nickolas," Justin said, holding his now bleeding nose.
Nick bent down and immediately picked Justin up roughly by his shoulders and pulled him into his face.
"You think you're funny, Timberlake?"
"Yeah, that's why I'm not laughing."
JC jumped up and pulled Justin out of Nick's grasp, violently pushing Nick back on his shoulder.
"Don't you ever touch him again, Carter."
"Did you know about this?!" Kevin yelled.
"Yes, Kevin, I did, that's why I fought like crazy out there to bring Nick to shore. That's why my mouth dropped open with yours when Justin came out of the water." JC shook his head. "How are you so stupid? Is there something in the water back in Kentucky?"
"Guys, stop," Steven said.
"Mind your own business!" Kevin yelled.
JC looked at Steven and saw the light blue and purple bruise forming around his eye. If he wasn't so mad, he'd probably take the time out to congratulate whoever hit him.
"You guys did that to Nick last night, didn't you?!" Kevin yelled, angry now. "Didn't YOU?!"
Despite the fact that Nick knew that Justin was the shark, he was still shaking from the near death experience.
"Did what?" JC asked, trying to act dumb.
"He told us everything! How he saw that big black lump you planted out there by the tree! How it blinked! It had to be one of you sitting out there with a big, black cloak. Big, black lumps don't just disappear!"
JC blinked his surprise and looked at Justin and Chris confused. If they had gone behind his back to do something else, he'd kill them. This little prank was bad enough.
But he saw Justin and Chris exchange the same confused look that JC wore. They all seemed to be wondering if the other had added to their original prank.
Nick felt his shaking get worse. Justin, Chris, and JC all looked genuinely confused.
They didn't have a clue what Kevin was talking about.
"Don't try and act dumb with me!" Kevin yelled.
"Kev, calm down," Brian called from Nick's side. He had his arm around Nick, trying to calm him down. "Look at them, Kevin. They really don't know what we're talking about."
Kevin looked at each of them carefully. He didn't know they had picked up acting as a hobby.
"Kevin, ask Steven. Check the tapes. We were not there. If you coincide the time on Nick's camera with the times on our camera's, you'll see that we were all at our camp.
You'll see all three of us sitting around our camp talking, even right when Nick yelled.
We heard it all the way over there."
Kevin could hear Steven making some quick calls from his cell phone through the entire argument.
"He's right, Kevin," Steven confirmed. "The times on all videos were synchronized together, and all three members of NSYNC were at their camp at the time of Nick's
'discovery' of this black lump."
"Maybe it was one of you two," Chris said.
"What?" Kevin asked, scrunching his green eyes.
"You heard me," Chris said. "Were you with Nick when this happened? It sure doesn't sound like it."
Kevin looked back at Nick and he was looking at Brian and Kevin horrified. He was so desperate to believe it was them just to ignore the possibility of what it could have been.
"No, we weren't with him, but I'm sure if they check our videos, they'll see we were on our way to camp. How could we have beaten Nick there? We had been on the phone with Leigh and Kristin. Why would we do that to Nick?!" Brian yelled.
Steven made another phone call before another fight broke out.
"Who knows why you would do it? Maybe you and Kevin are trying to get Nick to crawl back into his hole so that you can take control of his life again. You just can't stand the fact that he's fine without you babying him," Chris said.
Before they could continue arguing, Steven confirmed that they, too, had been walking to camp. They had been nowhere near Nick.
Brian noticed how Nick started to shake more.
"Hey, Frack, calm down. It's okay. Don't think about it. You said it was gone so fast, you could have been seeing things. The sun was setting and it could have been shadows or anything. You're already scared out here, so your mind's inventing things around you."
Nick looked at Brian scared.
"Yeah, Nicky," Kevin said, walking to Nick. "Remember when you were younger? You were convinced that you needed Bookie Bear on tour."
"Bookie bear?" Justin laughed.
Kevin ignored him. "You were convinced that you couldn't sleep unless he was in the bunk with you when, in reality, you could sleep fine without him. Your mind," Kevin said, tapping the temple of his head, "convinced you that you needed him. You know that's true. You're able to sleep fine without him. Maybe now your mind's trying to convince you of something again. It's not real, Nick. Nothing's out to get you." Kevin smiled. "Blonde or not."
JC, Justin, and Chris all looked at each other. What in the world did being blonde have to do with anything?
Nick nodded his head even though nothing that Kevin was saying was making him feel any better. He was actually wishing Bookie Bear was there right now.
"Guys, something has been brought to my attention," Steven said.
"And what's that, Steven?" Brian asked, annoyed.
"A contract has been violated. Your contracts specifically say that you can not exude any threatening physical force on anyone from opposing teams. The only physical force, technically included, was pushing, due to some of the challenges that you may and have endured. Nick, you are in violation of your contract, and that gives Mr. Timberlake the right to terminate everything right here, right now."
"What are you talking about?" Brian asked.
Everyone was giving Steven the same confused look Brian was.
"Your contracts say that in the event that you physically threaten and carry out any physical violence on someone on this island, the person who was attacked may legally end the transaction if they choose."
"In damn English, Steven," Kevin said.
"Justin can end this entire competition right now if he wants to. Because Nick violated his contract, NSYNC can automatically win this on Justin's word."
Brian's mouth dropped open. They could lose everything they had worked so hard for, everything that meant anything to them. Everything they had gone through on that island could all go to hell if Justin felt the need to say so? They were dead. They were so dead.
Brian looked at Justin as a satisfied smirk covered his bloodied face.
"You mean," Chris smiled, "we'll be able to go home and, and...and we win? That's is?
It'll all be over?"
"That's what I mean," Steven said. "What is it going to be Justin? Does it end now...or do you want to continue with the competition?"
Nick looked down at the ground as tears automatically filled his eyes. This couldn't be happening. Justin held their careers in his hands and there was no way he was going to just let this go. No way. Justin hated him.
Justin looked at Brian, Nick, and Kevin's faces and saw the fear and horror settle in. A person they had spent their time trying to torture decided whether or not their career as a group ended right there and then. Justin tried to ignore the looks on their faces, but his eyes kept falling back to them. Man, having a heart sucked sometimes.
Justin looked at Chris and saw the happy, relieved, and gleeful look on his face. Justin turned to look at JC, hoping he would know what he should do, but JC stood there with a blank look on his face. Maybe he was in shock.
It should've been an easy decision, but it wasn't. Justin and his friends had fought so hard to be where they were musically and physically. They had gone through so much to survive this long, and winning by a damn default wasn't sitting right with him. The deal was whoever survived, not whoever went the longest without hitting the other.
Justin took a deep breath and hoped that Chris wouldn't kill him.
"To hell with your default. We're going to win this, all right, but we're going to win it the way we originally planned to. We don't need any handouts." Justin spit out some blood from his mouth. "NSYNC doesn't take the easy way out."
Justin almost laughed as Nick shot his shocked face up from the ground and Brian and Kevin let out huge sighs of relief.
"What?!" Chris yelled.
JC put an arm on Chris' shoulder. He was just as disappointed because they were so close to this being all over and being able to go home, but Justin was right....for once.
"We'd only be selling ourselves out, Chris," JC said quietly. "To have done all this just to win because of some broken agreement in our contract?"
Chris angrily looked down at the ground. He knew JC and Justin were right. But, it didn't make anything seem better.
"You guys are right," Chris said, still looking at the ground. "We don't need no easy way out. We can do this without useless help."
"Thank you," Brian said. Kevin and Nick looked at Brian. Though they were relieved and somewhat impressed with Justin, they weren't about to show it.
"Don't thank me," Justin said, wiping the blood off his face with the wet cloth that one of the crew members had given him. "I don't take the easy way out. We worked hard to be where we are as NSYNC, and we're going to work hard to earn the right to stay NSYNC.
At least now there's one less Backstreet Boy on this damn island," Justin said, turning to leave.
"What are you talking about?" Kevin asked.
"We won, so you have to vote someone off," Justin said like it was obvious.
"This competition never finished!" Kevin yelled, angry again at Justin's confidence. If he thought they were going to just back out of this challenge because he didn't end it all, he was stupid.
"Like hell this challenge didn't finish. In case you didn't notice, I swam out to that flag and swam back. So did Chris, and so did JC. JC had already hit the flag when he realized that Nick was in 'trouble'. Nick never even got to the flag and you never even got into the water," Justin smiled at Kevin. "First team with all members on shore after hitting the flag wins. Do the math, you backwoods reject."
Kevin's face turned red. "This can't be right, Steven! He sabotaged the challenge! He can't win! Nick was too scared to continue!"
Steven smiled at Kevin now. Kevin had to be stupid if he thought Steven was going to go out of his way to unjustify Justin's actions after he punched him. Steven's eye was throbbing because of Kevin, so Kevin's head was about to throb because of Steven.
"Sorry, Kevin. There's nothing in the rules that says you can't pretend to be a shark during a challenge. I'm afraid you're just out of luck. See at you at tribal council."
Justin's gums were killing him and his nose was throbbing as blood continued to still make its way out. He began to walk away with the medical examiner to get himself fixed and checked out when he stopped to turn around.
"Have fun at tribal council, losers."
"You won't get away with this, Justin!" Kevin yelled.
"So take me to People's Court," Justin sarcastically smiled. He smiled sweetly as he sarcastically blew a kiss off the palm of his hand to Kevin.
Justin turned around to walk with JC and Chris to the medical examiner.
"Would it be too much to ask that they vote Kevin off?" Justin asked.
JC smiled. "We'd have a better chance at meeting every single one of our fans. At least THAT can happen."
--
"JuJu?"
Justin looked up from his place by the fire to see the most worried look he'd seen on JC
yet.
"Yeah?"
"May I?" JC asked, motioning to the space next to him.
"Sure," Justin said, sitting up.
JC looked over at Chris' sleeping form and lowered his voice. "How are you feeling?"
"Like I swam out in the ocean, got kicked in the face, lost a tooth and got punched."
Justin stopped to smile, the missing gap in his mouth visible. "Oh wait, that did happen.
Silly me."
JC smiled. "I can't believe you did that, JuJu."
"I can't believe you didn't yell at me."
"Ah, well, Nick punching you kinda threw that right out the window," JC smiled.
"Figured he'd gotten you good enough for the both of us. That jerk."
"Hey, I deserved it." Justin made a face. "I actually feel kinda bad. He was really shaken up, huh?"
"Yeah, he was, Curly."
Justin sighed, scratching his head over his bandanna. "I didn't want to scare him that badly, JC. Do you think he's okay?"
"He has Brian and Kevin. He will be."
Justin hated admitting any sort of concern for Nick Carter. "But one of them is leaving.
You don't think that all these jokes were badly timed? He's gonna be torn up when one of them leaves. He's obviously the closest to them."
JC smiled at Justin. "He'll be okay. They won't be separated forever, just a few more weeks, or days. However much longer this lasts. Are you sure your nose is okay?"
"Yeah," Justin nodded. "It's not like I didn't get what was coming to me," Justin said, making a face as he touched his bruised nose.
"What possessed you do that, Curly?"
"It was Chris' idea. He found this leftover piece of gray stuff. He cut it into a rectangular piece somehow. He wanted to go out and scare us with it tomorrow. He was supposed to swim out, then yell for us, duck under water, and surface the fin. Then when he found out about what our challenge was, he flipped. He thought it was perfect to scare Nick."
Justin smiled and shook his head. "Besides, I was still pretty pissed off about my hair, so I was more than willing to go along with it."
JC laughed. "Is that what you two nimwads were laughing and jumping over?"
Justin let a small smile crawl onto his lips. "Yeah," he giggled. "It was just so funny when Chris told me. We couldn't let it pass."
JC stretched, moaning at the pain in his tired muscles. "You scared me, too, you know. I thought I was gonna die out there with Nick, and I was so scared for him. He was really freaking out, Justin. I felt for him, probably more than I ever will again in my life, but I did. When I saw all the blood...." JC stopped. "Wait, you barely bit him, where did all that blood come from?"
Justin smiled as he removed his bandanna. "Those red root things can be used for more than just hair dye."
JC laughed, shaking his head. Justin was something else.
"Is that where you had disappeared to?"
Justin smiled, nodding his head. "I jumped into the water when you guys weren't paying attention. It wasn't too hard. Everyone was concentrated on the swimmers, anyway."
"JuJu, did you go back and put that black lump that Backstreet was talking about?"
Justin immediately began shaking his head. "No way, man. I promise. We were together the entire time. I already asked Chris and he said he didn't know anything about it."
JC was quiet. What if there really was something out there?
"Are you sure?" JC asked again. "I won't get mad."
"JC, all we did was the leaves and lizards. You were there. When Nick stepped on the string holding the leaves and lizards up, it would snap and let everything come crashing down on him. We didn't put any black anything anywhere."
JC shook his head. He didn't believe in supernatural things and he'd think that the producers of the show would have been smart enough to check and make sure that the island wasn't inhabited.
"I believe you, JuJu. I'm thinking that maybe Backstreet made it up to try and scare us.
Maybe they want to get back at us for the leaves and lizards. Notice how they didn't even mention it? Maybe they were trying to get us to say, 'No, we didn't do the lump, we did the leaves!'"
Justin nodded his head. "You're right. Entrapment. This might all be a trick." Justin relaxed. "Thank goodness, too. I was starting to freak thinking something was out there."
"There's no one out there, other than those nut cases," JC said, referring to the Backstreet Boys. JC slung an arm around Justin. "Despite your stupidity leak today, I'm proud of you. You made the right choice back there."
Justin instantly knew what JC was talking about. "You think so? You don't hate me for making us stay on this island longer than we have to?"
"No, man. Don't you know by now that there's nothing you could do to make me hate you? You're my little brother. I love you, Justin. No matter how scary your fro gets."
Justin laughed. "I love you, too, JC. Even when I'm whining and complaining and making your life hell, I love you. Besides, it's my job as the little brother to wreak havoc."
Justin smiled. "I think I made the right choice, too. I want us to win this fairly, JC. We said the survivor wins, so the survivor wins. None of this breach of contract bullshit.
They think we took the easy way into our fame by following them, and that's just not true. I HATE that they think that. They're trying to discredit everything we've done to get here. We worked hard to get where we are, and we're going to show them that we're going to work just as hard to STAY where we are."
JC looked at Justin. He would never understand that boy as long as he lived. Justin could be the most immature person he'd ever come to know, then in the blink of an eye, have more sense and maturity than JC could ever muster.
JC smiled. That was probably what he loved best about Justin, and he hoped he never changed.
--
For the first time, in a long time, Kevin had no idea what to say. They had dragged themselves back to their camp in silence, and no one even knew how to begin the conversation they knew they had to have.
Nick dropped himself in front of their fire, pulled up his knees and buried his head in his arms.
"Frack, don't," Brian said gently. "Don't beat yourself up over this anymore."
"Those assholes," Nick mumbled. "Those fucking assholes."
"Yeah, well those assholes are getting back at us for being assholes," Kevin said sitting down next to him. "I knew we should have just kept things clean."
"Dyeing Justin's hair does not compare to what they did," Brian said settling down on Nick's other side. "Rules against psychological warfare should have been written into those stupid contracts. Did you guys know there was a no fights rule?"
Nick didn't bother to answer.
Kevin just sighed. They had learned the very hard way to scour every single contract they ever signed. How could they miss all the death traps in this one?
"Well, I didn't know either. God knows they have picked enough fights with us." Brian shook his head. "This just sucks."
Kevin looked from the dejected Nick to his for-once pessimist cousin. It did just suck, and he was thinking ahead. Things were just going to get worse.
"We lost guys," he said like they didn't even know. "What are we going to do? We can't go in there unprepared."
Nick didn't move and Brian was suddenly very interested in his feet.
"Guys?"
"Well, what can we do, Kev? We're screwed. No matter what, we're screwed," Brian shook his head. "Damn Justin should have gone ahead and ended the whole damn thing.
Put us out of our misery."
Kevin sighed and stretched his aching neck.
"This wasn't supposed to happen," Kevin mumbled. "This was supposed to be easy for us.
We're the ones who know what all this is about. We're the ones who want this more than anyone."
"Hell cuz, it's obvious that they want it too. We just never knew that they'd be willing to go this far." Brian's eyes were on Nick. A really big part of him wanted to send him home and away from all of the mess. Another part of him kept hearing Leigh's last words to him on the phone. "Come home."
Nick screwed his eyes as tight as he could. He was wishing the whole world away, but it never worked. Many things in his life had left him feeling that empty, that scared, that lost, but he knew that wishing them away never, ever worked. Someone had forgotten to give him the number to the tooth fairy, leprechaun or angel that had the key to his charmed life.
Kevin looked at the both of them and wondered which was the worst of two evils.
Making Nick stay on the island where he could keep freaking out, or making Brian stay and start a war with Leighanne. He honestly had no clue.
“Brian, go home,” they heard Nick mumble.
“What?”
“Nicky?” Kevin asked.
“Just go home. This is your chance,” he said finally pulling his face out of his arms. “If you don’t, Leigh’s gonna be really mad, and all of this isn’t worth losing her.” Brian’s face crumpled between a smile and confusion.
“What about you, Frack? You just gonna stay here? What if something else happens?” Nick sniffled and pushed against his eyes. “Nothing’s gonna happen. Me and Kev are gonna be fine. Leigh’s not happy, and we lost. We might as well just accept that and do what’s right.”
Inside, Nick was hoping Brian would refuse. He wanted the cousins to take on that protective role they always had with him, so he could be a coward and go home. In his mind, they would insist that he go home and away from that God-forsaken place.
Then it hit him.
Home to what?
If he went home, he’d still have to deal with demons and hauntings, only these would be very real.
“Just go,” he said more softly than he meant to. “Someone has to get something positive out of all of this.”
Brian shook his head, still feeling lost and torn. The last thing he wanted was to cause Nick more stress. The kid had been through enough. At the same time, he knew he truly only had one choice.
Kevin clicked his teeth at their sadness. This wasn’t supposed to happen. He never should have let things go this far.
He sucked in air and threw his arm around Nick’s slumped shoulders. It was time to take control.
“Okay,” he sighed. “This is it. This is what we’re doing. Brian, you’re going home.” Nick shut his eyes again.
Brian was afraid to look at either of them.
“Nick and me will be fine here,” Kevin continued. “We’re gonna stay up all night if we have to. We’ll rebuild our hut if that makes us feel safer, but we’re staying. We’ll do whatever it takes to make it through these next couple of nights. Because it can’t be much longer now. You know Steven’s dying to get all this over with. I’m sure he wants us all out of his hair, so he can get on with his non-life.” Kevin was the only one to chuckle at his “joke.”
Nick leaned his chin on his knees letting Kevin’s words settle.
“I can’t just leave you here, guys,” Brian began.
“You don’t get a choice,” Nick said.
“He’s right,” Kevin agreed. “You don’t. You’re going. Before you know it, you’ll be home with Leigh, eating real food and watching us be miserable on TV.”
“Gee, that makes me feel better,” Brian mumbled.
Nick finally turned to him, his best friend. The guy who had practically made him the easy-going, push-over sap he’d become. “You’d better feel better because this as bad as it gets.”
Nick and Kevin were something else. Brian remembered when they could hardly stand each other. All the times that Kevin hollered at him to grow up, and all the times Nick promised he would then did something to prove he had lied. Sometime, somewhere in the last few years, they had become so alike it was hard to tell them apart. Somewhere, sometime, the need to take care of others had surpassed the need to take care of themselves.
Brian swallowed hard, “Okay.”
--
“What was that?” Justin whispered though they were the only ones around.
“I didn’t hear anything,” JC said.
“You mean the moaning?” Chris asked.
Justin’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates. “It was a moaning?”
“Shut up, Chris,” JC said for what seemed like the hundredth time in one day. Well, maybe he hadn’t said it aloud, but he had said thought it enough times.
“It was moaning, like someone was dying. I actually think it might be something undead,” Chris said matter-of-factly then got to lying down on his blanket. “Good night.” Justin was still glaring at JC who had been sitting peacefully watching the ocean before him. After such a disturbing day, he had wanted to get some quiet time if just to focus on what was coming. Of course, what he wanted always came second to whatever plan, scheme, crisis, dilemma Justin and Chris had cooked up.
“There’s nothing out there, JuJu,” he said when he saw Justin swallow hard and look around at the night that had quickly surrounded them. “Remember, it was our idea to scare Nick. Therefore, there is nothing out there that we didn’t invent.”
“There’s a black lump that blinks,” Justin reminded him. “It’s out there. Remember?”
“Nick Carter is a basket case who seems blinking lumps in his own gym bag. And they’re usually his stinky socks come to life. Forget it,” JC said. “He probably needed his twinkee fix, and there wasn’t any around. This is your brain. This is your brain on twinkees. You think Lou taught him to eat like that? Because I saw Lou eat, and boy, he can really put it away. I mean, sometimes, he needed a fork lift to get him away from the dinner table. Can you see Nick onstage in ten years when he’s so fat that... ,” he stopped when he noticed Justin was looking past him. “What?”
“I heard it again,” he said softly. “Did you hear it?”
“No,” JC said assuredly. “And if there’s something out there, it’s probably Backstreet sobbing all the way to Tribal Council. Or maybe Brian and Kevin are whooping it up because Nick’s finally gone.” Nothing, JC noted. Not even a chuckle. “Stop it, Justin.
Don’t let our prank backfire on us.”
“It’s our prank, huh?” Justin said coming back to himself. “You’re right. It was just our prank. Stupid me.” He smiled at JC. “You’re right.”
“Right,” JC said. “So how much longer do you think till we get the heck out of here? I‘m read to eat some real food.”
“Probably not much longer,” Justin said. “I mean how much longer can--?” he stopped.
“There it is again, JC.”
“What?” JC asked honestly stumped.
“That noise. It’s a funny, strange noise.”
“It’s the camera. Or the microphone. Stop freaking out. It’s nothing.” He quickly tried to think of something to get Justin’s mind off the things that went bump on the island.
“Think they’ve voted Nick off yet?”
Justin forced his gaze away from the dark jungle and shrugged. “Probably. I mean, I would have voted him off first. At least Howie’s not certifiably insane.” JC chuckled happy to start having a normal conversation with his best friend.
Then he heard something strange too, something he hadn’t heard this whole time on the island. He tried not to focus on the airy, faraway sound behind him.
He cleared his throat. “What are you gonna do when we get out of here?” Justin smiled and rolled his eyes. “That’s a dumb question. I’m gonna go see Brit.”
“Yeah, do you really--?”
The end of his question got caught in his throat when their fire suddenly went out leaving them sitting in almost complete darkness
“Shit!” Justin cried.
“It was the wind,” JC explained getting up and feeling for the matches.
All they heard was flapping, and at first, it was really far away. Then it seemed to come closer.
“Is that bird?” Justin whispered as he squinted. He was desperately trying to get his eyes to focus on something.
“Or a bat,” JC said kept feeling blindly for the matches.
“Bat?”
“They don’t do anything, JuJu. They’re just rats with wings,” he explained and cursed himself for not carrying the matches around like he thought he should. “Shit!”
“What if it’s a vampire bat?” Justin said his voice rising an entire octave.
“No JuJu...,” JC began then dropped off because the flapping was closer, and now there was a strange, high-pitched sound attached.
Justin’s stomach dropped to his knees, and he actually began to feel for JC just to have someone to hang on to.
“It’s okay,” JC said quickly when he felt Justin grab on to his neck.
Well, he thought it was Justin.
“Ahhhhhhhhhh!” was all JC heard then the grip tightened.
“JUS-tin!” he screamed. “You’re...! You’re... you’re.... You’re choking meeee!!” he finally got out.
“Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my GOD! Let that damn noise stop. Let it stop!” Justin screamed in JC’s ear.
JC struggled for air as his hand finally found the small pack of matches. Just then a large swoop seemed envelope them, and then it was all quiet.
--
“Well, you’re down to two members tonight, Backstreet. Everyone feeling okay?” Steven asked trying to seem light-hearted in spite of the fact he knew how much they hated him.
Kevin smiled looking at his handiwork all over Steven’s face. “I actually feel pretty good tonight, Steve. How are you feeling?”
Steven blinked to clear the blurriness from his throbbing eye. “I feel fine,” he said shortly. “Let’s get down to business. As usual, you have to write the name of the person you’re voting for on the scrap of paper. You also have an opportunity to address the folks back home through a camera and microphone we installed for these last few Tribal Councils.” He smiled a big, fake smile at them. “After some of the stuff you guys have all been pulling, addressing your friends, families and fans, might not be such a bad idea.” Nick didn’t bother to look up at him. Brian gave him a rare half-smile.
“Can we just do this, please?” he asked knowing he was just hours away from seeing his wife. He was also minutes from abandoning his brothers.
“Go right ahead,” Steven said. “Brian, you’re first.”
Brian sucked in air as he headed the few feet away from the guys to the voting area.
“Damn,” he muttered taking the pen and scrap of paper in his hands. “Leighanne honey, I hope you know right now how much I love you,” he said. The red light shone before him signaling that the small camera was recording his every word. “This is the hardest thing I have ever done, and I wouldn’t do it for anyone else but you.” He quickly wrote down his own name and finally looked up at the camera. “I love you, baby. See you soon.”
He didn’t even smile.
