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Will Stover quickly ducked and, seeing an opening, threw a hard right fist into Bryce Lockin’s left cheek. The shot stunned Bryce and he stumbled before lunging to return a punch. It caught Will on the back of the head, blurring his vision for a second before Will regained control of himself.

“Back off, Bryce!” Will shouted, his voice cracking. “This isn’t going to solve anything and we’re both going to get in trouble for it!”

“You’re not getting out of this that easy!” Bryce yelled back, matching Will’s volume. He pulled Will to the ground, which was the last place Will wanted to be with the heavier, more muscular Bryce. Two sharp blows into Will’s ribs momentarily took away his breath.

“Are we fighting or wrestling?” Will thought to himself. All he wanted was for this to end.

“WILL!”

It was his mother’s voice.

“It’s time to get up!” she said for what he realized was the second, or maybe the third, time. “You have practice before school today and I doubt that you want to miss your first day.”

Will wasn’t certain if he more welcomed the end of the make-believe fight or the beginning of his freshman basketball season. The dream, he realized, likely shadowed his dread of being on the same team with Bryce again.

At the insistence of Coach John Peterson, Will had been promoted to the varsity football team that fall. While leading the Baltic High Bearcats to their first state championship in more than 20 years, Will had quickly realized a downside. There was some jealousy, perhaps even some animosity, from his ninth-grade classmates.

It hadn’t been his decision. Will had tried to explain that. Only his best friend, Cam Show, had seemed to understand. Most of the others wanted to give Will more space than he was comfortable with; placing him on a sarcastic pedestal he didn’t want.

His success as the starting varsity quarterback had been great to share with the upperclassmen. To those in his class, though, the state championship was the end result of their classmate being in the right place at the right time.

“Kyle could have done the same thing you did with that team.” Bryce had spewed those hurtful words in the middle of an English class the two shared during the first semester. “Coach just didn’t give him a chance and when he finally did, he got hurt.”

Kyle Britton was the ‘other’ quarterback on the football team. When Will had played a horrible first half in the team’s season opener, Kyle had come on and nearly led the team to a victory. Kyle’s broken hand, though, had given the job back to Will. The Bearcats hadn’t suffered another loss. It was now obvious to Will that everyone wasn’t thrilled with his stardom.

The only other downside to Will’s move to the varsity was his missing the junior high football season with the teammates he’d always played with. Younger brother Ty, a seventh-grader, had stepped in and led the team to an undefeated season. That only seemed to add to the drama, however.

Now, Will was again able to walk to practice and board the bus for away games with Cam and his other teammates. Problem was, that included Bryce.

The two had gotten along fine until they entered junior high and friends began competing with each other for positions on sports teams and spots within the student government. What had always been a good, if not great, relationship between the two had quickly soured as Will rose above the others in nearly every area.

“You remember how to do this?”

Cam tossed Will a basketball and resumed tying his shoe. Will felt the leather of the ball and thought of how huge it felt compared to the football he’d been tossing the past six months. Basketball was easily his weakest sport, though he’d always been good enough to manage a spot in his team’s starting lineup.

Basketball season couldn’t have come soon enough for Cam.

Having barely broken the 6-foot height barrier since the beginning of the school year, Cam had already established himself as the go-to guy on the ninth grade team. The Bearcats were off to a 4-0 start, having begun their season while Will and the varsity football players made the playoff run.

“I think so, but it’ll probably take a couple weeks to get used to it again,” Will said. It would be interesting to see where Will would fit in with a team that had already played together for more than a month, especially a