“Kevin,” Steven called when he saw Brian returning.
Nick had already started getting up. “But I wanna--.”
“Kevin,” Steven repeated.
“What’s the difference?” Kevin asked annoyed. “Let Nick go next.”
“There’s an order for everything,” Steven said mustering up all the patience he owned.
Besides, he didn’t really want to two, matching black eyes. “Nick,” he repeated.
Kevin looked at Nick who sucked it up and sat back down. “Go Kev,” he muttered.
Kevin shook his head and patted Brian’s shoulder as he disappeared toward the back.
He quickly wrote down his cousin’s name and looked up at the red light for what seemed like a long time. He was trying to find just the right words.
“I’m sorry,” he began slowly. “I’m sorry if you guys are disappointed in us. We never thought things were going to be this way. We’re just doing what we need to do to survive.
You guys know that’s what it’s always been about for us, to get through all of this together. And we will. We’ll be fine. Right now things are hard because it feels like we’re losing. But know this one thing, we’re never going to lose as long as we’re together, and Nick and me are gonna make it.” He smiled in spite of himself. “We’ll be cool.” He slowly folded up his scrap of paper and turned to leave then came back.
“Oh and one more thing. If I had to a chance to replay the whole shark incident again, I would definitely punch Steven again. No question.”
He smiled a small smile and dropped his paper in the pot before exiting.
The sight that greeted him back at the council made him lose what smugness he had mustered, and his heart just about broke.
“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Brian was telling Nick who was deep in the middle of a meltdown right in front of the camera. “I know why we’re doing this. You know why we’re doing this, Nick. Just go. Just go write my name.”
Nick cradling his head in his hands again while Brian tried desperately to pull him together. Kevin stepped directly in front of the camera to block it’s view.
“Don’t,” he said squatting down in front of the guys. “Nicky, don’t do this for them.
They’re going to make millions of dollars watching you fall apart. Don’t.”
“I don’t care,” Nick said. “I don’t care what’ they’re making money. I don’t care.” Brian tightened his grip around Nick’s shoulder and made a desperate face at Kevin who scooted in closer to block the insistent camera.
“Nick stop,” Kevin begged pulling his hand away from his face. “Don’t do this anymore.”
“What else can I do?” he cried and pushed away the tears he’d been trying to hide with his forearm. “I’m too tired to think or even do anything else to help us anymore, Kev.
And it‘s gonna be just us.”
Bri bit his lip. “We can’t turn back now, Nicky. Kev and me voted. I’d changed my vote for you, but I can’t.”
“And I wouldn’t,” Kevin said.
Brian looked up at him, and Nick sniffled felt beyond confused. “What?” he asked.
“I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t change my vote, baby. I don’t care. I don’t care how tired you are, or how much you think you can’t do this, but you can. We can. Think about all the things we’ve already done. Think about you being a scared, little kid getting on a plane to Europe for the first time. You did that. You cried on the plane the whole time, but you did it. You made it all the way over there, all on your own. You didn’t quit,” Kevin said remembering the words he had to use to reassure him then. “You don’t quit. If you quit, you’re going to be one of a million guys left behind in Orlando, Florida trying to make it.
You’re going to be just like Justin Timberlake getting stuck riding our coat tails just to make it. And that’s not what you want. That’s not who you are. You know that, Nick.
There’s no turning back now. We decided a long time ago go do whatever we had to, to make it. And this is one of those things.”
Nick closed his eyes letting the reassurances wash over him. They had never, ever failed him before. Kevin’s words had always rung true.
He just wasn’t so sure this time.
“Kev, you’re stuck with me. This is the worst, hardest thing we’ve ever done, and--.”
“No it’s not,” Kevin said more sternly this time. “This is not even close. Putting up with that sick, fuck Pearlman was. Or watching Brian go into surgery. That was hell in itself, remember? We were there, Nicky. You saw it. You saw the whole thing just like me, and you made it. All that was hard. This might be stupid because we’re on the verge of losing so much, but it’s not the same.”
“Besides,” Brian chimed. “We’re unbreakable. You said it. You may have been freaked out as hell, but you were right. We were unbreakable then, we are unbreakable now. Got that?”
Kevin smiled watching his cousin. Brian always made things better.
Nick was nodding and fighting hard for control.
“I’m sorry,” he managed to choke out. “I’m sorry for doing this to you guys so much.” Brian smiled. “It’s nothing.”
“It’s nothing to me too,” Kevin said glancing over his shoulder. “But it’s going to be this guy’s ass in a minute.”
“Cuz, you have to stop hitting people,” Brian said. “Next thing you know, you’ll be the WWF number contender. And in this corner, weighing 185 pounds, Kevin the Backstreet Brawler.” Brian giggled.
“Shut up, Rok,” Kevin chuckled.
Nick rubbed his nose and pushed his growing hair out of his face.
“Yeah, yeah,” Brian continued. “Your gimmick will be your eyebrows, and your move will be the eyebrow slammer.” Brian laughed as he crossed his eyes trying to push his eyebrows together.
Nick shook his head and Kevin reached up to box Brian.
“Yeah, and you’ll be my first victim.”
“Guys?” Steven prodded. “We’d really like to do this before the storm hits.” They didn’t even bother turning to him.
“Are you okay?” Brian asked Nick. “If you need more time, it’s okay.”
“I’m fine,” Nick said standing up. “Let me do this before Kevin pulls out the metal chairs or something.”
Kevin smiled at them and watched Nick go.
“You’re gonna have your hands full,” Brian said softly. “He’s in bad shape right now.” Kevin shook his head. “He’s fine, Bri. It’s all piled up on him, and he’s had to let it go.
He’s fine.”
“Not so sure about that, cuz.”
The sound man stepped closer to them, and they shut their mouths.
--
“What was that?” they heard Chris’ voice call before they were able to say anything, much less move.
“I don’t know,” Justin said and realized he had JC in a death grip.
“Ughmmmf,” JC muttered in what he thought might be his last breath.
“Sorry. Sorry, bro. I’m sorry,” Justin apologized letting go.
JC gasped feeling the air fill his lungs. “It’s okay,” he coughed. “It’s... it’s fine.”
“Are you okay?” Chris called and struck a match lighting up their immediate surroundings. “What are you guys doing?”
“I’m fine,” JC breathed. “I’m okay. It was nothing. It was a bat.”
“A huge bat,” Chris said. “A huge bat that turns off fires and leaves piles of sticks.”
“What?”
“Chris!” JC protested. “If you’re trying to scare us, you’d better--.”
“JC, look,” Chris ordered and struck another match. He squatted down to illuminate the small piles of sticks that surrounded them.
“Oh my God,” Justin breathed.
--
“... and the last vote is for Brian. Brian, bring me your torch.” Brian smiled over to Nick and Kevin who were watching him with the longest faces he’d ever seen on them.
“It’s gonna be okay, guys,” he said smiling. “I wouldn’t trust my future to anyone else, but you two.”
“Be careful who you trust,” Nick said uneasily.
“I’m sure,” Brian said as they all stood. “You guys will be great. Or don’t bother coming back, got it?”
Kevin smiled as his cousin pulled them both into a hug.
“I love you guys,” he said softly. “I really don’t trust anyone more than you. Really.”
“We won’t let you down,” Kevin said. “Go do what you need to.”
“Thanks,” Brian said letting go. “You guys take care. Don’t let those freaks back there get the best of you. That goes for Nsync too.”
They actually laughed.
“Bye cuz. Tell Kris I love her,” Kevin said.
“Sure. Later guys. Later Frack.”
Nick made himself smile though he felt like crap inside. “Later Frick. Tell Kris I love her too.”
Kevin laughed even harder and tightened his grip around Nick’s shoulders.
“We’d better hurry Brian. There’s a storm coming, and we want to get you off the island safely,” Steven said.
“Okay,” Brian nodded and suddenly tears twinkled in his eyes. “Be careful, guys. God bless.”
“Bye,” Kevin waved.
Nick just turned around to look into the dark night and that long walk back to their camp.
“C’mon, let’s go,” Kevin said.
Nick tried to smile. He really didn’t want to be a scared little kid that needed to someone to walk him all the way back to camp or stay up all night with him, but it was too late. He had given in to that tiny part of his brain that held on to his childhood and told him that someone was out there. Just what it was, he had no clue.
“Any day now, Frack,” Kevin said gently when he saw Nick stay behind.
“Yeah, let’s go.”
They started down the familiar, dark path and the cool sea breeze swept over them, and it smelled like rain.
“It hasn’t rained since our first night here,” Kevin remembered. “Right?”
“Yeah,” Nick nodded. “I think it’s been that long.”
“Think it’s as big a storm?”
Nick looked up at the strangely-lit sky. It looked totally different than it ever had back home. He could tell weather pretty well back there.
“Hell, this isn’t home,” he muttered to himself. “I don’t know.” Kevin chuckled. “Why does it seem like home? Why does it seem like this is all we’ve ever known?”
Nick frowned at him, confused. “Home?”
“Yeah. Every time we go somewhere, do something, it just seems like we get used to it right away. Like maybe--.”
“Our lives change so much that all we know is change?” Nick asked.
“Exactly. Yeah. I think I’m like a turtle and carry everything I need on my back.”
“But we didn’t get to bring anything,” Nick said. “And I know you miss Kris much more than that.”
Kevin smiled in spite of himself. “Yeah Nicky, but I’m used to that too. I’ve been missing her longer than I’ve been with her. That’s normal for me.”
“That’s true,” Nick said.
The lightening finally flashed above them.
Nick squinted. “We’d better hurry. I’d rather not get stuck in the jungle. I mean, after last time and all.” He shrugged apprehensively.
“Sure,” Kevin said quickening his pace. “You went through here?” Nick nodded looking around and remembering that awful night.
“We can go around,” Kevin offered.
“It’ll take longer.”
“Okay,” he said. “Whatever you want.”
Because Kevin knew this was going to be a long night, and the least he could do was make it as easy as possible on both of them.-
Part Seven
They didn’t sleep.
Not a wink the entire night.
He just couldn’t close his eyes and even try. Every time he did, he thought he heard a noise, or felt a touch. Inevitably, they just ended up awake. Their eyes pushing against the exhaustion , and their brains struggling to keep touch with reality.
When they finally got their fire going again, they discovered little piles of sticks surrounding them in some haphazard circle. It had been enough to freak Justin out.
Chris had just gotten mad and kicked the sticks away claiming Backstreet was trying to find a way to get back at them.
JC was trying to reconcile the whole thing knowing the reality was somewhere between the supernatural and anything the Boys could come up with.
“What was that?” Justin asked sitting up for the millionth time.
“The breeze.”
“No, it wasn’t. You said it was the breeze last time.”
“Justin!” Chris finally whined. “Justin, give it up. There is nothing out there. Nothing.
Just your stupid imagination getting the best of you.”
“I do not have a stupid imagination,” Justin whined back.
“You won’t ever have an imagination again if we don’t get some rest,” JC said.
“Yeah JuJu,” Chris said. “First it was the rain that never fell, then it was JC’s gas problem, and now it’s your whining. Why don’t you just sleep?”
“I don’t have a gas--,” JC started.
Justin rolled his eyes and cut him off. “Oh, like I haven’t tried that.”
“Well try it again,” Chris said.
“Okay,” Justin said with fake enthusiasm. “I will. Hang on.” He just sat there staring at Chris the whole time.
Chris scowled. “Know what would work? If I threw big rock at you and hit you upside the head.”
“Why don’t you just--!”
JC cut him off this time. “Why don’t you just both stop it? There is nothing out there that can hurt anyone, but Justin man, if you can’t sleep then you can’t. What can we do?
Nothing. I’ll stay up with you if I have to. Chris go to sleep.”
“Oh thank you, oh gracious JC,” Chris muttered. “You’re a kind and benevolent leader.” He bowed his head dramatically.
“Shut up,” JC said through his now clenched teeth.
Chris shook his head and laid down on his side once more to try and get some sleep. He couldn’t believe how ridiculous things had gotten. They had just been trying to scare stupid Nick. Justin was over-reacting because he felt guilty.
JC looked up at Justin who just shook his head.
“Jerk,” he mouthed.
JC sighed. Justin and Chris were polar opposites. They hated each other as easily as they got along.
“Wanna talk?”
Justin shook his head. “I wanna go home.”
“Well, that’s not gonna happen right now,” JC pressed a smile.
“I know,” Justin shrugged. “But I just thought I’d whine about it. That way I could annoy Chris. You know how I love annoying Chris.”
They heard Chris sigh and suddenly start to snore loudly.
JC chuckled.
“You really think nothing’s out there?” Justin asked. “Seriously?”
“I don’t know, Curly. Could very well be. It’s a big world, and who really knows. But what’s the point of worrying about that? Don’t we have enough with what’s right in front of us?”
Justin shrugged. There was some truth to that, but it was just easier to give into the possibilities of what could be.
“I mean, I don’t understand you guys. It’s bad enough that we’re stuck here, fighting with each other, and you have to invent things to make everything worse.”
“I did not invent piles of sticks,” Justin said,
“Yeah, but you guys aren’t making this any easier. Didn’t you learn in fifth grade that the boogie man does not exist? You guys really need to--.”
“What do you mean ‘you guys’? Who is ‘you guys’?” Justin asked sitting up straighter.
“You and Nick,” JC said. “You and Nick are just--.”
“Hey, hey, Nick and me nothing,” Justin said. “Enough with the comparisons. We are nothing alike and never will be. Just because you--.”
JC was already shaking his head.
“Stop wagging your head,” Justin said. “It’s true. We are nothing alike. He’s an idiot asshole that can’t take care of himself, and I... I...,” Justin searched for words. “I’m not.”
“Whatever, JuJu,” JC said and heard a bird call in the distance. “The sun’ll be rising soon.”
Justin looked around. “Yeah?”
“Yeah buddy, you made it.”
“Well that’s only if really bad things only happen at night.” JC leaned back to look at the now-inky blue sky. “Well, things can’t get much worse during the day.”
--
Kevin couldn’t believe it. Nick had knocked out a couple of hours after they got back from camp, and he hadn’t heard word one from him the whole night. He tried his damndest just to snooze and not fall into deep sleep the entire night. It was beyond difficult for him because he just loved to sleep, but long ago he’d come to accept that he’d do anything for the guys. Foregoing sleep one night (er, two, maybe three nights) was not that big a deal.
The kid just must have been that exhausted.
He caught himself thinking of Nick as a kid and stopped. He was no kid.
“Morning Kev.”
He looked up surprised that he hadn’t heard anyone else around.
“Steven?” he asked sitting up and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. His joints popped in that orchestra of soreness. “What’s going on?”
“You guys ready for your immunity challenge?” he asked.
Kevin was still squinting against the bright sun. “Yeah, but um, so early? What on Earth are we doing?”
“We’re traveling,” he said. “Get Nick up. I’m gonna go get NSYNC, so meet us on the main beach.”
“Traveling?”
“I’ll explain everything. You guys eat something, and we’ll get going. It’s a long hike up, okay?’
What else could he do? He ran a hand through his longish, messy hair and rubbed his stubbly cheeks.
“Yeah, okay. We’re coming.”
He watched Steven disappear into the jungle then glanced back Nick who was still asleep with his back to him.
“He gone?” Nick mumbled.
“You heard him?”
“Um-huh?”
“Ignoring him?”
“Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “Can I go back to sleep?”
“Nopes,” Kevin said pulling himself up. “We’ve barely got time to get some food and wash up. We’re going on some kind of hike. C’mon, Nicky. Let’s go.” Nick finally rolled over and let the reality hit him. It was down to Kevin and him. If he had to have predicted this ending, it would have looked much like this. He knew Kevin was definitely the strongest of the five. Nick, however, felt like one of those stubborn weeds that shot up right after being plucked. Somehow or another, they were the ones who were always left standing. Maybe it was the big brother in both of them.
They got up, washed up and ate in less time than they ever had.
“Well, it’s got to be one of the last challenges,” Kevin was saying. “It’s not like they’re expecting us to vote each other off. And if we lose, how are they gonna pick who goes?” Nick frowned as he finished his banana. “Then we can’t lose, right?” He tossed aside the peel and got up to follow Kevin back into the jungle. “No way, no how. We can’t lose. We can’t.”
Kevin glanced back at him and noticed that he seemed much more animated than he had in the last few days. But that was Nick for you. He could be down and out about something, then just find it inside of himself to get up and keep going. He’d seen him do it countless of times onstage. They all had.
“You guys doing okay?” Steven asked Nsync, who looked all but okay.
“We’re fine,” Chris muttered.
“What do you care?” Justin asked with a pout.
JC sighed hard. “Yeah, we’re fine. Everything’s fine. What could be taking the guys so long?”
“Nick’s probably eating,” Chris said. “You know how long that could--.”
“That joke is soooooooo old,” Justin told him. “It’s like as old as your underwear.” Chris’ eyes widened then narrowed. “Shut up, JuJu. Why are you pissing on me today?” Justin shrugged. It had been a long night, and he had no idea why he was doing anything anymore.
“Guys,” JC warned.
Chris scowled at Justin, and he returned. That was life with them.
Steven stared wondering how these any of these guys ever got so popular. They were no different from his bickering little brothers.
“Hey,” Kevin greeted as he and Nick appeared through the bushes. “You guys been waiting long?”
“No, you’re right on time,” Steven said glancing up at the early-morning sun. “Let’s go.”
“Where are we going?” Chris asked.
“Yeah. And why do we have to leave so early?” Nick wanted to know.
“I’ll tell you on the hike up,” Steven said. “It’s going to be a really long day.” JC shrugged at Justin who seemed as lost as everyone else.
Kevin pushed through four and pulled Nick along with him. “Let’s go.”
“Guess Brian’s gone,” Justin whispered to JC. “My money was on Nick.”
“Shows how much you know, Curly. Guess Brian needed to get home to the old ball and chain.”
“You means balls of silicone?” Justin giggled.
“Talk about old jokes,” JC said rolling his eyes. “Why don’t we try keeping the peace for once, huh?”
Justin frowned. He enjoyed fighting the war against the Backstreet Boys. Unfortunately, his partner in that war was getting more annoying by the minute.
“Yeah, okay. All right. Fine.”
“Preacher-boy gone?” Chris asked catching up to Nick.
Nick took a double take to make sure that was the oldest member of NYSNC talking to him.
“Brian?”
“Yeah, that’s his name? Brian?”
Nick nodded as he caught Kevin glancing back at them suspiciously.
“Yeah, we voted Brian out last night. Why?”
Chris shrugged. “Just curious.”
Nick gave him a funny look and shrugged as well. He didn’t really want to fight with Chris. He didn’t even really want to talk to him, but here he was trying to be civil. Well, civil in a Chris way.
“Well, it was better like that,” Nick began. “He was missing home and all.”
“He was? Well then again, who isn’t?” Chris smiled. “Did you guys hear anything funny last night?”
“Funny how?”
“Funny like wind and flapping sounds. Like a huge bat?”
Nick shook his head. “A bat?”
“Yeah. We heard this thing flying over us, and it blew our fire out. It was pretty freaky.” Nick bit his lip and almost hoped Kevin wouldn’t be listening. The guys had never really let him tell them what he experienced that night. They were too caught up making him feel better, making him forget.
“Is that what you heard?” Chris asked.
“Flapping? No, it was more like screeching. I don’t remember too much now.”
“Well, I was asleep, or trying to sleep,” Chris said shooting Justin a look. “Then I heard all this flapping. When I woke up, those two were hugging each other and didn’t even know what to do. Justin was so hysterical that--.”
Nick was laughing, so Chris stopped. Getting on Justin’s bad side for a little was typical, getting on his shit list for life would be deadly to anything they wanted to do.
“I was pretty upset too,” Nick said slowing his pace so Kevin would go up ahead of them.
“I just remember finding this strange, black lump and hearing all that screeching.
Suddenly, the air was colder and the wind was blowing harder. Next thing I thought I saw it move and ended up stepping all over these--.”
“Little piles of sticks?” Chris asked.
Nick stopped walking and looked at him. He had told himself that it hadn’t really happened. Brian had practically convinced him that it had all been his imagination.
Things like that didn’t happen in real life. He watched too many scary movies and this was the result. Brian even had him feeling guilty for being scared.
Nick nodded. “Little piles, yeah. Is that what you saw?”
“They were all over the place. I just kicked them the hell away. JuJu was all upset screaming bloody murder while JC kept trying to explain it all way. I think we pretty much decided it was you guys, but really,“ Chris sighed. “We all knew you were at Tribal Council, so I knew that couldn’t be it. But I wasn’t about to sit there and try to figure out what they were.”
They eyed each other. Here they were the direct opposites of their respective teams and they only ones who seemed to take the time to think through their supernatural experiences.
“Think it’s them?” Nick asked pointing with his chin toward Steven. “Think they’re trying to freak us out?”
Chris shook his head. “If it is, they have some awesome special effects guys.”
“What? Don’t tell me you two are thinking of getting together to form the new Milli Vanilli,” Justin said as he and JC passed him up.
“Yeah, jealous I didn’t choose you?” Chris asked without missing a beat.
Nick noticed how JC just seemed annoyed. He didn’t blame him, but it made him kind of happy that they were fighting.
“Nick?” Kevin called when he saw him surrounded by Nsync.
“There’s your mommy,” Chris said. “Maybe he wants to be your daddy now.” And just like that Civil Chris was gone. Nick tilted his head confused.
Chris was already pretending to make a spanking motion.
“Who’s your daddy? Who’s your daddy?” Chris called as Nick made his way around him to catch up with Kev.
“What’d he want?”
“Nothing, Kev,” Nick said with a shrug. “Just to make conversation.”
“Him make conversation? I think he’s the most idiotic of the five. A couple less IQ points, and he’d be retarded,” Kevin said. “C’mon, you might be interested in what Steven was telling me.”
“Steven was telling you something interesting?” Nick asked. “And you were listening? I guess I wasn’t the only one talking to a retard.”
Kevin chuckled. “Really. He was telling me about this legend on the island. It might explain what you saw, or think you saw.”
“Kev, I know what I saw.”
“What’d you see?” Steven asked having been listening to the conversation the whole time.
Nick hesitated and even looked at Kevin. They had been making war with this guy for days now. He wasn’t too sure he was ready to drop it.
“Piles of sticks?” Steven asked as he stepped over the brush and rocks that littered their path. “All thrown together like in a circle?”
Nick nodded apprehensively.
Steven shook his head. “See? I knew it. I knew it had begun. We should have been more careful.”
“What’s begun? What are you talking about?”
Steven clicked his teeth and Kevin caught Nick’s arm to roll his eyes at him. Nick understood. He didn’t want him to trust this guy, but he wanted to hear what he had to say.
“There’s a legend on the island, Nick. People say it’s haunted. This is one of the most beautiful places in the whole world, but have you ever wondered why it’s not inhabited?
No one will live here. No one can live here.”
“What do you mean they can’t?” Kevin asked. “What? Do they get run off or what?” Steven cleared his throat and looked at them. He knew the last thing these guys wanted was to trust him, so he was careful with what he said. “It’s a legend. Island folklore.”
“What’s the legend?” Nick asked.
“That there’s a spirit here. A really bad one.”
Kevin noticed how the other guys had caught up to them as well and were all listening.
“What does this spirit do?” Chris asked. “What do the little sticks mean?” Steven sighed and continued the upward hike toward island peaks. “It’s a long story, guys. It has to do with a tribe that lived here a long time ago. They had many beliefs and among them were making human sacrifices to the gods.”
Kevin shook his head.
JC was a few steps behind him doing the same thing.
“Human sacrifices? Like virgins?” Chris asked.
“Virgins, kids, warriors, whatever the gods wanted. It’s a different way of seeing life guys,” Steven said. “But that’s not what makes this place cursed.”
“Cursed? I thought he said haunted?” JC asked but no one heard him.
“Then what happened?”
“Who made it cursed?”
“Just spill!”
“The sacrifices were in the hands of the island priest. The last one known to the tribe was a little off,” Steven said. “He didn’t exactly follow the sacred rules for sacrifices.”
“What’d he do?” Justin asked. “Start sacrificing people on Wednesday instead of Monday?”
“No, he ate them,” Steven said.
“What?” Nick’s already big eyes were huge. “He ate them?” Steven nodded. “Legend has it that the sacrifices were held on the peak of this mountain.
The victim was thrown to his or her death. A pile of rocks was given to the family to symbolize their sacrifice for the good of the tribe. It was supposed to be a thank you gift from the gods. It meant a lot to each family to have given something so precious to keep the gods happy. They didn’t just see it like a pile of rocks.” Nick caught himself looking over at Chris who looked more nervous than he felt.
“Well, this guy wasn’t performing the sacrifices the way the gods had asked for them, and they punished him,” Steven said. “And the whole island too. Every night after a supposed sacrifice someone would turn up dead. The islanders were scared thinking that they had lost the god’s favor, so they turned over more victims to the shaman. He only gave in to his sickness and never performed the sacrifices though he said he did.
But no one could understand how so many people were just dying. No explanations. It’s said that the gods finally got tired and unleashed a storm that killed almost all the islanders. The ones who lived are the ones who told this story which got passed down through the generations. And they said was that when they came to, they were surrounded by little piles of sticks. The shaman hadn’t been killed in the storm, but he had plummeted to his death off the sacrificial mountain. After going through what was left of his shack, they discovered that by eating the gods’ offerings, he was trying to become stronger than the gods themselves.”
Steven’s words rang through the awkward silence that encompassed them.
“And the strangest thing was that the survivors say that the island was full of these little piles of rocks. It was like the gods were trying to thank the islanders for their lost sacrifices.”
Justin, Nick and Chris were enthralled by the story.
“But you said something had started,” Kevin said. “What’s started?”
“The revenge,” Steven said. “It’s said that the shaman still wants to be stronger than the gods. He’s still looking for his victims to attain his goal. Even though almost the entire population was destroyed because of him, he doesn’t seem to want to give up. So, I’m not sure that we’ll be able to complete the next challenge as we had planned.”
“That story has a million holes in it,” JC said. “Why are the sticks appearing now?
Everyone died and they still--.”
“It’s folklore,” Steven said. “There aren’t explanations for all the happenings.”
“What do you mean about the challenge?” Kevin asked. “Unless you’re gonna throw us off the sacrificial mountain, what’s the problem?”
Steven sighed. “You’ll see. The production guys are still making some last minute decisions. Let’s just get up to the right place.”
Steven started on the uphill climb toward the fatal mountain.
--
“I drew the short stick, Kev. You know I did.”
Kevin barely glanced up as the infrared equipment was adjusted to his shirt.
“Kev?” Nick tried again.
“What? What do you want, Nicky? You want to do this? You want to spend the night in there?”
Nick nodded though he really didn’t.
“Well, too bad. They’ve already fitted me for the equipment, and it’s too late.”
“Kev,” he whined more quietly than he ever had. “Kev!”
Kevin laughed. “Frack, it’ll be fine. Why on Earth do you want to go in there? Why do you even want to think about that crap? I don’t believe in it. It can’t hurt me, and I’m not scared.”
“But it’s not fair. I drew the short stick,” Nick reminded him.
Kevin smiled and leaned closer to him. “Hush. Stop saying stuff about short sticks around those guys.”
Nick acknowledged that it felt good to laugh. He hadn’t laughed in a very long time.
But his happiness didn’t last very long. He looked over Kevin’s shoulder at the dilapidated shack where he would be spending the night.
The next immunity challenge was an elementary school dare: to spend the night in a haunted place. Nick still couldn’t believe that after everything they had already been through, mental torture was going to be added to the list. He would rather eat a million squishy bugs to even begin to think about spending the night in that place.
“Well, our production guys have checked out the night vision equipment, which is what we were worried about, and everything is in working condition,” Steven announced.
“We’ll be able to complete the challenge as scheduled guys. One member of each tribe will spend the night in the shaman’s old shack. Whoever leaves the haunted shack before sunrise loses the challenge.”
“What if we both stay?” Chris asked as his night vision camera was adjusted.
Nick’s eyes grew when he realized he had ended up in the challenge as well. It was better that Kevin go then. If it had been him and Chris they would have ended up scaring each other to death, and no one would have won.
“We have a tie breaker,” Steven said simply. “Guys ready for dinner?” The climb had taken most of the day, and everyone was exhausted.
“Couldn’t we have chosen who was going back at camp?” JC asked. “Why are we all here right now?”
Steven smiled. “Well, we thought you guys could use a good dinner. And that that you’d want to be there for the guys in the shack. The production crew barbecued some burgers for you. And, guess what? We’re all spending the night not a hundred yards away here.” It was just as well for Nick. If Kevin was sleeping up at the shack, it meant that he’d have to sleep alone. And that would have been scary enough.
“Burgers, huh?” was all Kevin had to say.
“Some kind of last meal offering?” Justin asked. “What if something happens to them in there? Have you guys checked it out?”
“Actually, we have. But come get your dinner, and we’ll talk about it.” In good scary story fashion, Steven waited until it was dark out and until everyone had settled around the fire to speak.
“I know that I’m not the most trustworthy person in the world to you guys,” he began with a sigh. “But I hope you believe what I’m about to tell you because it’s true. Yes, we checked out the shack before bringing you guys up here. But we checked it out weeks ago when we first agreed that this would be one of the challenges. I was supposed to tell you the story, and then one of you would spend the night there.” He pointed toward the small, barely-standing shack in the shadows. “We left cameras in here for the night, and when we checked the footage, there was nothing as you can see.” He reached forward and played a tape of shadows, changing light patterns and stillness in fast-forward.
“When we got wind of what had happened to Nick and to all of Nsync, we decided to check out the shack again before letting you guys spend the night. This is the tape.” Dramatically, he popped in the new tape and pressed play.
“Everything started out normal until we got to this.”
The entire shack was different. The lights that had been there before were gone.
Suddenly, one light seemed to glow and illuminate the entire, grass wall. The light flickered and grew until a strange shadow seemed to form.
Nick squinted trying to find something familiar about it. Something that might explain what everyone else was already silently glaring at.
“It moved,” Justin said. “Did you see?”
“It didn’t move,” Chris said.
“Rewind,” Kevin ordered.
Steven was already doing just that. “Justin’s right. It moved. But keep watching.” The form did move very slightly, almost like it was taking a shallow breath, then everything went black.
“Our equipment stopped working then,” Steve said. “That last image was filmed at 1:11
a.m.”
Chris swallowed hard and looked at Kevin who didn’t seem the least bit fazed.
“What happens if we forfeit?”
Kevin snapped to the sound of Nick’s voice.
“We’re not---!” Kev began.
“You lose,” Steven said with a shrug. “And if Nsync lost that would be all right. But if you guys lost that means you’d only have one person left. “
Kevin pulled on Nick’s shoulder and shook his head. Nick tried to find that same confidence in himself.
“But Kev--,” he began.
He shook his head with more force this time.
Nick bit his lip into silence while Justin and JC looked worriedly at Chris. Chris made himself smile.
“It’s gonna be fine,” he said with a shrug. “Kev’ll protect me. Right?” Steven chuckled. “It’s probably nothing, guys. I mean, it’s just one night, and you can always get out. It’s not the last challenge by any means. If either of you feels unsafe at any time, feel free to step out. Our production guys will be monitoring what your cameras are picking up all night long. It really is very safe.”
“Why don’t you stay with them?” JC asked Steven.
“I’m not the one here to prove which boyband is best,” Steven said almost smugly.
Kevin smiled. “Good for you. Because if you were, your band mates would have pushed you off the sacrificial mountain long before the first Tribal Council.” Justin actually laughed first.
It only took that for Nick, JC and Chris to crack up as well.
“You’d be the gay one,” Chris said. “Everyone on the internet would be saying, ‘Oh, Stevie’s gay.’”
“No,” Nick said. “You’d be the one who couldn’t dance. You’d be tripping the other guys on stage.”
“And can you just see the rest of his band now?” JC asked. “Regis Philbin would probably be in it.”
“And that guy from Wheel of Fortune,” Justin laughed.
“How about John Madden?” Kevin asked. “He could be in your band.
“You’d need a crazy guy,” Chris said. “Someone to dye his hair. How about that guy from the news with the funny hair?”
Justin rolled his eyes. “They all have funny hair.”
“The red hair,” Chris prodded. “The toupee.”
Kevin snapped his fingers. “Ted Koppel.”
“Yeah,” JC laughed. “Him and George from Seinfeld. That would be your boyband.” Steven tried to keep a straight face while they hurled their harmless insults at him. He couldn’t remember ever being so hated.
“Well, look at that, it’s time to start the challenge,” he said trying to sound casual. “You guys ready?”
“Been ready,” Kevin said standing and wiping is hands on his shorts.
“I’m good,” Chris said staying in his place. “Wait. Wait. Hang on.” He let out a loud burp.
“There. I’m ready.”
Nick stayed in his seat and stared at the fire while he muttered a silent prayer.
Please God. Please. Please don’t let anything happen to him. I’ll do anything. Anything for him not ever feel as scared as I did. I can handle being scared, but that’s not even a possibility for him.
“The shack’s bigger than it looks,” Steven said. “We’re sending you in with sleeping bags if you decide to sleep. Remember that we’ll be monitoring everything tonight, so there’s nothing to fear.”
“Easy for you to say,” Chris muttered when he finally stood up. “Good night guys.”
“Night,” Justin called.
“Hang in there, Chris,” JC said sending him a smile.
Nick finally realized he was going to be alone with the two of them. Maybe Kevin would still let him trade places with him.
“Kev?” he said getting up.
“Yeah Nicky?” Kevin asked grabbing the sleeping bag Steven was offering.
“Kev, are you sure?”
He looked at Nick’s worried face and nodded. “I’m sure. You’re not gonna do this, and I have no problem with it. You know I can sleep anywhere. I won’t hear a thing when the shaman comes to eat Chris.”
Nick chuckled but found little comfort in those words. “Okay Kev.”
“Okay Nicky. Good night, and don’t let those guys get to you.” He nodded and pulled Kevin into a hug. “Good night.”
“Remember,” Steven said. “If anything happens at all, feel free to come out. Anything at all. Otherwise guys, this is good-night.”
“Yeah ‘night,” Kev called and turned toward the shack.
“Later guys,” Chris waved at his band mates. “You guys, ... um... keep ... You guys keep warm.” He smiled tightly.
“It’ll be fine, Kirkpatrick,” JC said. “Just hang in there, and remember that we’re here.”
“And thank God for that,” Justin muttered then smiled up at Chris. “You’ll be fine, bro.
Just don’t fall asleep. Whatever you do, don’t fall asleep.”
“Ha!” Chris cackled. “You are sooooooo funny. Just way too much, dude.” Kevin stopped short of the door and looked back at him. “Chris, I’m going in now. You can stay out there and come in on your own later. Don’t worry. I’ll try not to freak you out when you stumble on stuff in the dark.”
“No. No, I’m coming,” Chris called. “I’m there. Later guys. Good night.” And with that, they were gone.
--
Justin was laughing.
JC was laughing.
Nick was trying to pretend he wasn’t wondering what they were laughing about. And he was starting to wonder who was facing the biggest challenge. Kev, who wasn’t scared of anything and was probably already asleep? Or him who hated those two idiots and had no clue how he was going to make it through the night?
He was stuck in a relatively large tent with them, and for the first time felt sheltered from the elements, but not the enemy.
“You okay there, Nick?”
He pulled away his eyes from the wall to look at them. “Yeah. I’m fine. You guys aren’t tired?”
“I wanna know what Chris is doing,” Justin said. “He’s probably crying in the corner already.”
“No,” JC laughed. “He’s probably got Kevin in a choke hold and he’s screaming, ‘Help me! Save me!’”
They both laughed at that, and Nick shook his head. He hated the thought of every being as scared as he had been. Though he was the one always looking around for ghosts and aliens, he never considered the actual possibility of ending up close to anything supernatural. He even wished he’d never called it upon himself.
But it was easy for JC and Justin to laugh. They had each other. If Brian was around, he’d be laughing up a storm too.
“You don’t think anything will happen to them?” he asked as he finally allowed himself to stretch out in his sleeping bag.
“Like the Boogie Man will come and get them?” Justin asked pulling off his bandana to reveal his still bright-red hair.
Nick actually felt his face get red as well. In his life there were a lot of things he’d like to take back. This was not one of them, but he did feel a twinge of guilt.
“No,” Nick said. “But it’s gotta be scary to be in there.”
“I think it’s them. The show producers,” JC said. “They’ve done nothing but make things harder on us since we got here. Of course they’re gonna scare them in there.”
“The question is how,” Justin said quietly. “And can they take it.” JC chuckled. “Chris is a chicken, and you know that. So be prepared to go home if we lose, Curly.”
Justin’s mouth dropped. “Me? You’re sending me home? And you’re letting Nicky boy know?”
Of course, JC was already laughing, and Nick twisted his mouth trying to gauge their honesty or their game. He wasn’t sure which.
“Well, it’s between you and Kirkpatrick, and I guess I’ll have to choose...,” JC dropped off dramatically and looked up at the tent ceiling. “Hm, I guess I have to think about it.
Good night, you two.”
He climbed inside his sleeping back and turned his back to them.
Justin pushed his chin up clicked his teeth shut.
Nick found himself laughing and thinking about how much they were treated alike. The guys loved to tease him, and even though he had grown up, never missed an opportunity to do so.
“We’ll see about that, mister,” Justin said through clenched teeth. “Maybe Kirkpatrick and me will vote you out, and then where will you be, Mr. Chasez? And then where will you be, huh? Huh? Huh?”
Justin leaned over and poked JC in the head. JC just batted him off like he was an annoying fly.
Nick sighed and pulled himself up and out of his bag.
“Where are you going?” Justin asked watching him cross the tent and try not to stand up straight.
“I’m gonna go see if they’ll let me look into the video feed they’re getting,” Nick said.
“Really?” Justin asked popping up as well. “I’m coming with. Later, Mr. Chasez.” JC turned around to watch the two “blondes” disappear through the loose flap. Well, what didn’t kill them would make them stronger.
--
Kevin squinted around the darkness. He placed his hands on his hips and tried to make out anything, a wall, some old furniture, anything. But all he saw was black.
“How the hell are we supposed to move around in here?” he asked just as Chris caught up to him.
“Man! It’s dark,” Chris said loudly. “Hello? Anyone out there?” Kevin chuckled. “Yeah, the spirits are gonna come out now. Shut up already.” The moonlight above their heads finally seemed to find its way through the poorly thatched roof. Kevin was able to make out the wall a few feet in front of him, the dirt floor he was standing on and a long, dark strip of shadows that seemed to lead to another room.
“Who the hell could live here?” Chris asked in a different tone. “It stinks.” Kevin had to admit that there was a smell, but he couldn’t quite place it.
“It’s just that it’s old,” he said with a shrug. “Old places stink.”
“Like your grandma’s house?”
Kevin turned around to him wondering if that was a low blow against his lovely grandmother.
“I meant that as in a universal you. It could be anyone’s grandma,” Chris explained.
“You know how old houses have a smell? Like that.”
Kevin shook his head and continued a few more feet inside. He had already told himself that the only thing that could drive him out of the shack was Chris Kirkpatrick himself, and he was not about to allow that to happen.
“Where do you want to sleep?” Chris asked looking around.
Far away from you, Kevin thought but kept his mouth shut. “I don’t care. I can sleep anywhere.”
“Anywhere?”
He dropped his sleeping bag. The motion sent bits of dust flying up from the dirt floor.
“Yup,” he said. “I have slept on planes, buses, taxis, helicopters, backstage, you name it, I’ve slept there. Nothing ever bugs me.”
“Well, this place is good,” Chris said. “You don’t mind me sticking around, do you?” Kevin shrugged. “Do whatever you want.”
Just as Chris dropped his bag, a strange echo was heard from the other room.
“What was that?” Chris asked.
Kevin shrugged. “I didn’t hear a thing. What’d you hear?”
“Um, a sound,” Chris said. “Just a sound.”
Kevin just nodded and started opening up his sleeping bag.
“There it is again,” Chris whispered.
“You’re hearing things, dude,” Kevin said. “It’s probably just the wind.”
“That’s what we told Justin,” Chris said finally admitted.
“Oh okay,” Kevin said. “Good night.”
Chris blinked.
Shit.
Shit.
“Um, yeah okay. Night.”
Kevin actually smiled to himself as he rolled over. He didn’t hate this guy enough to scare him anymore. But he disliked him enough not to help him. And it wasn’t like he was able to drop off just like that. He laid there for a very long time listening to his own breathing, to the shorter breaths that Chris was taking and to the funny-sounding
“wind” that never seemed to stop.
Nick and Justin had found just the right victim to let them watch the video the production crew was receiving from the shack.
“You guys aren’t supposed to be back here,” she said when she saw them enter the production tent.
But both guys had noticed the exact same thing. Her skin flushed bright pink when she looked at them. And didn’t seem too sure which of them to look at more intently.
“So what’s your name?” Justin asked stepping forward right away.
She cleared her throat. “Alice. It’s Alice.”
“Alice is such a nice name,” Justin said and touched her arm. “Is that a family name?”
“Alice what?” Nick asked smiling.
And that was it. Alice was putty in their hands.
“Alice Ashley,” she smiled. “Just Alice Ashley.”
“That’s an odd last name. I thought Ashley was like a given name,” Justin said gently taking her elbow. “But it’s your last name?”
She nodded. “My last name.”
Nick stepped past both of them and toward the monitors that flickered on the other side of the tent.
“Alice, you think we could watch this with you?” he asked sending her his best, bright smile. “I can’t really sleep out here, and it’s better than just lying awake listening to Justin snore.”
“I was not snoring,” Justin said. “That must have been JC because I can’t sleep either.”
“Um well...,” Alice stammered.
“Just for a bit?” Nick asked. “C’mon. I know you can do us this one favor.” He put his hands together in a praying motion. “Please. Please?”
“Please?” Justin added for good measure.
She cleared her throat more forcibly this time. “Um yeah... okay, but just for a little while.”
“Thank you,” Nick said squeezing her shoulders. “You’re really great.” Justin leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You are. You’re the best. Now what do all these little TV’s do?” he asked innocently.
“Well, this one is the one attached to Kevin, and it’s been dark for awhile,” she said. “We can hear him breathing evenly, so we think he’s asleep. This one is Chris’s.” That monitor flickered dark then shadowy and dark again.
“I think he’s just looking around,” she said. “It hasn’t been still for more than a few seconds.”
“He’s freaked?” Justin asked leaning in closer to the monitor.
She shrugged. “Maybe.”
“Has anything odd appeared?” Nick asked.
“Odd like?” she prodded.
“Odd like shadows, noises, strange lights?”
“No, but it hasn‘t been that long,” she said.
“Can we wait?” Justin asked. “With you, I mean. It’s not like we’re gonna get any sleep anyway.”
What could she do? She shrugged. “Um, yeah okay. But don’t tell anyone.”
“No one,” Nick smiled.
“Not a soul. It’s our secret.”
She smiled.
Hours seemed to pass right by with them in front of her. She couldn’t get enough of just listening to them talk about nothing.
“Do you two really hate each other?” she finally let herself ask.
Nick smiled and looked at the floor.
Justin smiled and looked up at Nick, “Well--,” he began.
“What was that?” Alice gasped as she sat forward toward the monitor.
“What?” Justin asked.
“Rewind!” Nick was already saying.
“It was a light,” she said. “It just zoomed by.”
“Rewind,” Nick said again. “Just, just rewind.”
“Wait. Let’s see if it happens again,” Justin said.
Chris’s monitor was flickering probably because he was moving so fast or trying to get his bearings.
“Can we hear him?” Justin asked.
Alice turned up the volume while she started a new tape going and rewound the current one.
All they heard was Chris’s quick, short breaths.
“Oh my God.... Oh my God,” he panted. “What was...? What was...that?”
“There. I got it,” she said. “Look.”
A tiny light flashed right across the monitor leaving a murkier darkness behind.
“Oh my...,” Nick trailed off into a whisper.
“That was the equipment,” Justin said. “It was the equipment.”
“I don’t think he’d be freaked out if it was,” Nick said squinting at the live monitor then at the video they had rewound. The lights went by in slow motion on the video, and didn’t seem to be coming from the stars or the moon, or Chris’s equipment.
“I think he’s scared,” Alice said.
The live feed had a different angle, and apparently, Chris had stood up and was looking around cautiously.
Nick was wondering where Kevin was and how he could sleep through all of that. His monitor was still pitch black, and his sound only recorded breathing.
“I’m gonna go look around,” Chris said to no one in particular. “I can’t just lie there waiting for it to get me.”
“No Chris, don’t,” Justin said to the deaf TV screen.
Nick shook his head and bit his lip. He should have just stayed in that spot. But then again, he wasn’t sure he himself would have gone to investigate. It was just better to know.
“... damn firefly,” Chris was muttering. “That’s what it was. A stupid, damn--.” Everything went silent as Chris seemed to stop moving.
“What are you getting?” Justin asked practically breathing in the monitor.
“Move your big head,” Nick said gently pushing him out of the way.
“Hey!” Justin protested.
Then they heard it. It was a strange, soft screeching noise almost like that of a hurt, scared animal.
“Oh my God,” Nick whispered. “That’s it. That’s what I heard that night. That’s what I followed to the--.”
He was cut off by Chris’s words. “... hell is that?” he was asking. “If this is your idea of a joke, Steven, it’s not funny. I’m not freaking scared.”
“Steven’s asleep,” Alice said almost sounding like she was sorry. “He never stays up to watch what you guys are doing.”
“Then what is it?” Justin asked. “And how come only he can hear it?”
“If Kev’s asleep, he’s dead to the world,” Nick said.
Justin’s eyes widened. “Well, as long as he’s not just dead.” Nick’s head snapped to him , and he made himself bit his lip to stay quiet. Justin was just scared for Chris. If Nick listened hard enough, he could hear Kevin practically snoring in the audio. He was fine.
“What’s he doing?” Alice asked pointing at Chris’s monitor again.
“He’s going somewhere,” Justin noted as he seemed to pass through bits of dim light and darkness. “Where is he going? Is he getting out?”
“Doesn’t look like it,” she said. “I think he’s going further inside.”
“This is how scared I’m not,” Chris’s voice came over the speaker. “I’m so not scared that I will go in here. In the deepest, darkest room of the shack.”
“Aw Chris,” Justin muttered.
Nick crossed his arms over his chest chewed on his lip. God only knew what he was in for.
--
Chris pushed his way past a few obstacles that blocked his path to the back room of the shack. This place had an even stranger smell than the front room. But his eyes had a thought time adjusting to the brighter light this room seemed to possess.
He looked up to find no ceiling and an expanse of stars above him.
He smiled. What could happen to him under all that bright moonlight and those stars?
“See? See how fucking un-scared I am,” he taunted. “I could stay here all--.” He stopped talking when his eyes adjusted to the light and he was able to see something on the grass wall in front of him. They were swirls, shapes, funny letters and shapes.
“Some freaked out alphabet,” he said. “God knows what....” Then he leaned in closer, even though he didn’t have to because he knew. It explained the smell, and made everything very clear. The scribbles were all written in blood.
“Oh shit,” he hissed. “Shit. Shit. Shit. What the crap...? What the hell...?” He stumbled backwards and landed on the floor. His hands reached for something, anything that could help him up, but all he found was the dirt floor.
He blinked as the panorama before him widened, and he tried to make out some of the symbols, but it was impossible. There was no rhyme nor reason to the shapes or funny letters.
An airy familiar, flapping noise reached his frigid ears and the rest of him froze. He knew that sound.
Desperately, he looked around the shack and spotted something he hadn’t seen in the upper-right corner. It was a strange lump. A strange, black lump. A strange, black lump that had eyes.
Chris gulped, then he gulped again because the scream was still caught in his throat.
“Oh...,” he managed to say. “Oh...oh... my God...” but the rest of the prayer was still stuck in his throat, just like the scream.
He screwed his eyes closed against any more movements or revelations, but his ears just wouldn’t cooperate. Because then it started to screech. It was that same strange screeching Nick had described to him earlier.
He then remembered Nick’s scream in the jungle that night, and seemed to hear it again.
Only it wasn’t in his head, it was in the shack. He was the one screaming so loud, and so hard, that his head rattled.
He backpedaled against the sounds, the visions, the sheer fear of being in that damn place.
Screw Nsync. Screw Backstreet Boys. Screw the whole damn, fore-saken, stupid island.
All he wanted was to be safe.
He was on his feet and running toward where he thought the door was only to get caught.
He was caught, and he couldn’t move. His feet scratched against the floor but he went nowhere.
He made himself stop and look. If this thing was going to kill him, he had to see it. He had to look.
The lump hadn’t moved, but it had grown and was encompassing the strange swirls on the wall.
“Chris?”
He dropped to his knees at the sound of Kevin’s voice.
“Stop! Stop! Stop!” he yelled covering his head with his arms. “Make it stop.”
“Chris, there’s nothing there,” Kevin said gently and unhooked his T-shirt from the stray twig that caught it. “Hang... hang on,” he called.
But Kevin was tackled and landed on his backside, as Chris ran right past him and out of the shack.
Kevin looked over his shoulder at Chris’ now disappearing back.
“You try to help people and you get run down,” Kevin said through his gritted teeth. He turned back around to inspect the room and saw nothing that would cause the crazy reaction he’d just witnessed in Chris. But Chris was just unbalanced, so he didn’t need reasons to act the way he did. “Let’s go see what NSYNC’s crying over now,” Kevin grunted.
Before he could leave, he was pushed back down.
--
“Ow!” Chris yelled as he tripped and fell roughly into the ground. He looked around, recognizing the outside of the shack.
“Chris! Chris!”
Chris looked around confused. Was that Justin?
“Chris!”
“Justin?! Justin!”
And there it was. For a split second, Chris saw the lump again. But the second he blinked, it was gone.
“Chris!” Justin yelled again, trying to pinpoint Chris’ location. It was pitch black out there.
“Over here!” Chris yelled, wildly looking around for hints of the lump. Chris suddenly turned to look over his shoulder at the opening of the shack. “Shit, Kevin. I left Kevin in there. Kevin!” Chris yelled. “Kevin!” Chris was the last one to ever care about the Backstreet Boys, but he couldn’t deny the pit of worry settling in his stomach. If something happened to Kevin, he’d never forgive himself. “KEVIN!” Chris sighed when he saw a figure coming out of the shack. “Kevin, I’m sorry I just left you, but did you see-”
“Kevin?” a strange voice asked. It lifted a limp figure in it’s arms and dropped it in front of Chris. “You mean him?” it cackled.
“JUUUUSTIN! KEVIN! NOOO!” Chris screamed, scrambling to get to his feet.
His feet slipped on something and he was back on the ground. “NOO!”
“Chris! Chris!” Someone was shaking him. They were shaking him so hard he could feel his teeth snapping against each other, but his eyes were frozen on the cackling figure in front of him. The cackling figure who’s laugh was starting to sound like Kevin’s.
“He impersonates!” Chris yelled hysterically, trying to get up, but slipping again.
“He’s laughing like Kevin!”
Chris was suddenly aware of the person shaking him.
“That’s because it IS, Kevin, Chris. Are you okay, man?”
Chris turned, finally acknowledging Justin. Justin bit his lip as he took in Chris’
disheveled and petrified appearance.
“It’s not Kevin! Run, Justin! Nothing can happen to you! Look at what happened to Kevin!” Chris yelled, reaching for Kevin’s body. His eyes narrowed when
“Kevin” was a lot softer than he remembered him being. Chris lifted “Kevin” and found that “Kevin” was an empty sleeping bag.
Kevin really was the one laughing.
“You son of a bitch!” Chris yelled, trying to get back again. He fell back down.
“I’m the son of a bitch?” Kevin yelled. “You knock me down when I go back there trying to see why you’re freaking out and I’m the son of a bitch?” Kevin continued to laugh.
“And then you go and push me back down, you jerk!”
“What?!” Chris yelled. “I didn’t push you down! I was outta there after I tackled you!” Kevin shook his head. Chris was probably just trying to freak him out.
“It’s NOT gonna work, Chris.”
“I can’t believe you just did that to me!” Chris yelled, still on the ground. “I thought you were de-” Chris stopped, not wanting to say the word ‘dead’. Not out there on that cliff, in the dark, with black lumps laying around.
Kevin started laughing at Chris again, and Chris tried to get up to show king of the Amazon a thing or two. His tennis shoes slipped on something again, sending him back onto the ground.
“Why can’t I get UP?!” Chris yelled.
A flashlight suddenly illuminated the ground and Kevin stopped laughing.
“Shit,” Nick muttered.
Kevin barely noticed that Nick had gotten there. Only one thing had his attention.
The entire ground was covered with rocks. They were everywhere.
Kevin heard Chris take in a breath.
“Aren’t these supposed to signify a sacrifice?” Chris whispered.
“Shit,” Nick muttered again. He REALLY needed to expand his vocabulary.
“Shoot,” he said. Oh, yeah. Muuuch better.
Justin couldn’t even force any words out of his mouth, so he gulped instead.
“But no one was sacrificed,” Chris said.
“Not yet.”
Everyone turned around to see Steven. Chris looked between Kevin and Steven.
He didn’t know who he should try accusing first. He knew who he wanted to accuse, so he might as well have some fun. Besides, maybe a fight would help distract people from the wet, faint yellow spot on his white shorts.
“You did that!” Chris yelled, pointing at Kevin. “How else could you have slept through all that? You were faking, and you set it up!”
Kevin’s jaw dropped. “Set what up, Chris? There was nothing in that room!” Nick and Justin looked at Kevin.
“Kev, there was paint all over the walls. With weird symbols,” Nick said.
“How do you know?” Kevin asked Nick. Nick couldn’t be in on this, could he?
“We’ve got it on video. We were watching the feed from the monitors,” Justin said, looking at Kevin suspiciously. If he was responsible for scaring Chris, he would kill him.
“You weren’t supposed to be in there!” Steven said.
“It wasn’t paint!” Chris yelled, ignoring Steven. “It was blood. The weird smell...it was blood.”
Nick felt his eyes bulge and his heart rate quicken. This could NOT be good for his blood pressure. He was too young to die from a heart attack.
“B-blood?” Justin repeated.
Chris felt the fear seep back into him as he watched Kevin. The look of realization suddenly hitting Kevin’s face looked too real for him to be faking it.
“You’re right. That smell was blood,” Kevin said, clicking. “I couldn’t pinpoint it, so I just let it go.”
“It was you!” Chris yelled again.
Kevin’s face suddenly scrunched into confusion. “But there’s nothing there now, Chris. If you guys all say that you saw these weird symbols, then where did they go because there’s nothing there now.” Kevin refused to admit it, but a weird feeling was overtaking his chest. Fear? “We were the only ones in the room, Chris. If you saw all that right before I went in, how could it just disappear?”
“One way to find out,” Justin said, taking the extra flashlight from Nick.
Nick was already shaking his head.
“No, NO!” Chris yelled. “I’m not going back in there. Especially not now. Go to the feed and look for it there. Don’t go in there. You’re NOT going in there, JuJu!” Chris looked at Kevin and Nick. “None of you are.”
“Oh, but I can?” Steven spoke up, annoyed.
“You can go to hell,” Chris spat. “This is all because of you. It was probably you, huh?”
“I already told you-” Steven started.
“The curse!” Chris finished. “Where the hell did all these rocks come from, Steven?!
Huh?! I saw that lump out here! The one Nick had been talking about! I heard the screeching sound that Nick described! It WASN’T my imagination!” Chris almost wished he hadn’t said it in front of Nick. Nick seemed to turn white at the mention of what he had probably hoped was a hallucination.
“JC,” Nick said. “That lump is out here, and we left JC in the tent...”
“Alone,” Justin finished. The word wasn’t even out of his mouth before he was already running back to their camp. Nick was right behind him, and Kevin was behind Nick.
Chris was too scared and worried about everyone so he took off behind Kevin.
Steven looked back at the shack and smiled. He thought they had agreed not to pull jokes on the boybands, but maybe the producers had decided to, anyway. The legend was in fact, true. He didn’t believe it, though. It was just some stupid folklore. He just thought it would help spice things up for them if the guys were scared.
Steven’s smile disappeared. He blinked repeatedly, taking staggering steps back.
A black lump was watching him. His eyes couldn’t decipher the shape against the night, but what he could see clearly was enough to send him running back with the guys.
No matter how much he tried, he couldn’t get them out of his mind.
The eyes that turned green. And the scary, glowing smile that spread across it’s face.
Part Eight
“Oh my God, he’s not here,” Justin panted, tearing apart the sleeping bags. Nick groaned as a sleeping bag hit him in the face. “Oh my God, oh my God..”
“Hey, he’s here somewhere,” Nick said, placing a hand on Justin’s shoulder while the other rubbed the newly formed red spot on his face. “He’s fine. This is JC we’re talking about. I haven’t seen anyone, other than Kevin, who can take better care of himself. He’s like Martha Stewart, without boobs. Or like a pre-written script of 7th Heaven. You know they always know what to do and always do the right thing before the hour’s up...” Justin was too frantic, his mind racing with worst case scenarios, to even notice that Nick was comforting him.
“Justin, what’s wrong with you?”
Justin turned around, and without a second thought, rushed over to the voice. JC’s eyes widened at the sudden embrace he found himself in. His arms circled around Justin protectively while he eyed Nick and Kevin suspiciously.
Kevin rolled his eyes when he saw how JC was watching them.
“Ju, buddy, are you okay? What happened?”
“The lump, JC, the lump. It exists. Poor Chris, he’s scared. Worse than that time when that fan ripped out his dreadlock. There’s blood, and me and Nick saw it all with Alice-”
“Wait, wait, what?” JC asked, pulling away from Justin. The youngest member of their group was actually shaking. “What do you mean Chris? Chris is supposed to be in the shack-”
JC was suddenly thrown down from behind. He fell down on top of Justin and looked beneath him to see Justin giving him a weird look.
“I’m not THAT happy to see you, JC,” Justin said, trying to breath through the weight crushing his chest. “And first thing I’m getting you when we get home is a package plan from Jenny Craig.”
“Oomph,” JC groaned as the arms he just realized were around his waist, tightened.
“Is that you, Chris?” Justin asked, trying to look over JC’s shoulder at the figure on top of him. “Cause it smells like you.”
Nick and Kevin started laughing. They were quite a sight, with Justin and Chris sandwiching JC.
“I always thought there was something funny about them,” Nick muttered to Kevin.
“I didn’t think,” Kevin muttered back. “I knew.”
“I’ve never been so glad to see you, JC!” Chris yelled happily. “I ran in here after Kevin, and Justin didn’t see you in here, so I ran out to look for you, but then I thought I saw you coming in here, and you’re here!”
Chris made less sense than usual.
“Chris, are you taking those pills again?” JC asked. “You know you’re only supposed to take one at a time,” JC said, trying to take a deep breath so he could breathe. JC tried to squirm out of Chris’ strong grasp and off of Justin, but Chris was too strong and heavy.
“Hey, bud, I’m glad to see you, too, but uh...I don’t want to be seeing Justin or feeling you this close, ‘kay?”
The weight lifted off of JC and pulled him off the ground. Justin took Chris’ outstretched hand, and Justin and Chris both engulfed JC with a hug again. JC watched Nick and Kevin from over their shoulders to see if they had anything to do with the frantic behavior of his best friends.
JC pulled back to look at Justin and Chris. “Guys, what happened? J, who in the heck is Alice?”
“She’s the girl I met who let me into the tent to-”
“Something’s trying to kill me and you’re trying to get some?!” Chris yelled, smacking Justin on his head.
Justin smacked Chris back. “I wasn’t trying to get any! Me and Nick were trying to watch the feed to see what was going on in there!” Justin smacked Chris again on his head.
“That’s for going into that back room alone!”
Chris raised his hand to hit Justin back, but JC grabbed his hand. “WHAT about blood and going into back rooms alone? What happened?” JC asked again, trying not to get annoyed. If they weren’t hugging, they were beating the crap out of each other.
“I couldn’t sit still,” Chris said.
“What did I tell you about taking more than one pill at a time?” JC scolded.
Chris hit JC, annoyed, on his arm. “I’m not taking any freaking pills! I was uncomfortable and...” Chris looked at Nick and Kevin watching him, and he was almost happy to see that they weren’t amused or smiling. Although Kevin was just standing there, Nick was actually looking at Chris concerned. He hated how them not laughing at him was what was going to make it easier for him to admit how he felt in that shack.
“And I was scared. I felt something fly by me, so I got up. I thought they were just trying to scare me, and I was going to show them that it wasn’t going to work. To hell with trying to help them with their damn ratings. So I went deeper into the shack, and that room....” Chris trailed off. He could barely remember it without freaking, much less have to reiterate the memory aloud.
Justin put an arm around Chris. “And Chris saw the lump and heard screeching. He said that Nick had heard it on the island, too. Me and Nick saw weird drawings on the wall; Chris said the symbols were painted with blood. BLOOD, JC!” Justin rambled everything in what JC was sure was two seconds. Justin shook his head. “If that FUCK
had anything to do with this,” Justin yelled, talking about Steven, “I’m going to personally throw his ass off of that cliff!”
“What about you, Kevin?” JC asked. “You just magically slept through all of this, right?”
“I’m a heavy sleeper,” Kevin said. He didn’t owe JC any explanations.
Chris looked at Kevin goofily. “You sure freaking are. You’re like JC. He can outsleep hibernating bears.”
“I am NOT like JC!”
“I am NOT like Kevin!” came the simultaneous replies.
Everyone looked at Kevin and JC.
“That’s just scary by itself,” Nick mumbled.
“Kevin and JC,” Justin weighed on one hand. “Scary lump that blinks and breathes,” Justin said, raising the other hand to outweigh the other. Justin reweighed the options and looked at the door. “Who wants to go with me to find that lump?” Justin kidded.
Chris lost whatever small smile had made it’s way to his face when his memories of that night replayed once again.
“Those symbols,” Chris whispered.
JC looked at Chris. “What about those symbols? You said they were written in blood?”
“But they weren’t there when Kevin came in,” Nick spoke up. “Kevin said he didn’t see anything on the wall.”
“Let’s go to the feed, okay, guys? I’ll understand better if I can see, but it’ll be okay,” JC
said, ignoring Nick. “There’s nothing out there. It’s a stupid folklore, and they’re trying to scare us. If we’re already scared, everything around us will spook us, like that,” JC
said, snapping his fingers. “If we’re freaked, we’ll freak on each other. Don’t give the cameras what they want, okay? Nothing’s out there, and we’re all going to be okay because we’re together.”
JC was glad to see that Chris and Justin were smiling at him. He could still see the fear in their eyes and the uncertainty behind their smiles, but at least they were TRYING to smile. He didn’t know how he did it, but when it came to those four guys, he could always come up with what to say. Every time it came to trying to make them feel better, the words just spilled out of his mouth. They were the most important people to him. He remembered Lance and Joey and hoped they weren’t too worried about them. He let Justin and Chris walk ahead of him and stopped Nick and Kevin.
“I swear, if I find out that you two had ANYTHING to do with what happened tonight, you’re going to wish that you’d been voted off this island a long time ago.” JC was in both their faces. As long as he’d been with Justin and Chris, he’d never seen them so scared before in his life. “I love those two more than anything, and no one, not even some stupid imaginary black lump, is ever going to do to them what happened tonight AGAIN. Not while I’m around, so watch yourselves.”
JC turned around and jogged to catch up with Justin and Chris. He pushed himself in between them and tossed his arms around their shoulders.
“He thinks he can say that and just walk away?” Kevin was already speeding up to meet JC when Nick grabbed his arm and pulled him back.
“Kev, have you ever seen me that scared? That freaked?”
“Are you talking about the time when AJ hid your Nintendo, and you got so scared you peed?”
Nick looked around to make sure that no one had heard, and he hit Kevin when he started laughing. “Shut up!” Nick hissed. When he was sure NSYNC hadn’t heard one of his more embarrassing moments, he asked Kevin again. “For real, Kev.” Kevin stopped and looked at Nick, not understanding the point behind his question.
“Yeah, that night you thought you first saw the lump. We found you praying at camp.”
“Not a lump I THOUGHT I saw, Kev. The lump I saw. It’s there, and I hope you don’t have to figure that out the way me and Chris had to.” Nick took a breath. “How did you feel when you saw me like that? Practically unraveling right there in front of your eyes?” Kevin’s eyes softened when he realized the point that the suddenly grown up man in front of him was trying to make. When he found Nick scared out of his mind, his first thought was that NSYNC had been behind it, and he wanted to tear them apart worse than Britney had the Rolling Stones song she’d tried to cover. Had Nick not been so scared, he would’ve left him to go and find them to bitch them out right then and there.
He remembered being so angry that he couldn’t even slow his breathing.
Kevin put an arm around Nick as they began to walk to the feedback tent.
“Point taken, little man.”
“JC’s just pissed because he doesn’t believe there’s anything out here, and that would mean that the only other people who could be trying to scare them is us. He doesn’t want to see Justin and Chris that lost and it’s tearing at him, just like I know it tore you up to see me losing it that night.”
Kevin shook his head, knowing that Nick probably couldn’t really make out the motion with the darkness. “Nicky.....”
Kevin didn’t even know how to say it. How to say how proud he was that Nick was so grown up that he could show Kevin, of all people, how wrong he was. How he could make things clearer for Kevin, make him calm down, and how happy he was that Nick wasn’t just talking to talk, he was talking because he KNEW. Somewhere in the last eight years, Nick had grown with wisdom, and no matter how many times Kevin realized it, it shocked him every time to know that Nick wasn’t that whiny, skinny twelve year old anymore. Well, at least he wasn’t ALL the time.
Kevin smiled.
“What?” Nick asked when Kevin didn’t continue.
Kevin looked at him. How could he say all of that in the right words? How could he say that Nick REALLY was his brother? That not even the lack of the same blood could tear them apart or change that?
“I love ya, man,” Kevin said simply.
Nick nodded with a smile, understanding. “I know, Kev. I know.”
>hr>
JC’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion as the scene played before him again....and again....and again.
It couldn’t be.
Chris and Justin exchanged worry looks. JC was looking skeptical. That wasn’t good.
That was as good as an idiot like Bush becoming President.
“I was sure that guy from Korn would get hair plugs before JC looked skeptical,” Justin whispered to Chris. “But here he is. All skeptical-ized.”
“Skeptical-ized, J?” Chris asked.
“What?” Justin asked innocently.
“Do you believe it, JC?” Chris squeaked. Chris cleared his throat when he saw Nick stifle a giggle. “Do you believe it, JC?” Chris asked again, his voice deeper.
“Yeah, JC. Do you believe it?” Nick asked, making his voice deeper, also.
Chris shot Nick an annoyed look. Couldn’t they go a straight hour just getting along?
JC shot Nick an annoyed look before turning to Chris and Justin. “It’s just them fixing it up with graphics and stuff. They’re trying to scare us.”
Alice shook her head. “We were watching the feed live, JC.” She stupidly smiled at saying JC’s name. It was like she knew him. “They can’t fix the video up with graphics until after it’s taped. They have to do it on a computer. I don’t think they can do it live.”
"If they really wanted to scare you, they'd take away Justin's bandanna," Nick smiled innocently.
Justin shot Nick a look.
JC was quick to pounce on Alice’s uncertainty. “You don’t think? Meaning you’re not sure?”
The young girl’s face was filled with uncertainty. “No, I don’t know for sure, but I wouldn’t say that I thought it was impossible if I didn’t think so.” Justin looked at JC wide-eyed. JC shook his head. Justin was always the first to believe the worst. When there was talk about some asteroid hitting Earth a couple of years ago, Justin was the one trying to convince his parents to build an underground shelter.
“JC, it’s true! There’s a lump out there that wants to sacrifice us!” Justin said frantically.
“And we thought what Joey wore to the MTV Awards was bad,” Chris muttered.
“It’s okay, Justin. You’re too pretty to die,” Nick smiled.
Justin turned around. “What the HELL is your problem?”
“Nothing,” Nick shrugged. The truth was that Nick had been completely annoyed and angry over the fact that he had finally been trying to be nice to Justin, and Justin had acted like a jerk to him anyway. Typical Justin behavior. But who could blame him?
Anyone would be pissed having to carry around that much hair.
“Don’t try and act like you’re not scared, Carter,” Justin scoffed. “You know you were so close to peeing your pants!”
Nick smirked. “Looks like Chris got closer.”
Everyone turned to look at the crotch of Chris’ shorts, and Chris turned a bright shade of red. His hands weren’t quick enough to hide the wet stain.
“Fuck you,” Chris muttered.
“What?” Nick yelled. “I didn’t hear you!” Nick said mockingly.
“You were cool a second ago,” Justin said, not wanting to let it go. “What crawled up your ass? Kevin? You guys should really keep that stuff private.” Nick and Kevin made a face at the vulgarity and indecency of Justin’s remark. Even JC
made a face. Chris just laughed.
“I heard they renamed our state back home in your honor. Congratulations,” Nick smiled.
“What?” Justin asked, confused. When had they done that?
“Fro-ida just won’t be the same, though.”
Even Kevin laughed. Justin and Nick seemed to just get sillier and sillier everyday.
“Guys, stop it,” Steven said.
Everyone looked at Steven slightly surprised. Through the rewinds, forwards, and pausing of the video tapes, Steven had been uncharacteristically quiet through it all. He hadn’t offered any explanations the way he usually did.
Kevin had been watching him since he’d entered the tent. He looked more scared than Justin and Chris put together, but Kevin had just figured that that was just an act to try and heighten their paranoia.
Steven rolled his eyes when everyone turned away from him as if he’d said nothing. Why should tonight be different from any other day?
“Look,” Steven said, shaking his head to erase the memory that wouldn’t go away, “JC’s going to keep saying it’s graphics, Justin and Chris are going to keep saying it isn’t, Kevin’s going to agree with JC, and Nick’s going to agree with Kevin for the sake of not agreeing with Justin.” Everyone looked at Steven surprised. He had gotten to know them pretty well. “You can watch that feed a hundred times, but you all already have your minds made up. We need to have Tribal Council before it gets any later,” Steven finished, covering his yawn. How was he going to fall back to sleep now?
“Tribal council?” Nick asked, confused. He looked at Kevin fearfully. Kevin hadn’t run out first, had he? He didn’t want to be left on the island alone. What even happened when it was just one left?
“Tribal council?” JC repeated.
“Tribal council?” Justin also asked.
Nick looked at the small smile on Chris’ face. “Go ahead, Chris. You know you’re gonna.” Chris lost his smile. “Well, it’s not so funny now.”
Nick smiled when he saw the familiar jutting of the lip and puppy dog eyes. How many times had he done that?
“Tribal council?” Chris repeated anyway.
Kevin rolled his eyes. “Who’s going to Tribal Council?” Kevin asked.
“NSYNC.”
“What?” JC straightened.
“US?” Justin said, his eyes angry. “Kevin ran out of the hut, too!”
“BUT,” Steven started, taking a deep breath. He so did not feel like fighting with them so late at night. “Chris ran out of the shack first. The challenge was the first one to leave the shack, loses. Not who stays in the shack the entire night.” Justin’s angry frown softened as he saw the unmistakable slump in Chris’ shoulders.
“It’s okay, man. Don’t worry about it.”
Chris shook his head. “If I could have just waited the night out....we could have won.
Then only one of them would be left against us three....” Chris trailed off. “There would have been no way that we could have lost then. Now it’s just evened up again.”
“Don’t worry about it,” JC said, throwing an arm over Justin’s. He gently knocked Chris on the side of his head.
“I should be the one to go,” Chris said. He cut JC and Justin off as they opened their mouths in protest. “No, I should! You two are the most athletic ones. This isn’t about hurt feelings. This is about winning.”
Justin and JC looked at each other, and Chris knew they wouldn’t fight it. How could they? Him being logical was a once a year type of thing.
“Besides,” Chris smiled, wiggling his eyebrows. “A guy can only go so long without, you know,” Chris winked.
JC playfully punched Chris’ shoulder. “You dog!”
Justin laughed. “You’re such a jerk!”
“Why?” Chris asked, pretending to be confused. “Because I want to check my e-mail?” JC laughed, shaking his head. Chris knew they had been thinking of something else.
“You’re a goof.” JC sighed, repeatedly blinking to fight his tears. This was the last time they were going to see Chris in he didn’t know how long. Chris was the one who made them laugh, who was always trying to instigate everything, who was always driving him NUTS. He was going to miss him. “At least now we know that Nick Carter’s safe.”
“From what?” Justin asked, confused.
“From you two,” JC smiled. “You can’t do anything now, Curly. Mo’s gonna be gone.”
“Yuck-yuck!” Chris said, imitating one of the Stooges. He cut his fingers scissor like and aimed them for Justin’s eyes. Justin raised his hand to block the attack and made the same ridiculous noises that Chris was making.
JC laughed at his two best friends. “You’re BOTH goofs.”
“This is your final challenge.”
Steven tried not to laugh at the relieved, scared, and shocked faces the four remaining men were wearing on their faces the next morning.
“Final challenge?” Nick repeated.
One of the people from the staff started passing out toy guns and vests to each of the guys.
“What are these for?” Justin asked. He aimed the gun at Steven.
“Your challenge. You will each individually be dropped off at different ends of the island.
We have tracers on your vest so we will know where you are at all times. If you encounter trouble, there is a button at the top of your vest. Push it, and you can use it as a walky talky to come in contact with someone from the staff. The button is only for emergencies, not if you get thirsty or hungry or feel like you need more mousse.”
“Why are you looking at me?” Justin asked, annoyed.
“Survival of the fittest is the last challenge,” Steven continued. “You are hunting down your opposing team. The gun is a laser/mechanical gun. Shoot anywhere on the vest and it will flash and lightly electrocute you. It’s just a small vibration,” Steven said as the worried faces set. “It’s so you know you’ve been hit and that you’re out. If you try to shoot your gun after you’ve been electrocuted and you hit the other target, you are immediately disqualified and your team loses. Once you’re hit, you’re out. Got that?” Steven looked at all of them to make sure they were understanding the rules. Their careers were riding on this last challenge, and he didn’t want them to misunderstand anything. The guys all nodded.
“Once you’re out, hit the button on your vest so that someone can go out and get you.
Remember, you’re on a monitor and your location is ALWAYS tracked, so sit down and wait. Don’t keep moving because you might be moving farther away from the person going to get you. The computer keeps track of exactly what time you were taken out of the game. The second your vest goes off, the computer sets the time, down to the second.
Once everyone has been hit and brought back to camp, the computer will automatically tally which team was taken out first. We’ll have our losers and our winners.” They all gulped. This was it. This could be either the greatest day ever, or the worst day of their lives.
Nick looked down at his gun.
And it all depended on who found who first.
Kevin looked down at his gun and vest. He shook his head gingerly, not believing that this was their last challenge after everything they had been through. Through eating worms, having to deal with Mandy all over again, and swimming with supposed sharks, this was what their lives depended on? Their careers depended on whether or not they were lucky enough to hit the other before being spotted?
Greaaaaat.
Kevin heard a crack and a furry animal scurried across his path. He shook his head again, running a hand through his long hair. Poor Nick must be freaking out. He was already convinced that there was something out there that wanted to sacrifice them.
Being alone was going to be a terror for him. He knew Nick had grown up, but he also knew that no matter how much Nick grew up, his imagination would always take control over what he knew made sense.
Kevin began to slowly make himself further into the trees. He just hoped that this didn’t go into nightfall. Then screw their game. He was going to try and find Nick and make sure he didn’t have to be alone out there.
Kevin stopped when he thought he heard another crack. His eyes quickly surveyed the perimeters surrounding him when the sight of bushes moving forced his body to go into automatic. His legs quickly lowered himself to the ground to try and hide himself from whoever could be behind the bushes. He raised the gun, evening it up with his eye level and targeting it to the bushes, his finger settling itself onto the trigger. He patiently and quietly waited for the figure to emerge from the bushes.
And he smiled.
One down, one to go.
Justin rewrapped his bandanna around his head tighter. It was so hot out there. He wished he had one of those rubberband things that Britney was always messing with.
He wished he had Britney.
Justin sighed. “I’m almost home, Brit. Almost home.”
Justin sighed again, wondering where JC was. He looked around the trees that seemed to swallow him up. He was trying his hardest to NOT think about the thing that lived out there. The thing that had scared Chris so badly the night before that he peed on himself.
The thing that was scaring Justin so badly that he wished he’d brought Depends instead of those damn oranges that he didn’t even get to eat. Damn Lance and Joey.
Justin smiled, remembering his friends. He wondered if they were laughing at how much of a baby he was being.
“At least I’m not Chris. I can just imagine how much they’re ragging on him right now.” Justin lost his smile when he realized how lucky Chris was. He was home with the people he loved, and he had Lance and Joey laughing and joking with him. What he wouldn’t give for him and JC to be back home with them and their families already.
Justin squinted up into the sky, trying to see past the trees.
Soon. Soon they’d be home. He just hoped this didn’t carry off into the night.
Justin looked around.
He didn’t want to know what he could find when it got darker.
“Stay where you are and someone will be there in an estimated time of twenty minutes.”
“I am NOT sitting here for twenty minutes with him!”
“And I don’t want to sit here for twenty minutes with him, either!” The voice coming from the small speaker sighed. “Then wait back to back and pretend the other isn’t there. Out.”
“Hey!” JC yelled. “Hello?! I’m calling you!” He stared at the speaker as he was ignored.
“Great,” JC muttered, yanking his vest off.
All he knew was one second he was trying to get through some bushes he had walked into, and the next he had gotten electrocuted with all the lights on his vest going off. And to catch the smug smile on Kevin’s face didn’t make the situation anymore perfect.
And there it was again. That smug smile he had so wanted to knock off their first day there.
First day there. Wow. That seemed like so long ago. And now here they were. Their last day.
“Guess you’re not as important as you thought, huh?”
JC ignored him. He wasn’t going to give in to Kevin Richardson.
“Don’t worry. I knew it all along,” Kevin laughed. “All Nicky needs to do is shoot Justin’s fro and we’re outta here. Don’t worry, JC. It won’t be too long.”
“Why are you like this?” JC asked suddenly.
Kevin blinked at him, not expecting that as his response. “Like what?”
“So damn condescending when it comes to us? You never liked us from the get go. I get it’s about Lou, but you’re old enough to know that now it’s just petty bullshit. You know we never did anything wrong. Lou screwed you over. I’m sorry.” Kevin watched JC wide-eyed. Where was this coming from?
“But that’s not our fault. And I’m even more sorry that you truly believe it is,” JC
finished.
Kevin opened his mouth, but was cut off by Steven.
“Congratulations, Kevin. Your shot is the first one marked on the computer, so now it’s up to Nick and Justin.”
Kevin looked away from JC and to Steven, instantly forgetting what he was going to say.
“You got here quick.”
“Yeah, well, they said that JC was bitching.”
JC looked at Steven shocked. He had never been so blunt with them before. He had always smiled, swallowed down whatever he wanted to say, and just let them get away with their crude remarks.
“This is the last day and you are officially out of the game. I don’t have to watch shit around you anymore,” Steven said, smiling. He could not wait to be rid of them.
“What happens if Justin shoots Nick?” Kevin asked suddenly. “Wouldn’t we be tied up?”
“Yeah, we’ve got that taken care of. There’s an “Emergency Challenge” to back this one up in case of a tie.” Steven looked at them and rolled his eyes when they made no move to get up. “Ready to go, guys?”
Kevin stood up. “How’s Nick doing?”
“How’s Justin doing?” JC asked.
Steven turned around with the guide to get back to the set up camp.
“Let’s go and find out.”
Nick sighed again, running a hand through his hair. Just wonderful. It was hot, he was sweating, he was hungry, and his mission was to find a skinny guy who thought he knew everything and a curly haired jerk who talked too much.
“Just how I wanted to spend my afternoon, too.”
Nick looked around, wishing he’d spot a berry to munch on while he looked for the attack of Justin’s hair. He was sure it was thicker than the bushes he was managing himself around. Couldn’t be hard to find red, blondish hair.
Over the days, the dye had begun to come out and had made Justin look even more ridiculous. He had patches of his natural blonde hair and patches of Nick’s masterpiece.
Nick chuckled. Justin was a cross between scary and scarier.
“Speaking of fro-ness, where the hell is that boy?”
Nick froze in his spot.
No, he was seeing things. He had to be seeing things. Please let him be seeing things.
PRETTY please let him be seeing things.
“With cherries on top,” Nick choked out.
The black lump.
“It’s a rock. That’s all it is.”
Nick took a step back.
“A rock that breaths. A fucking rock that breathes.”
Nick turned around to run, but his foot caught onto something, and he fell. He yelled, his hand accidentally hitting the button on his chest.
And everything went black.
“What’s going on here?” JC asked as they returned to camp.
Everyone was running around frantically, yelling things into their walky talky’s.
“....Carter...” a voice breezed by.
Kevin’s head immediately raised. “Nick? What’s going on?” he asked, but the person was already gone. “What’s going on?” Kevin asked the next person who passed, but they ignored him.
Kevin grabbed the next person by their shirt collar and shoved them into his face. The stunned man gaped into Kevin’s angry green eyes.
“What....is...going...on?!” Kevin yelled, enunciating each word.
“Uh, um, Mr. Carter’s transmitter went out. The last thing we have recorded from him is a frantic yell. We’re trying to figure out how we’re going to get him,” the man rambled out.
JC shook his head. If this was the man’s way of getting Kevin off his back, he was going about it all wrong. With what he’d just told Kevin, he might as well have super glued himself to Kevin’s hip.
“The computer only keeps track of their whereabouts while the transmitter’s on. It won’t automatically track where they were once it turns off, so we’re trying to estimate his location. We know he wandered into the deep part of the woods,” the man took a deep breath as Kevin’s big hands dug deeper into his shirt, “but people are on their way there right now, Mr. Richardson.”
“How can they be on their way if they don’t know where he’s at?” Kevin growled.
“They’re going to where the estimation of his location is. They have a bullhorn and a loud speaker. Mr. Carter should hear them and yell out his location, sir.”
“Bullhorn and loudspeaker? THAT’S how you’re going to find Nick?!” JC pulled the man out of Kevin’s death grip. “It’s not his fault, Kevin,” JC said, straightening the poor man’s shirt out.
Even though the man was obviously shaken up by Kevin, he continued to stand there respectfully. “Sir, is there anything else I can answer for you?”
“Who’s in charge of this search?”
“He’s already left, Mr. Richardson, but Mr. Richards is being caught up on everything if you’d like to talk to him.”
Kevin gritted his teeth. “Yes, get Mr. Richards out here right now.” The man scurried away, and JC shook his head. “Why are you taking your attitude out on that innocent man?”
“For the same reason you pounced on me and Nick last night. You were worried about Chris and Justin, and we were the ones there for you to bitch at.” JC opened his mouth, but closed it. Damn the dinosaur for being right.
A thought suddenly entered JC’s head. Justin.
“Hey,” JC yelled, catching sight of Steven. He ran to catch up with him, Kevin following closely. They pushed their way inside the small entourage surrounding Steven. JC’s eyebrows furrowed in worry. Everyone was going nuts over Nick’s radar disappearing from the screen. Maybe this was really serious. “Where’s Justin?” JC asked.
“Right here.”
JC turned around and ran to Justin, placing a playful hand on Justin’s head. He gently ruffled Justin’s bandanna. “You okay, bud?”
“Yeah, but what the hell’s going on?” Justin asked, shooting annoyed glances at the four men around him. “I wasn’t hit yet.” Justin’s face brightened. “You got Nick and Kevin?!” He quickly hugged JC, relieved.
“No, no, little man,” JC said, pulling back. He felt his own face deflate at the disappointed look on Justin’s. “I got hit by Kevin.”
Justin’s face filled with confusion. “But that leaves me and....”
“Nick Carter...” someone passing by was saying into a phone.
“Yeah, him. That leaves me and Carter. Why did these muscleheads pull me out of the woods?”
“Nick’s missing,” JC sighed, running a hand through his hair. The more he thought about it, the more worried he got.
Justin glanced over to where Kevin was, and he was arguing with Steven.
“Missing?” Justin asked. Justin shook his head when he noticed he’d gulped. “But-but we have these transmitter’s,” Justin said, lifting the shoulder part of his vest.
“Something happened. They have a recorded yell from Nick, and everything went out.
They lost his location and don’t know where he’s at.”
Justin’s head immediately shot up at the darkening sky. “It’s getting late, JC. He can’t stay out there alone.”
“HE CAN’T STAY OUT THERE ALONE!” Kevin yelled at Steven.
JC turned around. “Looks like you’re not the only one who thinks so.” Justin and JC made their way to a screaming Kevin.
“Kevin, we’re doing the best we can,” Steven said. “I promise you we are.”
“Steven, we’re leaving,” the leader of the second search team yelled.
“I’m going with you,” Kevin yelled.
“NO, you’re not,” Steven said, putting a hand on Kevin’s chest to stop him.
Kevin ripped Steven’s hand off of him and pushed him. “Like hell you’re telling me what to do.”
“You’re not going, Kevin. Think about this for a second. You have NO experience to go out there and it’s getting late. What good are you going to do Nick if you get lost, too, and we have to disengage one of the search party’s looking for him to look for you?” Kevin stopped when he realized the sense that Steven was making. He ripped his vest off and threw it as hard as he could when he realized that Nick was alone, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it.
Nick woke up groggily, shaking his head to clear up his vision.
“Damn,” Nick mumbled, instantly grabbing his head to stop the pounding. “Did I suddenly grow Justin’s hair or what? Why does my head hurt so much?” Then, suddenly, everything flooded back into his still throbbing head and Nick jumped up from the floor, still gripping his head in pain. He quickly looked around, but the lump wasn’t there anymore.
“I know I didn’t imagine it. I know I didn’t,” Nick breathed uneasily. He tried to walk, but fell back down, groaning in pain as his ankle shouted out in protest. “Please don’t let me have a sprained ankle. Please don’t let me have a sprained ankle. Please don’t let me have a sprained ankle.” Nick tried to stand again and fell against a tree. “Like I ever get what I ask for,” Nick grunted, hopping on one leg to a fallen log. He sat down, slowly taking his shoe off. “And I thought Kevin’s head was fat,” he muttered as he inspected his swollen ankle.
Nick’s strained face was slowly turning into what he was sure was a bright shade of red.
He couldn’t remember being in so much pain before. His face suddenly brightened. He quickly pushed down on the button of his vest.
“Hello? Hello, is anyone there? I’m hurt, and I need help.” Nick lifted his finger off of the button and waited for a response.
And waited. And waited.
“Hello?” Nick said, pushing the button again. It suddenly came loose and Nick saw that one of the wires attached to it had been torn. “Just fucking great!” Nick yelled. It must have torn when he fell down.
“Just great,” Nick repeated, a little more quietly. “I hate being alone,” Nick muttered. He would have even preferred Justin’s company. Nick’s face immediately scrunched up.
“Justin?” Nick’s squinted eyes peered up at the disappearing sun. “It’s not that hot, is it?
I’m going delusional.”
Nick began to take in his surroundings, and he literally felt his steady heart rate quicken.
He knew he hadn’t been seeing things and that he had seen the lump, so it was out there somewhere.
He was in who knew what part of the woods with no way to contact anyone, and he was lost. And worse than that, he was alone.
“JC, you gotta let me go help look for him.”
“No.”
Justin sighed for what could have been the millionth time. If he kept sighing that way, he was going to be in desperate need of an oxygen mask soon.
“Jayce-”
“Justin, I said NO. You heard what Steven told Kevin. It’s for the best that we wait here.” Justin shook his head. He had had the ugliest feeling in the pit of his stomach since he’d heard about Nick’s disappearance. At first he had thought he was just hungry, and then he realized that eating would only make him sicker.
His stomach hurt because he felt guilty. He knew how scared Nick was out there, and part of it was because of him. He had instilled some of the fears in Nick’s head with that stupid practical joke that he, Chris, and JC had pulled.
But never had he expected it to backfire on them. Never had he expected for a black, blinking lump to haunt them. Never had he expected for Nick’s life to be in danger.
“JC-”
“JUSTIN! I said, ‘N-O’. What are you so worried about, anyway? You can’t stand Nick,” JC said, eyeing him. He knew Justin would fall for his careless act and spill about whatever was really bothering him.
“JC, how can you be so uncaring?! Nick is out there, scared and alone! And part of that is because of us and that joke we pulled.”
So that was it. “You’re feeling guilty?” JC asked with a smile. Justin never ceased to surprise him.
“It’s not funny, JC.”
“I don’t think it’s funny, either. I’m smiling because I’m sorta proud. I’m not sure exactly why, but I am.”
Justin’s defensive shoulders slumped a little and he looked at JC pleadingly. Before he could open his mouth, JC raised his hand.
“NO. Justin, I’m worried about Nick, too, but you’re not going out there to look for him.
The search team already left, which means you’d have to look by yourself.
You...are....NOT...going out there alone. Get that through your thick, curly head. No is no, and if you pull a John Bobbit and don’t listen, I’m gonna pull a Lorena Bobbit and, trust me, frizz control won’t be your biggest problem anymore.” Justin rolled his eyes. “You’re such a drama queen,” Justin muttered.
“What?!” JC yelled.
“Nothin’,” Justin said.
He was quiet for two seconds, which was more than what JC had given him.
“But JC, he’s AL-ONE,” Justin enunciated.
“I know, I’m not retarded. I understand you, Ju.”
“What if a roach climbs on him or something and he’s knocked out and can’t do anything about it?” Justin asked irrationally. “Or a panther finds him and wants to make him his dinner?!” Justin ranted even more.
“Or what if he broke a nail?” JC muttered. “Oh no, not without a nail filer!” JC said with mock horror.
If Justin was going to say stupid things, so was he.
Justin’s eyes widened and he whipped around to face JC. “Or what if Mandy finds him?!
I gotta go and look for him, Jayce!”
JC actually laughed. “Mandy finding him is worse than a panther?”
“Yeah,” Justin grumbled. “At least the panther makes it KNOWN that all Nick is is dinner to him.”
“Well, Mandy’s not on the island, so all Nick has to worry about are those pesky panthers.”
Justin gave JC a horrified look, and JC laughed. “I’m kidding, JuJu. There aren’t any panthers out there.” JC looked at Justin. “Did you like Mandy?” Justin looked up at JC shocked. “What?”
JC rolled his eyes. “What, is all the static your hair’s creating blocking out your hearing?
Did...you...like....Mandy?”
“What does that matter?” Justin shrugged.
“You did.”
“No, JC, I go out with girls that I DON’T like all the time,” Justin fake smiled, shooting him two thumbs up.
“Smart ass,” JC mumbled. “Look, if it makes you happy, I’ll go check with Kevin and Steven to see what’s going on, okay?”
“Fine.”
“Justin-”
“I said fine.”
JC shook his head. If he wasn’t trying to scare Nick right out of his underwear, he was trying to play Hercules for him. He’d never understand that kid.
Justin looked to see if JC was gone, and quickly grabbed his backpack and a sweater.
“Sorry, Jayce,” Justin mumbled as he took off towards the woods.
“765....766....767....768...” Nick sighed, rubbing his eyes.
He had tried everything to try and take his concentration off of the pain in his ankle and the anxiety in his heart. It was already getting dark, and there wasn’t a sign of anything out there.
“Kev...you gotta find me. Please.”
Nick looked at his dirty nails. “Like, oh my God,” he joked. “Nick, you are like, so overdue for a manicure, boy!” Nick snapped his fingers across the air.
The small smile that had temporarily found itself on his face disappeared just as quickly.
Nick’s good leg began to involuntary shake.
“There’s gotta be something to do,” Nick mumbled.
Nick began to mess with the small button on his vest again. He had been trying desperately to stick the small wire back into the small hole of the button, but his big, clumsy hands were doing a good job of keeping that from happening.
Nick felt a small prickle on his leg and ignored it, figuring it was just the wind. The prickling continued, and Nick froze. If it was the wind, why wasn’t his entire body
“prickling”?
Nick took a deep breath and slowly lowered his eyes to the part of his leg where the feeling was coming from.
“Shit!” Nick yelled, swiping the huge spider on his leg away with his vest.
Nick scrambled backwards, using his arms and the heels of his feet to push him back.
The horrible pain emulating from his ankle was pushed to the back of his mind by his fear. He looked around anxiously for any signs of other spiders.
Maybe there was a nest near? Maybe they all lived together? Just great. Now all he needed to hear was that Kathy Lee Gifford had sold more records than they did to make this perfect.
“Just great, Carter. It figures you’d go and fall RIGHT on a spider nest,” Nick mumbled.
Why couldn’t he do anything right? If he wasn’t picking the right shirt, he was picking the wrong girlfriend. If he wasn’t picking the wrong girlfriend, he was saying the wrong thing to the wrong reporter. Why couldn’t he do ANYTHING right?
“Stop it,” Nick told himself. “Just stop it. Everyone screws up and you are NOT on a spider nest. You’re in the woods, and there are TONS of spiders in the woods,” Nick continued to say out loud.
He had to hear the words out loud. They needed to ring in his ears. He needed to pretend that Kevin was there and that he was the one telling Nick what he needed to hear.
“Kevin,” Nick whimpered. “Where are you?”
Nick knew how much of a baby he sounded like, but he didn’t care. That lump had been there, and he was sitting there vulnerable for anyone or anything to prey on him. Nick suddenly began to think of lions, and tigers, and bears.
Oh my.
“You are not Dorothy, so shut up, NICK!” Nick yelled at himself. Great, Nick thought, burying his face into his dirty hands. “You’re cracking up,” Nick mumbled.
“I could’ve told you that a loooong time ago,” a voice answered.
Nick screamed.
“They still haven’t found Nick?” JC asked, trying to keep a straight face.
He scolded himself for such a stupid action and just let the worry set in. Why should he care what anyone thought just because he was worried about Nick?
“Do you see him anywhere?” Steven asked annoyed, signing a million things at once. He had to give permission for them to check out every piece of search equipment. He hated how he had to give permission for everything.
“Look, don’t get attitude with me, Steven. I will have your job on a platter and make sure you never work in the entertainment business AGAIN.” Steven stopped signing and looked at JC. The seriousness on his face told him that JC was far from kidding.
JC hated throwing who he was in people’s faces, but when you encountered people like Steven, sometimes it had to be done.
“Don’t forget what I can do. Especially all of us together,” JC said, referring to NSYNC
and the Backstreet Boys. “That stint you pulled with Mandy was emotional distress for Nick. Fuck up number one for you. Whatever this lump that people are claiming to see, fuck up number two for you. If that’s real and you knowingly put us in danger on this island with that thing alone, we can press attempted murder charges on you,” JC said, getting angrier. Steven was going to understand the business he meant.
“But-but-” Steven said, the severity of what JC was saying taking forever to sink in.
“And we live in America, Steven. People get sued for THINKING the wrong thing. The charge WILL stick. And if this lump isn’t real, that’s you messing with our mental stability. Fuck up number three. You sent us out into the woods, with NO food, no way to possibly survive alone, thinking the transmitter won’t go out. IT DID. Fuck up number four. Now, I may not remember every little thing in those contracts we signed, but I remember one detail that I made sure was in all of them, even in Backstreet’s. That our safety came first. We would never be put in a situation where our lives were on the line. Guess what, Steven? Nick’s out there alone,” JC said, pointing out into the trees.
“You have NO clue where he’s at, and if lumps are appearing, who knows what else is out there?”
Steven had to keep stepping back because the more JC spoke, the more in his face he got.
“Something happened to where that transmitter broke. Fuck up number five for you. I mean, really, Steven. What are you? The fuck-up-onitor?” JC spit next to Steven’s shoe.
“You better get your shit together and make sure that Nick Carter gets his ass here safely, because if he’s hurt, you better BELIEVE there’ll be a lawsuit on your hands.” JC smiled at the overanxious look on Steven’s face. His mouth was just hanging open.
“And if I’m like this, you don’t even wanna know what KEVIN will do.”
“Mr-Mr. Chasez, we’re trying our hardest.”
Mr. Chasez? JC smiled. Steven was definitely scared.
Steven instantly spun around and pushed through the papers being shoved into his face.
His fingers were quickly running across the keypad on his cell phone.
JC smiled again. Maybe now he’d hurry his ass up.
“Now all you need is tits and you can be a girl,” Justin smiled. Nick’s scream was higher than any fan he’d ever met.
Nick glared at Justin, even though all he wanted to do was hug him. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Oh, so you’d rather I leave?” Justin shrugged. “Okay,” Justin said, turning around.
“No, no wait!” Nick yelled. “Uhm...” Nick looked around uncomfortably. “Maybe you could stay awhile?”
Justin smiled at Nick. “Or I could help you get out of here?” Nick smiled back at Justin. So maybe all that hair wasn’t preventing Justin from thinking. “That would be good, too.”
Justin looked at Nick’s disheveled hair and pulled a cap out of his backpack. He threw it at Nick, who caught it in the air.
“And you say my hair’s messed up,” Justin muttered, making his way to Nick.
Nick smiled. “How did you find me? Are you alone?”
“I don’t know how I found you, and yeah, I’m alone.” Justin bent down to help Nick to his feet. “I guess I just got lucky estimating your location and the direction I was going in. JC’s gonna kill me when we get back.”
“Why?” Nick asked, leaning on Justin as he hobbled into an upright position.
“Because we were fighting about me leaving earlier. He said he didn’t want me out here alone, especially since there were already people out here looking for you.” Nick looked at Justin, who was purposely concentrating on helping Nick to avoid eye contact. “So why did you come look for me if there’s a search party out here?” Justin cleared his throat. “Because, uh, I felt, um...” Justin scratched his chin for something to do. “Because I was kinda worried and I felt bad about you, uh, being out here alone,” Justin rushed out. He looked up at the trees, pretending that something caught his attention. “...you know, I felt bad that you might be scared because of some of the jokes that I had somethin’ to do with, you know?”
Nick smiled. Justin looked at Nick when he didn’t answer, and Nick’s smile grew wider.
Maybe Justin wasn’t such a prick after all.
“Yeah, I know,” Nick finally answered. “Let’s get outta here, JuJu.” Justin laughed, smiling brightly at Nick.
“What?” Nick asked.
“You called me JuJu. It was weird. Almost like we were...”
“Friends?” Nick smiled.
“Yeah,” Justin laughed again. “Somethin’ like that.”
Nick shook his head as he hopped on his one good foot, leaning on Justin for support.
“Wait, watch out!” Nick yelled too late.
Justin stepped into the same hole Nick had earlier and fell, knocking his head on a log.
Nick lost his balance and fell down with him.
“Justin? Dude, are you okay?” Nick asked, worried.
Justin sat up slowly, shaking his head to clear it up. “Shit,” Justin muttered.
“Are you okay?” Nick asked again.
“Yeah, um, I think so.” Justin blinked a couple of times to get his bearings again. “Man, that’s some hole, huh?”
“It’s what got me,” Nick said. “I was backing up when I fell.”
“Backing up from what?” Justin asked, looking at Nick.
Nick’s face fell, and Justin felt something tighten in his stomach when the fear settled on Nick’s face. Just please don’t let him say it was the-
“The lump,” Nick whispered. “It was here, Justin. I wasn’t seeing things. I was backing up from it, and I didn’t see the hole, and I stepped into it and got knocked unconscious.”
“That explains your bump,” Justin said, trying to change the subject. Blinking lumps weren’t exactly what he wanted to be talking about right then. Talking about anything else would be better. Like the rash JC was forming on the inside of his thigh that Justin was so nicely ignoring.
Nick’s fingers instantly browsed his forehead, stopping on the apparent bump. Nick’s face scrunched in pain as his fingertips surveyed the small lump.
“I didn’t realize I’d fallen face forward,” Nick muttered.
“OW!” Justin yelled.
“What?!” Nick yelled back. “You scared the CRAP out of me!” Nick yelled.
Justin started laughing and Nick looked down to see what Justin was laughing at. Nick was gripping the cap Justin had thrown at him tightly against his chest. Didn’t he just have that thing on?
“You ripped that off of your head so fast!” Justin gasped, still laughing. “I don’t think hats can protect you, Nick!”
Nick looked at Justin bored. “Sure they can....when they’re infested with your lice.” Justin stopped laughing and looked at Nick with the same bored look.
“Whatever.”
“Why did you scream, you psycho?!” Nick yelled.
“Because I was trying to get up, and I fell back down when I put pressure on my foot. My ankle hurts!” Justin said, raising his foot above his head.
Nick shook his head. “Great, this is just GREAT! Did you hurt yourself, too?!”
“No, Nick, I just love to scream OW to get a party started.”
“You come out here to rescue me only to hurt yourself instead?!” Justin scrunched his face when he realized the truth behind Nick’s words.
“Man,” Justin said, shaking his head. “JC’s gonna KILL me!”
“Not if I don’t do it first,” Nick replied.
“And how’re you gonna do that, Gimp Boy?”
“Like this,” Nick said, picking up a small rock and chunking it at Justin’s head.
“Ow!” Justin whined, rubbing the sore spot on the side of his head. He picked up a rock and threw it at Nick.
“Ow!” Nick yelled, rubbing his own sore spot.
Justin and Nick both eyed each other angrily. Suddenly they both picked up rocks and began throwing them at each other.
“Ow!”
“Ow!”
“OW!” Nick yelled.
“Double OW!” Justin yelled, rubbing his chin. “I thought you said we were friends earlier?!” Justin yelled, the rock in his hand poised in the air above his head.
Nick also had a rock in his own hand, poised to take aim at Justin’s head.
“I lied,” Nick said.
“No wonder you and Mandy are so meant to be,” Justin smirked. “Ow!” Justin yelled when Nick threw his rock at him.
“OW!” Nick yelled again, after feeling the effect of the rock that had just been in Justin’s hand. “STOP it!” Nick yelled.
“You stop it!” Justin yelled, another rock already in his hand.
“NO, you stop it!”
“You!” Justin yelled.
“No, you!” Nick yelled back.
“You started it!” Justin whined.
“You said something mean first!” Nick pouted unknowingly.
Justin giggled to himself. “Aw, is Nicky Wicky gonna cry-OW!” Justin yelled, rubbing the spot on his nose where the new rock had hit. He grabbed four rocks and threw them at Nick.
“OW!” Nick yelled when the four different rocks hit him. “That’s not fair!”
“What, and looking like that is?!” Justin yelled, waving his hand in Nick’s direction.
“Whatever, Justin. My ass looks better than your face!” Nick said angrily.
They both had their arms positioned mid-air again, armed with small rocks.
“I need something bigger,” Nick said, looking at the rocks above his head.
“That’s probably why Mandy came crawling to me to begin with,” Justin said.
Nick narrowed his eyes at Justin and threw the rocks with more force than he’d thrown the others.
“Ow, OW, OW!” Justin yelled, his arms flailing to rub the spots that had all been hit with Nick’s rocks. “Can’t you take a JOKE?”
“Yeah, I’ve listened to your songs, haven’t I?” Nick smiled.
“You know what your problem is?!” Justin yelled.
“You?” Nick answered.
“Why are you always fighting with me?!”
“Why do you exist?”
“Why are you such a jerk?!” Justin yelled.
“Why aren’t you a representative for Chia Pet?!”
Justin narrowed his blue eyes. “Why aren’t YOU the little doughboy?! He’d look better with blonde hair, ANYWAY!”
“Why are you impossible?!” Nick yelled.
“You don’t understand anything,” Justin said, still looking at Nick angrily.
“And you’ll never know me!” Nick yelled.
They were both quiet for two seconds before simultaneously yelling:
“Why are you sounding like Britney?!”
“Why are you sounding like Mandy?!”
They both stopped and gaped at each other.
“Oh God,” Justin mumbled, rubbing his face. “We sound like we’re married.” Nick looked around, knowing something else he’d rather have his attention on.
“Where the HELL is that lump when you need it?!” Nick yelled.
“Justin!” JC yelled, rampaging through the small camp. “Justin!” JC knew he was gone, but he was hoping Justin had just left and would hear him screaming from wherever he was at and come back, knowing the death grip that JC
would inevitably squirm around his neck if he didn’t.
“Hey,” JC said, grabbing one of the people rushing around him. “Tell Steven that Justin left to go find Nick alone, and that I’m going to go and find Justin. Tell him to remember my words from earlier.”
JC headed back to their spot and grabbed what he was going to need. All he knew was Justin better hope that “lump” found him before he did.
Kevin rubbed the sweat off of his forehead, desperately looking for a sign of a blonde kid hiding somewhere behind a tree. If he knew Nick, Nick would be freaking out if he was alone.
Kevin heard a crack and turned around, hearing another crack. He looked below his shoe and realized he’d just cracked a small branch. But he could’ve sworn the other crack had come from behind the bush he was watching curiously.
And there it was, another crack. Kevin turned swiftly when he felt a whoosh of something slide right by him. Kevin looked up at the trees and noticed the still leaves.
The wind wasn’t blowing.
Kevin turned back around when he heard another crack.
That lump did not exist. Nick was wrong. That lump just couldn’t exist. It wasn’t possible.
“AAAUGH!” Kevin yelled when something suddenly emerged. His ears perked up, picking up another yell mixed with his. He realized his eyes were shut tight and he wasn’t going to figure anything out with them closed. He opened his eyes and they grew wide with surprise.
“What the hell are you doing?!” Kevin yelled.
“What the hell am I doing?! What the hell are you doing yelling like that?!” JC yelled.
“ME?! What about you!”
“I only yelled because you yelled,” JC defended.
“Whatever,” Kevin scoffed, straightening out his clothes. “You thought I was the lump,” Kevin said.
“No, YOU thought I was the lump,” JC said, still trying to calm down the rapid pace of his beating heart.
Kevin coughed, rolling his shoulders. “Whatever, I know lumps don’t, um,” Kevin coughed again, “...exist.”
JC also coughed, straightening out his shirt. “Of course they don’t.” JC looked at Kevin.
“What are you doing out here?” JC asked.
“Oh, I was just looking for the perfect spot for a picnic. What do you THINK I’m doing out here?! I’m looking for Nick. He’d probably rather be stuck out here with Justin than with that lump,” Kevin muttered. “The lump that doesn’t exist,” Kevin quickly corrected.
“Then he got his wish.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Kevin asked. “And what are doing out here?” Kevin asked annoyed.
JC just smiled at him. “You’ve got a brat to look for, and so do I.”
“What?” Kevin asked confused. “I saw them bring Justin back.” JC smiled at the fact that all it took was saying ‘brat’ for Kevin to know who he was talking about.
“Well, Mr. Invincible took it upon himself to come and look for Nick. He felt sort of responsible for whatever fear Nick might be feeling and felt bad.” JC shook his head.
“The stupid kid.”
Kevin’s eyebrows raised in surprise that Justin was out there looking for Nick alone. JC
caught his look and rolled his eyes.
“Justin isn’t an asshole, Kevin.”
“His childish pranks and snide remarks would prove otherwise,” Kevin spit out.
“That doesn’t make him an asshole,” JC argued. “That makes him YOUNG. How many pranks has Nick pulled, and call me crazy, but for every “snide” remark that Justin had, Nick met him with one.”
Kevin rolled his eyes, not allowing himself to think about JC’s words. He always did that when someone was close to proving him wrong. It was such a habit now that he honestly never realized when he did it.
“Whatever, you’re holding me up.”
“You’re not supposed to be out here alone,” JC said.
“And neither are you,” Kevin countered.
“I’m pointing out the obvious, Kevin, because I think it’d be smart if we looked for them together. We gotta be better out here as a team than alone,” JC reasoned.
Kevin didn’t want to work with JC on ANY project, but Nick was important to him, and if finding him meant pushing his pride aside to work with someone who was the equivalent of a pretzel, then he’d do it.
“Fine,” Kevin said, “but we AREN’T a team. My team is out there somewhere,” Kevin said, pointing out beyond the trees.
“No, I would’ve thought he’d be up there somewhere,” JC said, pointing up at the sky.
Kevin rolled his eyes, and JC wished they’d pop out of his head already. How did Nick put up with this guy?
Kevin looked at JC and shook his head. All he wanted to know was how did Justin put up with that guy?
Justin felt like ripping his vest in half. Every time he tried to contact someone with the stupid button, all he got was static in return, and he was pretty sure that all they were getting was static, also.
“Hello?” Justin tried again. He lifted his hand off the button, and all he was still greeted with was the crackling noise. “This is just great,” Justin said, ripping his vest off of him.
Justin looked at Nick and the forlorn look on his face. He was staring off into what he could not see behind the trees. He was probably imagining what Justin had been imagining for the past couple of hours: a rescue.
“I’m sorry,” Justin mumbled, playing with the rocks around him.
Nick looked up surprised and put his mouth in a straight line. “I’m sorry, too,” Nick mumbled. He hated apologizing and always would. He looked curiously at what Justin was doing, but he couldn’t see it from his angle.
Justin looked up when he heard Nick grunting, and watched in surprise as Nick half crawled, half carried himself across the ground separating them. Nick positioned himself roughly by Justin, and took in deep gulps of air to steady his heavy breathing.
Justin let a small smile crawl across his face when Nick peeked over Justin’s leg curiously to see what he was doing. Justin pulled back a little so he could see.
Nick smiled when he saw that the small rocks Justin had been playing with spelled out a name: BRITNEY.
“You miss her?” Nick asked.
“So much I think I’m going nuts,” Justin smiled. “Or is that from having you around?” Justin laughed harmlessly.
Nick laughed with him, and Justin was glad he didn’t take it personally.
“Probably from having me around,” Nick smiled. “How long have you two been together?”
Nick envied the way Justin’s entire face lit up at the chance to talk about Britney.
“We’ve been together for about two years,” Justin smiled. “We used to be together when we were little, but then MMC ended and we went our separate ways. Then she somehow hooked up with my mom and the group she manages, but my mom thought it’d be best if she went solo. But it was then we started talking again as friends. Then she opened for us, and....” Justin’s smile was spread across his entire face. “And we fell in love. The rest is history,” Justin smiled, placing little flowers he’d picked from around him to place around her name.
“You’re mushy,” Nick smiled.
Justin laughed. “Eh, it happens when you sing stuff like ‘God Must Have Spent A Little More Time On You’,” Justin smiled.
Nick laughed. “True, true.”
Justin was going to ask Nick about Mandy, but he didn’t know how quick Nick could reach over him to grab the rocks he’d arranged in Britney’s name and smack him with them. He sat up a little more to block the rocks from Nick.
“So, what about Mandy? What’s that girl all about?”
Justin felt Nick stiffen up and saw the angry look cross his face. Justin let out a relieved breath when Nick seemed to relax and the angry look left his face.
Nick shrugged. “She’s the past,” Nick said. “I don’t really even talk about Mandy to the guys. You know you’re really on my good side if I open up about that girl.” Nick sighed and threw a small rock towards a tree. He smiled when he noticed Justin flinch out of the corner of his eye. “So don’t take it personally if I don’t want to open up about her right now,” Nick said, not looking at Justin.
Justin softly laughed. “Trust me, I won’t take it personally. Kinda hard to after all the shit we’ve put each other through on this island.”
Nick laughed with him and looked up at the trees surrounding them. “This island,” Nick repeated softly. Nick shook his head. “This place is my worst nightmare come true.”
“Tell me about it,” Justin said. “I didn’t expect to go through everything we have. And I thought the Lou stuff was bad.”
Nick looked at Justin carefully. Lou. He’d been a nightmare for all of them in the end.
There was no greater betrayal than from someone you trusted as much as family.
“The Lou stuff was bad,” Nick said.
Justin looked at Nick. “Yeah, you know, huh?”
“Yeah,” Nick said. “Of all the things for us to have in common.”
“You’d think this would be the thing that would make everything okay between us,” Justin said, referring to more than just him and Nick. “The fact that we know what it’s like to be betrayed by him should be a damn good reason for all of us to be friends.”
“But it isn’t,” Nick said.
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” Nick shrugged.
“I don’t understand what we did to you guys,” Justin said, leaning against the log behind him. “We never uttered one bad thing about you guys.”
“Competition,” Nick said simply. “You stepped into our territory and it was like you were being formulated after us. How do you guys feel about O-Town, honestly?” Justin bit his lower lip. “We don’t really like them,” Justin admitted. “Not the guys in particular, just the group aspect of it all. It makes us look really bad.” Nick raised an eyebrow, and Justin laughed. “Okay, it makes ALL OF US look bad.” Nick smiled when Justin’s face showed he was realizing Nick’s point.
“So that’s why you didn’t like us,” Justin said. “We were not only a reminder of Lou’s betrayal, but you thought we were trying to copy you. We must’ve symbolized to you everything that O-Town’s symbolizing to us.”
Nick nodded his head. “Yeah, except I have to give you guys SOME sort of props. You’re not as bad as O-Town is.”
Justin laughed. That compliment was better than nothing, coming from a Backstreet Boy. “Yeah, O-Town’s pretty bad. And the fact that Lou is behind them doesn’t make it any better. It makes it look like he manufactured us, and God, their song!” Justin laughed, covering his face. “Cheesi-ness!”
Nick laughed with Justin. “Yeah, you’re right! Something about a girl with Jennifer Lopez’s body and a smile like Janet Jackson’s or something,” Nick said, continuing to laugh. “As beautiful as all those women are, I wouldn’t want to put them in one person!”
“I know!” Justin agreed.
“Attitudes!” Nick and Justin said at the same time, and they busted out laughing harder.
“You not only combine the looks, but you get all those women’s attitudes in one. We’d never survive!” Justin laughed.
“We’d all be moving back to this island so fast,” Nick snapped his fingers, continuing to laugh.
Justin’s laughing quieted and he looked at Nick. “I really didn’t know she was your girlfriend.”
Nick took a deep breath and refused to make eye contact with Justin. Just thinking about Mandy still upset him because he still loved her.
“I never would have, Nick. I know you think that even if I had known, it wouldn’t have made a difference, but it would have. I swear it would have.” Nick nodded his head. “I know.” He sighed, rubbing his eyes to keep them from watering any more. “I know, man. It was just easier to convince myself that it was all you than her. It’s easier to think you seduced her or something. I mean, that’s still bad on her part, but at least I’d think that it wasn’t that she went out purposely looking to mess around on me.” Nick shook his head. “You’re a slick one,” Nick laughed, looking at Justin.
“I am?” Justin asked. “I am,” he said with more confidence. He wore a huge smile to show he was just kidding.
“Yeah, you got me to talk a little about Mandy when you know I don’t want to.”
“Sometimes it’s better to talk,” Justin said.
“Like I said, Mandy is the last thing I want to talk about with you.”
“But-”
“I know, talking helps to release stress or whatever. Man, you’re starting to sound like Kevin,” Nick laughed. “Don’t do that. It’s scary. You’re too young to be lost to the grown up world.”
Justin laughed. “Hey, how about JC and Kevin?” Justin asked, changing the subject.
“I bet when the search party finds us and gets us back to them, they’re still gonna be fighting amidst all the chaos with us,” Nick said.
“Nah, I don’t think so,” Justin disagreed. “They would be too worried about us to worry about each other.”
“No, I know Kevin. He can fight like three fights at once. He’s like Super Rocky or something.”
“I’ll bet you,” Justin said. “Fifty bucks they’re not fighting.”
“You’re so on,” Nick smiled, shaking his outstretched hand. “Man, those two are so alike it’s scary,” Nick said, pretending to shiver.
“I was thinking that the other day when they were arguing about something. I was like,
‘Another JC?!’ I’m telling you, we’d be better off with Freddy Kruegar and those scary nails of his.”
“Yeah, at least when Freddy gets mad at you, he doesn’t sit you down to point out all the obvious reasons of why what you did was wrong and how it’s time to grow up,” Nick agreed. “I promise you, man, every time Kev lectures me, I’d swear he’s this close to pulling out a notebook and making me write lines!”
Justin laughed. “Yeah, JC actually made me do that once.” Nick started laughing. “What?! Really?”
Justin nodded his head. “Oh yeah. I was just thanking God that there weren’t any of those cone hats in the bus, or else he’d a made me sat in a corner with one of those things on.”
Nick laughed, slapping his leg. “Oh, that’s nothing. One time I thought it would be funny to put super glue around the circle of a condom. I sealed the package back up and put it in AJ’s stash, and I only hoped that the moisture in the package would keep the glue moist...”
Nick stopped talking when his laughter overtook him. Actually, Justin’s laughter was what was forcing him into a fit of giggles. That and the look he remembered on AJ’s face.
“And,” Nick spouted out in between laughs, “it worked! AJ came out of his hotel room with a towel wrapped around himself practically banging down me and Brian’s door,” Nick said, still laughing. “He was so mad he couldn’t even talk, so he just opened up the towel,” Nick laughed harder. “I was already laughing and Brian got mad because AJ was just standing there flashing us. AJ saw me laughing and immediately knew it was me.
We had to take him to the hospital and everything. Man,” Nick said, wiping the tears from his face, “Kevin lectured me into sunrise.”
Justin was still laughing, his head leaning on Nick’s shoulder. He slapped Nick a high five. “I gotta give you mad props for that one, man,” Justin laughed. “And a big thanks for the idea,” Justin giggled.
Nick laughed. “Who’s the victim gonna be?”
Justin smiled evilly. “JC’s never gonna know what hit him.”
Part Nine
“That’s the wrong way!”
“No, it’s NOT!”
“Yes, it IS!”
“Since when are your eyebrows compasses?” JC asked exasperated.
Kevin looked at JC annoyed. He’d been stuck with JC for the past six hours and they hadn’t gotten anywhere. Manslaughter laws didn’t hold up on a deserted island, did they?
“You’re asking for it,” Kevin said, stepping up in JC’s face.
“Whatever I asked for, it wasn’t your bad breath,” JC said, waving away the smell with his hand.
Kevin narrowed his eyes at him.
“As much as you do that,” JC said, pointing at Kevin’s narrowed eyes, “I’d think you were Chinese. Good thing I already know that that’s just your way of going into asshole mode.”
“What is your problem?!”
JC looked at Kevin like he should know. “You’re slower than I thought.”
“Damn it, JC!” Kevin yelled. “I’m tired of you! Just....shut....up!”
“If it finds me Justin, FINE, but you have to shut up, too!” They both began to walk in silence. A silence that lasted all of ten seconds.
“I’m not shutting up for you, though.”
“Well, I’m not shutting up for you, either!” Kevin yelled angrily.
“You hate us for the wrong reason,” JC said out of nowhere.
Kevin stopped to turn around. “Don’t start with that again,” Kevin warned.
“Why not?!” JC yelled. “It’s the reason why we’re never gonna find Nick and Justin!”
“What are you talking about?”
“We’ve stopped to fight more than we’ve looked. Get...over....IT,” JC yelled.
“So Lou helped us financially. He helped you financially, too. We didn’t copy you, we didn’t want to copy you, and if it looked that way, then TOO FUCKING BAD!” Kevin’s eyes widened in surprise. He’d expected him to say that if it had looked that way, then he was sorry.
“I’m tired of being sorry!” JC said, unwittingly reading Kevin’s mind. “I said it once and I won’t say it again, especially when I have NOTHING to be sorry about, you prick!”
Kevin pushed JC against a tree and breathed all his bad breath in his face. “Listen, you asshole, there is only so much I can be pushed before I retaliate. If you’re looking for us to be friends, I don’t fucking think that’s gonna happen, JC.”
“I don’t want to be your friend,” JC said, roughly shoving Kevin’s hands off of him. “I want you to stop acting like we stole candy from you. Grow up, already. You’re practically a fossil, yet you still act like a child.”
“Justin and Nick will become friends before we do,” Kevin said, spitting next to JC’s shoe. But JC wasn’t even paying attention to him anymore. He was looking beyond him.
“Oh my God,” JC said, pushing Kevin aside.
Kevin turned around confused and couldn’t see whatever it was JC was so excited about.
He pointed his flashlight in the direction JC had his pointed in and still couldn’t see what the big deal was about. Then JC stepped to the side to kneel down and he saw it.
Blonde hair.
“Nick?!” Kevin yelled, running after JC.
He stood over JC as JC kneeled down next to them. Kevin blinked, thinking the image in front of him would disappear. It couldn’t be.
Nick’s arm was wrapped around Justin’s shoulder and Justin was leaning in on Nick asleep. Nick was wearing a sweater that Kevin knew wasn’t his. Kevin’s eyes strayed to the open backpack and strewn orange peels and apple cores. Kevin pushed JC
aside when he saw him inspecting Nick.
“Get the hell away from him,” Kevin growled.
JC looked at Kevin annoyed and crossed over Justin and Nick’s legs to get to Justin.
“I was just checking to see if he was okay and breathing,” JC said, rolling his eyes.
He knew right away Justin was breathing. His loud snoring made that apparent. JC
smiled and shook his head. “This boy will never cease to surprise me,” JC said, looking through the backpack.
There was candy, fruit, a first aid kit, and an extra sweater. JC recognized the sweater Nick was wearing as his own. Justin must have lent it to him.
“I don’t see any scratches,” JC smiled. “They didn’t kill each other.” He didn’t smile directly at Kevin, though. He was still concentrating on the two sleeping faces in front of him.
“Why didn’t they leave already?” Kevin said.
JC looked at Kevin bored. “And I would know because....?”
“At least no imaginary lumps got to them,” Kevin said, waving his flashlight across the darkened woods.
Something tapped Kevin on his shoulder and Kevin turned around screaming, smacking it with his flashlight.
“SHIT!” Steven yelled, grabbing his head. “What are you DOING?!” JC laughed, shaking his head, and he smiled when Nick and Justin woke up.
Justin’s eyes focused on his grinning best friend and he immediately brought JC
into a hug and laughed. “I was wondering where the heck you were.” JC laughed into Justin’s shoulder. “You’re gonna wish I hadn’t found you when I’m done with you, kid. Don’t ever do something like this again.” Kevin ignored Steven rubbing his head to bend down to Nick.
“Hey, Frack,” Kevin smiled, hugging Nick.
“Hey,” Nick smiled sleepily. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
“I know, man,” Kevin smiled, rustling Nick’s hair around.
“How did you find us?” Nick asked, looking up at Steven.
“From Justin’s transmitter. It took us awhile to realize that all of you had left, and when we saw how Justin’s transmitter wasn’t moving and was FAR away from camp, we only hoped that he hadn’t passed out or hurt himself. JC and Kevin were hard to find because they kept moving,” Steven explained. He sighed with relief that they’d all been found.
Nick looked at Kevin. “You and JC came looking for us?” Nick asked, surprised.
“No,” Kevin said. “We just unfortunately bumped into each other looking for you guys.” Kevin leaned into Nick. “If you ever get lost again, and I have to help look for you with HIM again, I’m killing you the next time I find you.”
Nick laughed and Kevin cracked a smile, bringing his little brother into his arms.
JC rolled his eyes. “It was only unbearable because you have to live with yourself 24
hours. I’d want a break, too,” JC said.
“Oh, I’ll give you a break,” Kevin said. “Which would you prefer? Your leg or arm?”
“How about my nose? At least then I wouldn’t have to smell that foul odor coming out of your mouth anymore!” JC snapped.
Nick laughed and looked at Justin. Justin shook his head, realizing he’d just lost fifty dollars.
“I’ll write you a check,” Justin said.
--
"What would Justin Timberlake be doing writing you a check? Is he finally trying to pay us back for all that money they stole from us?" Kevin asked as he and Nick walked back to their side of the island.
Because no one had "won" the last challenge, they had been instructed to go back to their side, pick up what they wanted to take back, and return to the main beach to settle everything once and for all.
Nick chuckled. "It was a dumb, little joke, Kev. That’s all."
Kevin eyed him. Nick seemed very different from that first day they stepped on the island. What if he had gotten bitten by some strange mosquito, or the lump had finally gotten the best of him?
"It was nothing," he laughed again. "Really. Whoops."
Kevin had to help him keep his balance because that wrenched ankle made walking back hard enough.
"You’d think after all we’ve been through, they would have driven us back or something," Kevin said. "I wonder what the hell we’re going to do now."
"Probably something stupid," Nick said. "I’m sure it won’t even matter, Kev. We came out here. We sweated. We worried. We freaked out voting ourselves off, and for what?
When we go back it’s not like--."
"What do you mean, ‘For what’? For our lives, Frack. This is our lives, remember? I mean, I know we said that we’d stick together no matter what, but have you lost sight of what we learned here?"
He shook his head. "No. I think for the first time, I see it very clearly, Kev."
Some mosquito did bite him. And it gave him a strange island disease that kept him from thinking straight.
"And what do you see?"
Nick glanced up at the starry night and back at the ground so he could keep his balance.
He didn’t think Kevin would ever understand it. Kevin was one of those short sighted people who saw everything as black or white. NSYNC stood for Negative Satanic Union of Naughty Creeps who were sent to destroy them. Not another band just trying to make their mark in an overly-saturated market where being different was the same as being unknown. Mandy was a mad scientist’s creation who’s only purpose was to make Nick miserable and not a young, confused girl who was trying to make the best of what she knew. And that wasn’t much. Lou Pearlman was the devil himself and not... Lou Pearlman was the devil himself.
"So?" Kevin asked exasperated.
"Oh," Nick came back to him, realizing he had gotten lost in his thoughts. "It’s just things aren’t as simple as they look, Kevin. I mean, Justin and me aren’t alike in the way you guys think we are, but we also have more stuff in common than we even realized."
He glanced over at Kevin, who just looked confused and frustrated. "I guess you had to be there."
He shook his head. "Yeah. I had to be there to realize how you two ended up cuddling up together and falling asleep. How you two must have shared that food and talked. But about what? Nick, that guy would like nothing better than for us to fall off the face of the Earth right now."
Nick shook his head knowingly. "No, Kev, that’s not what he wants."
"Then? Then, what does he want?"
"To see Brit. Just like you want to see Kris. See? See how we’re not different. I mean, we are, and that’s why we can keep existing in the same market. But we’re the same, too, Kev. We are."
"Baby, I think you hit your head harder than you told those medics you did."
Nick just chuckled.
--
"I don’t want to keep anything from this God forsaken place," Justin said once he and JC
had hobbled back to their side. Actually, Justin was the only one hobbling, but since he kept grabbing on to JC, both of them ended up limping their way back to camp.
"Why didn’t we just go on to the last challenge?"
"Because they’re giving us time together, don’t you see? We need to come up with a plan."
"A plan?" Justin shook his head. He was so tired. "A plan to do what? We don’t even know what the challenge is. Betcha’ they do something stupid like smear all of us with fresh blood and have some starving, wild animal come charging out of the jungle.
Whoever he eats first loses."
JC had to laugh. "Um, I don’t think so. I just reminded them of how many lawsuits they’ve risked out here with us."
"Lawsuits?"
"Yeah. Do you have any idea how many times our lives have been in danger out here? I mean, besides those Backstreet death threats and Kevin’s ‘Rush Limbaugh’ attitude, we had to endure supernatural powers, freaky storms, getting lost in the middle of nowhere, among other things. I don’t remember any of that being in the contracts, and I’m sure Jive’s been keeping any eye on everything."
Justin was studying his best friend. He really was a really good guy. Being out in the sun and away from his girlfriend had brought out the strange, deranged, lawsuit happy mutant in him.
"Jayce, let’s just get home in one piece, okay?"
"’Course. That’s what I want, too. I wish they’d just flip a coin and be done with everything already."
"Really?" Justin asked surprised. "You think it could all come down to a coin toss? Jive would freak then. What are we gonna do if they win?"
JC heard the question come out so easily. It was one that he could barely ask himself.
"Huh?" Justin asked at his silence.
"Um,... well... JuJu, if we lose, we’re gonna deal. I mean, I guess we’ll have to sit down and think of something. We could get another name. Or we could sue Backstreet for ...
for... for something."
He laughed. "You and your lawsuits, man. I think if we lose, I’m gonna go join their group."
JC was aghast. "What? What? What did Nick Carter do to you out there? Are you nuts?
How could you even live with Howie winking at you all the time? Brian praying at every turn? AJ. AJ who is just a ... a ... a freak. And Kevin thinking that he created, wrote, directed and starred in The Only Boyband is the Backstreet Boys. Are you--?"
Justin was laughing too hard to hear the rest.
"What?" JC asked. "What are you thinking?"
"I’m thinking that if they win, they’ll still be out there singing, traveling and making people smile. That’s all I want."
He was such a kid.
"Hey," JC stood in front of him and took hold of his shoulders. "And that’s what they want to take away from you. Okay? Don’t you forget it."
Justin shook his head. "It’s not like that."
"Yes. Yes, it is. Why do you think we came out here? Why do you think they ever came up with an idea like this? It was their idea, remember? And I’m sure they thought it was going to be easy to wipe the floor with us and send us home. I’m sure they thought we wouldn’t last a day. Just like they thought that at the beginning. But here we are, JuJu, giving them nightmares. Giving them more competition than they ever thought possible."
"JC, I love you."
JC stared at the sincere expression on Justin’s face. He searched and searched for the smile that would show him he was just kidding.
But Justin was stony faced.
"Justin, I--."
"I don’t care. I love you and the guys. And I’m not going to crawl into a hole just because the Backstreet Boys want me to. And you know what? We were all stupid to come out and let these people make money off us. We just ran out here acting all macho, but we didn’t realize one, simple thing."
"What?"
"We exist because we want to. Not because Backstreet’s letting us."
JC bit his lip and released Justin. Right about then he would’ve given anything to have silly, immature Justin back. This all knowing, confident one was a little hard to manage.
He shook his head and turned around to start picking up their crap. The neat freak in him hadn’t gone away, and he didn’t want to leave anything important behind. Like Justin’s red dye shampoo.
"I love you!" he heard Justin shout again before he tackled him from behind, and they both landed on the ground with a thud.
"Justin!"
"Hey! We’re goin’ home! We’re goin’ home!" Justin chanted happily as he sat harder and harder on JC’s stomach. "Home. Home. Home."
"Ugh... Umf... stop! Look! The lump!"
Justin stopped his bouncing and looked. "Where?"
JC had already taken the time to slip out from under him and get off the ground. "JuJu, either sit there and wait for me to finish, or get the hell up and help me pack up this shit."
Justin seemed to think really, really hard, and then he smiled. "Home. Home. Home.
We’re goin’ home!"
--
"Brian!" Nick was more than happy to see his best friend again. It felt like ages since he last saw him. "Frick!"
"Frack, buddy," Brian greeted pulling him into a hug. "How are you? Man, you and Kev looked beat. Did you guys get to sleep at all?"
"Not much," Nick admitted. "But we’re okay. How are you? How’d you like being home?"
"It was great. It was what I needed, to see Leigh again, and Tyke." He sighed. "It’s almost over. You’re good?"
Nick nodded. "Not much else can go wrong."
"Hey," AJ greeted, putting out his cigarette in the sand. "Get over here, you freak. What is this sleeping with Justin stuff? Huh? Wanna finish giving us a bad rep?"
"Hey Bone," Nick greeted with a small smile. "What are you--."
"Nicky!" Howie came around last with his shoulder still in a sling. "How’re are you?"
"’D! I’m good, man. Kev and me are still here. We’re surviving."
Howie gave him the best hug he could manage. "Good. I’ve been watching back home.
You sure have been through a lot of shit. Good thing I went home when I did. I could not live on an island with some horrendous lump."
"Kev’s not so bad," Nick said deadpan.
The guys cracked up just as Kevin joined the group. "Guys! Brian!"
And the hugs and greetings began all over again.
"What are you guys doing here?" Kevin asked.
"We were asked to come back for the last challenge," Howie said. "We’re supposed to cheer you guys on. Actually, we were supposed to be here to celebrate with you guys when you won the gun war thing."
"That was a joke," Kevin rolled his eyes. "I’m sure it’ll just get worse now."
Brian smiled and shook his head at his cousin. "I don’t think that’s really possible, Kevy Kev."
"Bri, everything’s fucking possible. I sure have learned that here."
"Gentlemen," Steven greeted. "It’s so nice to see all of you together again. NSYNC’s reuniting on the main beach as well. Why don’t we join them?"
"Why don’t you drop dead?" AJ asked. "I did not miss this guy one, fucking bit."
Nick threw his arm around him. "Really? Kev and me were thinking about giving him a life long membership to our online fan club. I think he’s an AJ fan myself. I heard him singing Lay Down Beside Me the other day."
"Funny, Frack. Real funny."
"He wants to be bad to the Bone," Nick insisted.
AJ pushed up. "Shut the hell up."
They made their way through the artificially illuminated island to find the five members of NSYNC back together again.
"... sure did miss you, man," Chris was saying.
"But you just left," JC was pointing out. "Like yesterday."
"Yeah, but I still really, really missed you."
"Aw Joey, we missed you," Justin was telling him. "I was stuck out here sooooooo long with these boring guys. They never wanted to do anything fun."
"Fun, like cook rats?" Joey laughed. "And you named that rat after me."
Justin smiled. "Chris did that."
"It was you. I saw you," Joey said. "I saw you guys on TV. I saw you pull that shark stunt on Nick Carter. I saw him running away from a ghost. I saw Chris pee his pants. I saw it all." He laughed. "You guys look like major wieners to all of America."
"Well, you’re the wiener who saw it from his couch," Chris pointed out. "Remember?"
Joey smiled. "Yeah okay. I deserve that. But you guys still have one more challenge to go."
"And we’ll win," Justin said confidently. "Leave that to me."
JC started rolling his eyes but caught himself. Who was he? Kevin? "Justin, I think it’s going to take the two of us."
Justin winked at Joey and pointed at himself. "Me.”
"Welcome survivors to what will truly be your final challenge," Steven said.
"’Bout time."
"... crazy freak."
"... masochist. Or is that sadist?" Chris was mulling over. "I always get those two mixed up. And Amanda’s explained them to me so many times. So which is it, AJ?"
AJ looked up surprised but caught on fast. He pulled out his tiny cell phone. "I don’t know. Why don’t we call your mom and ask her? Last I heard she was out on the street offering to be either one."
Even Steven laughed. In some strange way, he’d missed them being jerks with each other. "Okay guys, this is it. We brought back your teammates because this is your last challenge, and we all know how important it is. We figured you could use all of the moral support you could get."
"What are we doing?" Kevin asked.
"Gentlemen, welcome to Last Man Standing," Steven said dramatically and stepped out of their line of sight.
About ten feet into the ocean was a strange balance beam. It looked narrow and even wobbly.
"One member from each team will take his place up on the platform and stand. The point is to remain upright as long as possible. Whoever drops first, loses? Simple enough?" Steven asked.
This time, he was greeted by silence and no wisecracks. Everyone seemed to realize this was the end for one of their groups.
--
"Kevin, think about it," Nick was saying.
"I did think about it. It’s fate. Leave it alone."
"It’s wrong," Nick said. "And you know it."
They had been left alone to prepare for the last challenge. Steven had picked the participant’s names out of a hat. Justin and Kevin were the "lucky" chosen. Nick had immediately started arguing that it was an uneven match.
"Nick, listen to me. A long time ago, you were freaked out about traveling alone. About getting on that airplane that was going to take you so far away from home that it would be winter for us and summer for your family. Remember? Remember that?” Nick nodded.
"And you were scared. Remember, just for a second, being that scared little kid who saw how big the world was and thought he had to go through it on his own. Remember that we talked? Remember what I told you?"
He nodded again, but kept his gaze on the moist sand below. He remembered that like it was yesterday. "You told me it was our destiny."
"Exactly," Kevin said. "This is our destiny, Nick. Ours. Not theirs. And no one gets that I’m fighting for what belongs to us. I just look like jealous, unreasonable Kevin to everyone, but it’s because they haven’t seen what I see. They don’t remember the things I remember. They don’t remember how much it took for you to take your thirteen year old self out of the comfort of your home and follow us. It wasn’t easy, Nick. Don’t ever kid yourself."
"I know," Nick said softly. "I know."
"Then why are you fighting me on this? Why are you fighting the chance for us to take what’s ours? It’s our destiny. God is putting everything in place so that we keep what belongs to us."
"Well, if God wanted us to win this way, He wouldn’t have put these thoughts in my head."
Kevin winced. "What thoughts?"
"That it’s not fair, Kevin. You know what’s going to happen. Justin hurt his ankle going out there to find me. To unselfishly find ME. If he climbs on the platform, he won’t be able to balance for very long. You know he’s going to fall off. You know they’re going to lose."
"They’re supposed to lose," Kevin said.
Nick shook his head. "Not like that. That’s not fair. You’re the one always going on about how much Lou cheated us. How it’s not fair that he’s still making money off us, and he’s just sitting there getting fatter. And about how it’s not fair that NSYNC didn’t pay their dues the way we did. Well, this isn’t fair either. It’s not fair for Justin to have gotten picked. A fair fight would be you and JC."
Kevin shook his head like he was trying to make all of the information make sense his tired, muddled brain.
Nick smiled as he saw the uncertainty reach Kevin’s eyes.
"No. No, Nicky. C’mon. Please? Of course Justin’s going to fall off, but he was picked at random. It’s fair. It‘s his own fault for going to look for you. There was already a search party out doing just that. I was doing just that. He didn‘t have to go out there and hurt his stupid ankle. He brought it upon himself."
"He did it to help me. If this really was about destiny, then was my destiny to stay lost in that forest?” Nick asked, pointing out at the trees. Kevin was already shaking his head, but Nick cut him off before he could start talking again. “Well, Kevin, in case you missed it, Justin didn’t listen to destiny. HE ignored it and went out there to find me. If he hadn’t found me, who knows what would have happened? I was starving and freezing, but Justin was there to lend me a sweater and share his candy and fruit with me.” Kevin sighed. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t happening.
Nick continued looking down. He knew what was right. There was no doubt in his mind about what he needed to do.
"So what?" Kevin asked with an even deeper sigh. "What is it? What do you want me to do? Wanna kick me? Even up the odds?"
"No," Nick said. "Of course not."
"Then? What’s gonna make this fair? You think they’ll let JC trade places with him?"
Nick shrugged.
"Well, you’d better come up with something, little man. We have to be ready in less than five."
He finally looked up. "I’ll go."
“What?"
"Kevin, it makes sense. I’ll go. I hurt my ankle out there, too. I can’t keep my balance any better than he can. And it would be a fair match."
"But Nick...," Kevin began then stopped when he realized there was no argument. He just made too much sense.
"Don’t worry, Kevin. I’m not going to screw this up. I still believe this is our destiny.
Ours."
--
JC was helping Justin bandage up his slightly swollen ankle.
"You sure you’re up to this?"
"Yup," Justin said. "You leave this to me. Kevin’s big eyebrows are gonna throw him off balance, and he’s gonna sink. Just like the Titanic. They’ll call him the Ti-Kevin."
JC smiled nervously as he pinned the bandage. "Okay, bud. You ready?"
"Let’s go."
JC couldn’t help already feeling somewhat defeated. He knew Justin was in no shape to compete against Kevin. All he could hope for was that he had the heart to hang in there, and he doubted that as much as he doubted the fact that Kevin was an asshole.
"Guys, there’s been a change in plans," Steven said as soon as they stepped out.
Neither of them said anything. They just couldn’t.
"You won’t be competing against Kevin," Steven said. "We talked about it, and for this final challenge you’ll be competing against--."
"Me," Nick stepped past him with a smile. "Good luck, JuJu."
He had to laugh. "Good luck, Frack."
"What the...?" JC asked confused. "What sense does that make? They’re both hurt!
They’re barely gonna be out there for five minutes. Are you crazy?"
JC felt a heavy hand pull him back.
"Let them be," Kevin said seriously. "I think for once, we’re going to have to trust their instincts instead of our own."
JC opened his mouth to protest again, but the look on Kevin’s face made him stop. He was right. This was going to be up to them.
"Fuck," he whispered instead.
--
"Heavenly Father," Brian’s prayer began as they held onto each other in a tight circle before Nick swam out to the beam. "We ask You once again that You guide and protect us, especially Frack. All this time You’ve known what’s right and wrong for us. We trust You once again to take us where we need to be. Amen."
"Amen," came the answer in unison, but they didn’t let go.
"You okay?" Brian asked his best friend who still had his eyes tightly shut.
Nick smiled and opened them. "Yup. I’m just asking for extra balance."
"You’ll do good, man," AJ said confidently.
"Yeah. Just think steady thoughts," Howie advised. "Your ankle hurt a lot?"
"Naw," he shook his head. "It was just sore, but it’s fine."
"Sun’s gonna rise," Kevin said quietly. "I can’t believe we’ve been up for so long. You sure you’re not too tired to do this?"
"I’m sure," Nick said confidently. "I’m not going to let you guys down. So take advantage of being together for the first time in a while and start writing some songs or something."
AJ chuckled. "Don’t go putting us back to work, Frack. After this, you’re gonna want a vacation."
"Are you kidding? After this, I’m never gonna want to quit. This has cost us way more than anything else ever," Nick said and looked up at his brothers. "And I’m not gonna lose it for you. I promise. Thanks for trusting me."
"I wouldn’t trust anyone else," Brian smiled.
"Me either," Howie said.
"Course, me either," AJ said.
They all looked at Kevin. "You’re the bomb, baby," he said in a flat tone then smiled.
"You’re gonna be great."
Nick felt his smile grow. That’s all he needed to hear. The rush of newfound energy sped right through him.
"You guys ready?" Kevin said. "One. Two. Three."
"Backstreet!"
Justin looked up at the sound of Backstreet breaking.
“Guys, I think it’s time for me to go.”
JC brought Justin into a hug. “I love you, too. As nutty as I thought you were screaming you loved me yesterday, I’m sorry for acting all macho or whatever and not just saying it back.” JC pulled back. “We all love that about you, you know? How you’re still young and honest enough to just say what you’re thinking without worrying about what anyone else thinks.”
“He’s right, JuJu,” Lance agreed. “And we trust you and we know you’re gonna go out there and kick ass.”
Justin smiled. “Thanks, you guys. Really, thank you.”
They all huddled together and JC counted them off.
“One, two, three!”
“NSYNC!”
JC pulled away to see Kevin doing his regular roll of the eyes.
“Copying us again, Chasez?”
JC only laughed. “It would be you to think that something as unoriginal as that was something you did first.”
Nick smiled as he saw that Justin had that same goofy smile on his face after having received a huge dose of love and support from his team.
"This is it," Steven said just as the first rays of sun made their way over the ocean.
"You guys ready."
"Ready," Justin said.
"Me too."
"Okay. When I give the signal, you guys swim out to the beam. Climb up there, and you’ll have a minute to steady yourselves and find a position you feel comfortable in.
After that, I’ll raise a red flag, and it’s on. Anyone falls, and that group disbands. Got it?"
Nick nodded.
Justin did, too.
"Okay," Steven said and noted how relaxed they were. The other eight young men seemed to be collectively holding their breaths. "Get set. Go."
"Go Nicky!!"
"Justin!"
"You go, JuJu!"
"Frack!"
Kevin watched their heads rise and fall out of the waters as they swam out to the beam.
Nick got there first and just climbed on. Justin started doing chin ups on the bar while Nick laughed.
But it wasn’t long before the two of them were standing there, the red flag rose, fell, and the sun made it’s way up over the waters.
--
"Is it just me, or does it look like Kevin’s head is gonna explode?"
Nick squinted his eyes and smiled once the vision of his best friend was clear.
"Yup, his head is gonna explode." Nick tilted his head to the side. "But I think JC’s gonna beat him to it."
Justin smiled at the perplexed and angry look his best friend had on his stony face.
"Yeah, JC’s pretty close, too. Someone should tell them that they’re faces can freeze like that. Don’t they have mom’s?"
Nick laughed, shaking his head.
"Thank you."
Nick looked at Justin surprised. "For what?"
"For doing this," Justin said, trying not to look down at the water he was trying to keep himself out of. "You didn’t have to. Kevin could have come up here and you guys would’ve won easily. You know I wouldn’t have stood a chance against Hitler with this ankle."
Nick let an easy smile cross his face. "Don’t insult Kevin. You don’t even know him."
"So we’re back to this?" Justin asked.
Nick shook his head. "Man, you ARE like Mandy. Always overreacting and reading more into my words."
And just like Nick knew he would, Justin crossed his arms and pouted.
"I just don’t want you insulting my bro like that. I love Kevin, and although he seems hardcore a lot of the time, he has a soft spot."
"You?"
Nick smiled. "Yeah, me and tons of other things. Like his wife, his family, me and the guys, and our career. He’s protective and all he’s trying to do is keep it protected."
Justin shrugged. "I guess you’re right. JC’s the same way, but he doesn’t go around threatening to kill you."
Nick laughed at Justin’s over-exaggeration. "Kevin did NOT threaten to kill you."
"Just about!" Justin exclaimed.
Nick laughed, remembering the countless times Kevin got into Justin’s face over some fight that had nothing to do with him.
"I love him for that, though."
"I know," Justin smiled, looking back towards the island. "Do they not have anything better to do?"
Nick turned to see that all eight guys were just standing there, saying nothing, just watching them.
"I know," Nick smiled. "You’d think their careers depended on this or something."
Justin laughed and then stopped. "God, Nick. Our careers depend on this."
Nick stopped smiling and looked at the board he was still trying to steady himself on.
"How easy it would have been to just let Kevin get on this board and win, Justin. To just let him beat you and secure our lives. But that’s just it. This isn’t our entire life. There’s more to life than our careers. Sure, we’ve worked close to a freakin’ decade to be where we are, but we’ve lived it already. I’m just as aware as Kevin is to what we have to lose, but that shouldn’t rule our life. If we didn’t continue to live it, we could just live normal lives and just be normal people for once."
"But that’s not what you want deep down inside," Justin said. "If I had a nickel for every time I’d said I wished I could be normal for just one day, I’d throw them all at Steven and put him into intensive care," Justin smiled. "As much as we say it, we know that we really mean it, but we mean it literally. We’d only want to be normal for a day. We live and breathe what we do, and you know as well as I do that we don’t want to lose it because we accidentally lost our balance and fell in the water."
Nick sighed, looking up at the blue sky. "That sky never changes. Since before I was born, it’s been the same. Sure, sometimes it’s cloudy, or stormy, or sometimes it’s just like today, bright and perfect, but it’s still the same beautiful sky."
"What’s your point?" Justin asked, squinting his own blue eyes to look up at Nick’s beautiful sky.
"That just because it may look different at night, or stormy other days, doesn’t mean it’s going to stay like that. It’s still the same sky, you’ve just caught it on an off day."
Justin looked at Nick, hoping he’d write the answer on his forehead or something because he still wasn’t getting it.
"Maybe it’s the sun, but I’m slow today," Justin smiled. "What are you trying to say, Nick?"
"That just because one of our careers may be taken away from us today, doesn’t mean we’re not the same person. We are. Our careers don’t make us, we made our careers. We did. We didn’t make yours and Lou didn’t make ours."
Justin smiled. He had just been telling JC the exact same thing.
Nick let a soft small crawl across his tanned face. "Just because we might not have the same career anymore, doesn’t mean the sun’s not gonna shine tomorrow. It always shines. Storms don’t last forever, and before you know it, the SAME beautiful sky is out there again. THAT’S what I’m saying, JuJu."
Justin smiled, shaking his head. "If Kevin could hear you right now-"
"I know, I know," Nick said, shaking his head. "His eyebrows would pop off or something."
Justin shook his head. "No, if he could hear you right now, he’d smile."
Nick looked at Justin surprised.
"He’d smile because that’s what proud people do. As much as Kevin and I don’t get along, I’ve gotta give him mad props with the person he’s helped you become."
Nick smiled a bright smile at Justin. Now he believed it. He’d heard Kevin say countless times how he’d grown up, but he never really took it in. Kevin was always trying to say the right things to make Nick feel better. Kevin always knew WHAT to say to make Nick feel better, and he loved him with his life for that.
But, Justin...Nick could count on Fro Boy to always told him the straight up truth. Flat out. They never needed to impress each other, and if anyone would know how immature or insensitive Nick could be, it would be the person who had been on the other side of that ugly attitude their entire time on the island: Justin.
But there he was, complimenting Nick. And it really meant a lot.
"Are you gay?" Justin suddenly asked.
"What?!" Nick yelled. Leave it to Justin to go from giving him awesome compliments to stupid insults. "Why in the HELL would you think that?"
"Dude, as inspiring as everything you said was, you were talking about the sun and beautiful sky and stuff."
Nick laughed. "Okay, so maybe the sky was a bit too....dramatical or whatever. Calling me gay," Nick muttered. "Sometimes you flail your hand around. What’s THAT about?"
"I do NOT!" Justin yelled.
"Yeah, you do, really," Nick said with a straight face.
"Like how?" Justin asked, laughing.
"Like this," Nick laughed, snapping his hand with femininity. Nick suddenly stopped laughing as he began to lopside on the board. "Shit," Nick muttered as he felt the indisputable pull of gravity bringing him to the right off the board. A strong grip suddenly steadied him and he looked up surprised to see a pair of blue eyes watching him.
"Are you okay?" Justin asked.
Nick bit his lip, trying to calm his breathing. "I almost fell."
Justin seemed to barely realize it. "Yeah, you almost did."
"And you stopped me."
Justin sighed, letting go of Nick’s arm once he was steady. "Yeah, I did." Justin looked out at the island and saw JC throwing a tantrum. "JC’s gonna kill me."
"I won’t let him."
Justin looked at Nick and smiled. "Thanks, but I don’t think smiling JC to death is gonna work."
"How long have we been up here?" Nick asked.
"And I would know because my imaginary watch tells me, right?"
Nick shot Justin an annoyed look and just shook his head. "I can’t believe that when we get back to that island, one of our careers will be over," Nick said sadly. "A career that we worked damn hard for, having to put up with loads of bullshit to get where we are, over. A career that means the world to us..." Nick’s head rose with every word and a small light re-entered his blue eyes as an idea etched itself across his already thinking head. "A career that DOESN’T have to end."
Justin looked at Nick confused. "Huh?"
"A career that doesn’t have to end," Nick said more excitedly, a huge smile suddenly crossing his face.
"What?" Justin asked. Maybe it was the throbbing in his ankle or lack of a pair of scissors, but he wasn’t getting Nick at all.
"We both jump."
Justin gaped at Nick. "What?"
"If no one wins, no one’s career is over," Nick said, talking more excitedly with every word that escaped his mouth.
Justin let out an uneasy laugh. "Are you nuts? I mean, .... I mean, what would Steven do? What if they made us do another challenge?"
Nick rolled his eyes. "This is our game, and we finish it the way we want to. He said so himself, this is the ‘last’ challenge. If it’s a tie, no one loses."
Though in the last few hours, Justin had come to see how soft-hearted Nick really was, he couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe the words that came out of someone he always considered a selfish, stupid, immature egomaniac.
He looked back out at his teammates. "They’re gonna freak."
Nick laughed.
--
"They sure are laughing a lot," Howie noted, watching the guys out on the beam.
"Well at least they aren’t sitting there hugging each other," Kevin said shaking his head.
Brian noted his cousin’s tired tone of voice. "What’s wrong, Kev?"
He just shook his head. "Nick’s a little lost right now. He thinks Justin Timberlake is some normal guy. I think he’s forgotten how much those guys have tried to take away from us. I think he’s forgotten about all the shit he’s been through because of him."
AJ chuckled. "Typical Nick."
"What does that mean? What do you mean?" Kevin asked confused. "Don’t you get it? If he’s out there making peace with Justin, then we’re sure to lose. That guy doesn’t care about making peace. He just wants to make Nicky think--."
"Kev, Nick’s an adult now," Brian said. "And if he’s out there making peace with Justin it’s because he knows what he’s doing. He must have finally seen that Justin’s really a kid just like him. That if anyone understands what it’s like, it’s him. He’s been through the same things Nick has."
"They aren’t alike," Kevin said shaking his head. "They’re nothing alike. Nick wouldn’t do what Justin did. He wouldn’t screw someone else’s girlfriend."
"We all want to think so," Brian said softly. "We wanna think we were all good influences on him, and that he’d make the right choice. But we have to see that we’re being influences now. It’s all up to him, Kev. It’s up to him to choose the right thing, and you have to admit he’s pretty good at doing that."
"Yeah, but he’s such a sap that he’s lost sight of what’s important. We didn’t come out here to make peace with NSYNC."
"Kev’s right," Howie said. "But I think we’re all gonna walk away with a lot more than what we came out here to do. I know all the time I was home watching you guys, I missed you. I mean, I missed the work, the singing, the touring, but I truly missed you. I was screaming at the TV when I thought Nicky was getting eaten by a shark. I was on my knees praying when Chris was in the shack with the lump. I was worried about losing you, not about losing the group."
"Me too," AJ admitted. "I was the same way."
"Same here," Brian said softly and nudged his cousin. "So it’s all the same. If we lose, we lose. We’re still us. If we win, we win. Let Nicky do whatever the hell he wants."
All Kevin could do was sigh. The kid was smart. He knew that. But he was also too kindhearted for his own good right now.
"He’s not gonna let NSYNC win. I’ll tell you that," Brian said. "I mean, Justin might have pulled him up, but I doubt Nick would do the same thing."
Kevin gave him a look.
"Right?" Brian looked for reassurance but got none from the other two. "Guys?"
"C’mon Frick, you know he’s a sap. ‘Course he’s gonna do the same thing," AJ said. "If we’re gonna trust him, then we trust him. Right?"
"Right," Howie said with a confident smile.
"What choice do we got?" Kevin asked and sat down in the sand.
--
The sun continued its path through the sky.
Nick felt his skin getting hot, and he knew he was going to have a good sun burn.
"This bites," Justin sighed. "I’m getting hungry."
"Hey, already told you what we could do," Nick said pulling up his shorts. He had lost weight. Being out on the island had been good for something.
"Yeah but, what if we can’t get away with it? What if it just keeps us out here longer?"
"I can’t be out here any longer," Nick said. "I’m ready to go home."
"Me too. By now Brit’s probably moved on to that Prince of England guy."
"What?" Nick shook his head. "No. That girl loves you. Besides, isn’t there a rule that royalty can’t marry white trash?"
Justin’s jaw dropped and gave Nick a look.
Nick was smiling as if saying, "Swish!"
"Either that or I think royal babies have to be breast fed, and unless those kids are gonna live off silicone--."
"Hey!" Justin turned to face him, and they both wobbled.
"Whoa!" Nick laughed, grabbing for Justin this time who held on too, and they waited until they were steady. "C’mon Justin. What have you got to lose? We can make it look like we’re arguing, and we both just fell if you want. I don’t think Steven wants to deal with us anymore. Let’s just call it a day."
Justin narrowed his eyes at him. "Is that what you were doing? Trying to get me to fight with you?"
Nick had to laugh. This guy was slower than Kevin. "Duh."
"Nick Carter, you are something else," Justin muttered and sucked in air. "Well, your band never shoulda been called Backstreet Boys."
Nick’s head turned in interest. "What should we have been called, Justin?"
"Take Five."
"Why?"
Justin smiled. "Because take five gay idiots and put them together and you have Backstreet Boys."
Nick laughed really hard at that. "Hey, that name was Brian’s idea. I never--."
"Or you shoulda been in LFO," Justin said raising his voice.
"Justin, what are you talking--?"
"Because doesn’t LFO stand for Live For Oreos. And don’t you live for Oreos?"
Nick was laughing too hard to answer.
"Hey, we’re supposed to be fighting," Justin whispered. "How else are we gonna do this?"
"You serious?" Nick asked surprised. "Really?"
Justin nodded enthusiastically.
Nick cleared his throat. "You shoulda been in BBMAK," he said loudly.
"Why?"
"Because doesn't BBMAK stand for Big, Brainless, Moron, Assholes Kicked full of shit?!"
And he gave Justin his biggest, brightest smile ever.
"You jerk," Justin muttered. "Well, you shoulda been in 98 degrees!"
"Why?"
"Because that’s how hot it’s gotta be for me to be delirious enough to like one of your stupid songs."
"That was lame," Nick said.
"Oh yeah?" Justin said even louder. "Well, you shoulda been in O-Town. Because--."
"Hey! Those are fighting words!" Nick said giving him a tiny push. "Take it back. No one would ever want to be in O-Town. You guys are the only ones who suck more than them!"
"Hands off, fat boy!" Justin shouted and returned with a bigger push.
"Make me, fro boy!"
"I can make you!!"
And the pushing began.
--
"Shit. Shit. Shit. I can’t look," JC said, covering his eyes when he realized what they were doing.
"They’re fighting?" Joey asked surprised. "They’re fucking pushing each other off. I thought you said they were friends now, Jayce."
Chris shook his head and silently stared at the sand for once.
Lance bit his lip. "They’ve lost it."
And almost immediately, all eight men were on their feet and hurrying toward the water not knowing what they’d do when they got there.
Nick and Justin were playing a game of chicken with their very lives.
Steven’s jaw had dropped when he realized what was happening.
"Shit!" he cursed and threw his clipboard on the ground in frustration. He was so tired of these idiots.
".... and you know what? Your brother sings worse than you do!" Justin was shouting.
"No wait! He sings worse than Chris does, and that’s saying a lot."
"Fuck you!" Nick yelled. "You leave Aaron out of this. You’re just pissed because Brit’s made you listen to her little sister sing and that’s how you got tone deaf!"
"Argh... You!! You stupid, idiotic dough boy!"
"You retarded fro boy!"
And they were in each other’s clutches flaying, practically off the beam already.
"You ready?" Justin asked through clenched teeth.
"Yeah. And JuJu?" Nick smiled.
"What?"
"If Brit’s mad at you, you can come stay with me. I’m all on my own anyway."
Justin had to smile. "Thanks, bro. Even if she’s not, I might take you up on it. On three, got it?"
"One," Nick counted.
"Two," Justin said.
The screams of their desperate teammates finally reached their ears. They both looked down, and that’s when they tumbled off.
“Nick!”
“Justin!!”
“Guys!”
The other eight were trying desperately to reach them when they came up fighting.
“... poor excuse for facial hair!” Justin was yelling.
“Stop talking about AJ!” Nick said through clenched teeth and dunked Justin back into the water. “At least everyone in my band has talent. Lance and Joey are dead weight.”
“That’s talent? And what does Kevin do?” Justin asked coming up and pushing him. “Oh yeah. His eyebrows have their own comedy routine.”
“Shut up, at least we’re all sane. When was the last time Chris went for his check up?”
"And how can you be so sure that your group has talent, you over-inflated bad excuse for a pop star!" Justin yelled, pushing Nick again.
"I can be as sure of that as I am that JC's social security number starts with 666!"
“You would know all about the devil,” Justin yelled over all the splashing they were causing. “I knew all that God stuff was a front. You are soooooooo going to hell.”
"Yeah," Nick straightened up and crossed his arms. "I’m just going to make sure you get back home safely. We wouldn’t want for the devil to start missing his favorite pop group.
By the way, aren’t you guys gonna go sign another contract with him again?"
Justin’s eyes bulged, and Nick tried hard not to laugh.
"You asshole," Joey muttered. "You have a lot of nerve. We did not sign a contract with the devil--."
"No, but your mom did," AJ said. "Or how else could you explain your success?”
"Hard fucking work!" JC shouted. "Why the hell don’t you ever--?"
"Shut the hell up!" Kevin finally let himself yell at him. "Why do you have to say something about everything?"
"Because you have to stink up the air with your breath!"
Kevin was past thinking. He did not want to spend another minute on that island. He shoved JC hard into the water, and that’s when everyone started to fight.
Joey was already in AJ's face. "How are you gonna talk about MY mom when it was YOUR mom that worked a deal with the devil? Wasn't she the one who was supposed to be watching you guys on the road, AJ?! Shouldn’t she have been the first one to protect you from Lou?!"
"You son of a bitch-." AJ said, grabbing Joey.
Justin was busily dunking Nick’s head back into the water when he finally noticed what was going on.
He yanked Nick up.
“What?” Nick asked catching his breath.
“Look. Look at what you started.”
"What I started?! You helped!"
They both turned when they heard the sound of a hit being made, but through the chaos that was their friends, they couldn't tell who had hit who.
"We're gonna be in so much trouble," Justin said, burying his face into his hands.
"Guys, look! The lump!" Nick yelled, trying to stop their erratic behavior. But no one stopped to see what he was talking about.
"I coulda told you that wouldn't have worked," Justin said. "What idiot would fall for that?" Justin asked, conveniently forgetting that he was an idiot who HAD fallen for it.
“Shit,” Nick muttered and watch Kevin rear back with a fist pointed right at JC. “Kevin!
Kevin, NOOOOOOO!”
He and Justin jumped in just in time to separate them.
“What... are you... doing??” Kevin muttered fighting Nick’s strong hold.
“Jus-TIN!” JC was struggling as well.
“Stop! Would you stop?” Justin cried. “Jayce, just quit.”
“Kev, calm down.”
"Arugh, this better be good, Carter," Kevin said putting his fists down. Nick gulped. He knew he was in trouble when Kevin started using his last name. "You better not have--."
“Look, just look, guys. Look at them!” Justin pointed at the other six fighting desperately in the water.
“This isn’t what we came here to do,” Nick said. “This isn’t what we wanted. This isn’t what you taught me.”
Kevin spotted even his little cousin exchanging blows with Lance. It wasn’t really a fair fight, but he was holding his own.
“JC, you and Kevin are supposed to be the MATURE ones,” Justin pointed out. “Do something!”
It only took a second for Kevin to spring and react. "Guys!" Kevin yelled. "Stop it! Bri!"
But they were ignoring him and Kevin knew he couldn't pull Brian back to only give Lance free reign to beat up on him more.
He looked at JC angrily and JC looked at him with the same look. They had to come together to break this up.
"You grab Brian, I've got Lance," JC said, reading his mind.
"No matter I'd rather swim with sharks than help you," Kevin muttered.
JC looked at him and shoved past him to Lance. "Good thing your friends are already in the water then."
Kevin ignored him and pulled back on Brian the same time JC grabbed Lance.
"Stop it, Brian!" Kevin yelled. It was taking all of Kevin's restraint not to punch Lance when he got a good look at Brian's bloody face.
Nick and Justin exchanged nervous glances as they wondered what was coming next.
Kevin looked up and saw that JC was giving Brian the same look he was giving Lance, and that's when Kevin looked at Lance. Lance wasn't looking like Miss America himself.
For a brief moment, the idea that he and JC could, in fact, be alike in many ways passed through his head before he noticed a strange look pass between Nick and Justin. Why did they all of a sudden stop fighting?
AJ's yell cut through Kevin's thoughts and he and Brian ran to AJ and Joey.
"This is NOT the WWF!" Brian yelled, pulling AJ off of Joey.
Joey burst himself forward to attack AJ when JC pulled him back. "Calm down, Joe.
He's not worth it."
"And he's worth even less," Kevin said, holding AJ with Brian.
Justin nudged Nick. “They stopped. C’mon.”
They hurried to their bloodied bandmates, each trying to think of what to say or do to keep things peaceful and to walk out complete.
AJ was the first one to notice there was not a scratch or a bruise on either of them. "Hey!
How come you guys weren't fighting?"
"Yeah," Chris agreed. "For all that shoving, Justin should have no hair and Nick should be crying by now. Or one of you should at least be the other’s bitch or something."
"We're done fighting," Nick announced. "It's done."
"Yeah, besides this is over. We're off the freaking balance beam," Justin said looking at all of them like they were dumb.
"Over?" Howie was still catching his balance. "But how can it be over if you guys both fell?"
"Yeah?"
"Yeah, who won?" Chris asked.
They all look back at Steven who looked ready to tear out what was left of his hair.
Nick smiled brightly. "No one!"
Everyone gaped at him.
"Uh, maybe those rush of hugs we were expecting are gonna take a little longer?" Justin asked.
"WHAT?!" they all yelled.
Justin and Nick sort of huddled together as everyone's screaming muddled into one huge yell.
"Great, Nick!" Justin said, elbowing him. "We shoulda left them fighting with each other.
Now they're gonna beat OUR asses!"
“Well, this was your idea, genius,” Nick muttered.
“My idea? Are we back to that?”
“Yeah. I never would have thought up something like this on my own,” Nick said innocently. “I’m Mr. Short Attention Span.”
“Yeah, well. I’m...,” Justin stopped not finding anything to say. “Well, let’s just do something. My ears hurt.”
Nick shoved past him and whistled at the top of his lungs. "How 'bout it, Steve? Who won?"
Everyone stopped and looked at Steven, and Steven almost laughed at the pathetic faces Justin and Nick had. Then the pathetic faces were gone and the evil “they were up to something” faces suddenly took control of their features.
“Great,” Steven muttered. They were devils alone, so he could just imagine that they were Armageddon together.
"Yeah, Steven. It's either over and no one wins, or we COULD just stay here LONGER and leave you here to succumb to our every need," Nick smiled innocently.
Steven’s palms sweated. This decision was going to cost him his job, and he already knew that. But, then again, after everything the guys were convinced he’d put them through, they’d make sure that he got fired, anyway. He looked at them all, from Nick’s sly smile to JC’s angry face. To hell with them and whatever Nick and Justin had just pulled. He was all for just going home.
"It’s over. Let’s go home. No one wins," he said barely loud enough for all of them to hear.
Nick and Justin jumped up and down happily, turning to shine their bright smiles to their teammates, but they immediately stopped when they saw that not one of their teammates was as enthusiastic as they were.
“Uh, guys?” Nick asked.
Justin looked at Nick uncertainly and back at his friends. “We get to go home.”
“Did you plan this?” JC asked, slowly catching on. “You two do not just magically stop fighting. It’s always US breaking you two up.”
Kevin tilted his head to the side as he began to realize the same thing. “You little shits,” Kevin said.
And Nick widened his eyes. Did Kevin just call him a little shit?
“Why didn’t I click? One second you’re up there laughing like you’re long lost best friends and the next you’re just automatically fighting?! Carelessly enough to fall into the water at the EXACT same time?!”
Nick gulped and stepped back. Justin looked back to see Nick moving and quickly ran behind him.
“You get in front!” Nick said, pulling on Justin’s arm.
“ME?! YOU get in front! You’re the one Kevin loves!”
“Hello?! Kevin is NOT our only problem. Look at the guys who love you!” Justin looked at JC, Chris, Lance, and Joey and they all wore the same exhausted, angry expression that Kevin wore.
“Shit,” Justin muttered.
“Yeah, shit,” JC said. “Do you realize what you two just did? You discredited our ENTIRE stay on this island, the whole reason behind us coming out here and living like this!”
“What?” Nick asked.
Howie shook his head. “Nick, the ENTIRE reason of going through everything we went through was to get rid of one us.”
Nick pounced on Howie’s statement. “Do you realize how you just categorized NSYNC? As ‘us’.”
“I did not-” Howie started.
“Yes, you did!” Nick said. “You said, ‘to get rid of one of us’. We’re all in this for the SAME reason! We love the music we create and sing, we love putting smiles on our fans’ faces, and we LOVE what we do! As many differences as there are, there are just as many similarities. EVERYONE is gonna have someone who they’re compared to!
Didn’t the Rolling Stones have the Beatles?”
“Yeah,” Justin jumped in. “And look at how historically AWESOME those two groups are!”
“Justin, I can’t believe you did this. We trusted you to go up and represent us to the end,” JC said.
“And he did!” Nick yelled at JC. Kevin looked at Nick with his mouth hanging open as he jumped to Justin’s defense. “Hey, it took a lot for US, of all damn people, to get along.
For us to come to the decision that we came to. Don’t you think it took more guts to put our egos aside and agree to just co-exist with each other? Because it took a lot of me swallowing shit down to jump in with Justin like that.”
“Shut up, Chris,” Justin said, knowing Chris was about to say something smart.
Everyone turned to look at Chris and he seemed to shrink.
“What?!” Chris asked, smiling innocently.
“I’m proud of what me and Nick did,” Justin said. “Whether we like it or not, we’re a reminder that we can’t slack off,” Justin continued. “JC, you know you work twice as hard on the songs you’re writing when Backstreet releases a new album and I’m sure it’s the same way for you guys. Our groups are a reminder to the other that we need to keep doing better because we’re scared to death that the other group is going to just completely snub the other out. We can’t end that. It’s called competition, people.” Kevin and JC were both shaking their heads, shooting their annoyed and un-understanding glares at Nick and Justin.
“This is bad,” Justin muttered. “Kevin and JC are BOTH pissed, and that’s worse than that time AJ tried that dreadlock look.”
“Hey!” Nick said. “What about Chris? Since when were pineapples in style?”
“You did this!” Kevin yelled, pointing at Justin.
Justin and Nick both looked up from their conversation surprised.
‘Me’? Justin mouthed, pointing at himself.
“Justin?!” JC yelled. “This was ALL Nick!”
“Like hell it was!” Kevin yelled, already turning to JC.
Nick sighed with relief when Brian got in between them.
“Guys! Guys!” Nick started uneasily. He sounded just like he did when in the Everybody video when he was trying to tell them about his dream. “Guys, c’mon! Think about it.
This is so stupid. We are beyond retarded for doing this to each other--.”
“To ourselves,” Justin chimed in from behind him.
Nick grabbed his arm and pushed him forward. “Look, we’ve been here so long, and what have we proven? Who is better? Who the fans like more? Who’s tougher? Who’s not scared? We haven’t proven shit. We’ve just proven that we’re all bunch of guys who love what we do who are willing to die for it. One day, it’s all gonna be over anyway. Why should we be the ones to kill each other?”
“All we’re saying,” Justin said seriously. “Is give peace a chance.” Nick shot him a look. “What? I hate peas. Gross.”
“No Carter!” Justin laughed. “Peace. Peace, you know? Like the Beatles song?”
“Oh!” Nick smiled. “Oh yeah.”
All eight guys watched with shock as Justin and Nick came together to prove their point and show them all that what really mattered had nothing to do with who won a survival challenge. Kevin couldn’t figure out if he was more shocked over the fact that they were doing this together or over the fact that they actually sounded like they knew what they were talking about.
“This was not a waste of time,” Nick said when no one said anything.
“Yeah, tell that to JC’s rash,” Chris mumbled. He gave JC the same, innocent smile he was trademarked for when he was shot a glare from JC.
The guys all looked on dumbfounded. Could what Justin and Nick were saying really be as easy as that?
No one was ready to accept that it could be over without having one group disband.
"What?" Joey suddenly laughed. "Really? We can all just go home like that? No one loses?"
He was met silence.
“Guys, listen to them. They’re right,” AJ agreed. “We have enough people trying to bring us down. Why are we gonna help them?”
"Whoooo-hoo!" Brian howled.
Steven nodded. "No one loses. You guys want this too much. And I don’t think either of you ever wanted the other to stop existing. If the other group stopped existing, then you’d have no one to compare yourselves to, no one to feel superior to. In reality, you guys need each other...."
Kevin shook his head and grabbed Brian’s shoulders. "Let’s go," he told him. "C’mon."
"This guy’s full of hot air," JC said to Lance.
"... and if you think about it, you all are just a reflection of each other. Same lives. Same needs and wants. Same problems...," Steven continued.
AJ rolled his eyes and walked after Kevin and Brian. "You’re my only problem. C‘mon
‘D."
Howie shook his head and wiggled his shoulder. "I think my shoulder’s hurt again."
"Shut up already! Asshole!" Chris yelled rushing past Steven.
"What a bunch of crap," Joey muttered and glanced back at Justin. "JuJu, are you coming?"
Justin closed his mouth realizing that they had done it. It was over.
"I can’t believe it," he said softly. "I can’t believe we--."
Nick nudged him. "Hey, are you thinking what I’m thinking?"
His stomach sank. "No. No more ideas, Nick. You guys are full of crappy ideas. No."
Nick smiled and shook his head. "No Justin. Look." He pointed with his chin to Steven who was still going on. "Let’s get ‘im."
Justin grinned, and they both ran to grab the TV host, drag him far into the ocean, and dunked him hard under the water.
"Let’s see you survive this," Nick laughed.
"C’mon! Where’s that lump when you need it?" Justin asked.
“Ha!” Nick laughed. “Look, a shark!”
“What!?” Justin jumped.
Nick giggled some more and gave Steven one, last good dunk into the water.
“Kidding! Let’s go fro-boy, or the guys are gonna be so pissed that they’ll leave us.” It was a matter of minutes for them to be ready to leave. The only person who got a goodbye was Alice Ashley, and she wasn’t even sure why.
“I can’t believe how happy I am to leave this place. Again,” AJ said. “If I had know the stunt those two were gonna pull, I never would have come back.” Howie laughed. “I don’t know, Aje. You have to admit that it was fun to do this. I mean, this was your idea, and I had a good time.”
“Well, you did leave like right away,” AJ pointed out.
Howie laughed. “Aw, you voted me off, dude. So what? Are we doing this again next year.”
“Hell no,” Brian said hurrying past them toward the waiting helicopter. “Excuse my language.”
“So what are we doing now?” Chris asked a few feet behind them. “We’re not going back on tour, are we?”
“New record,” Lance said. “Joey and me worked on some stuff while you were gone.”
“You? You worked on some stuff?” Chris winced. “Ew. Scary.” Joey pushed his shoulder. “Shut up.”
“Yeah. We were working,” Lance said. “Working. Not out here ghost-busting. Where the hell is Justin anyway?”
Chris gave him a look. “Where do you think? Hanging back there with his new girlfriend.”
The three of them turned to find Nick, Justin, JC, and Kevin walking slowly. Anyone would figure they’d be in a real hurry to get away.
"I still think you're a moron," Justin smiled, walking to the helicopter.
Nick smiled with him. "Yeah, well, I still think you're hair is a biohazard."
"MY hair?" Justin laughed. "What about your butt? It has it's own zip code!"
JC and Kevin laughed behind them. They just would NEVER quit.
"Yeah, well, my butt may have it's own zip code, but you're the one who's hair has a state named after him."
"Fro-ida," Justin laughed, remembering. "Whatever, Carter."
Nick looked at Justin and smiled. "You know, I STILL don't like you."
Justin looked back at Nick and laughed. "Well, I don't like you, either."
"Yeah, well, your hair's too big. If I give you money, will you go cut it?"
"If I give you BACK the money, will you go see Jenny Craig?"
"I wouldn’t take the money back. You need it more, with your hair owning it’s own county and everything."
"I was gonna trade with you," JC smiled, "because Nick seemed more mature, but, uh...I think I'll just stick with Justin. We have him more broken in, anyway."
Kevin laughed. "Tell me about it."
Kevin smiled at the two young men in front of him. Somewhere between him and JC's conversation, their arms had found their way around each other.
"Just when did they end up knowing more than us?" JC asked, watching them.
"I don't know," Kevin smiled, shaking his head. "Somewhere between the sinking ship and a blinking lump."
Nick buckled his seatbelt and looked over at Justin. “Maybe when we get back I can talk to you about Mandy over some basketball.”
Justin looked at Nick surprised, and smiled when he remembered their talk in the woods. Mandy wasn’t someone Nick talked about with anyone, unless they were close to him.
“Yeah, I’d like that,” Justin smiled. Maybe this place hadn’t been as bad as he’d thought.
JC stopped before getting into the helicopter and looked behind him at Kevin with what Kevin was surprised to see was a genuine smile.
"We're pretty lucky, huh?" JC yelled over the helicopter's noise.
Kevin looked at Nick and Justin in the helicopter playing 'Rock, Paper, Scissors' and back at JC. Surprising himself, he returned the genuine smile.
"Yeah, I think we are."
The End
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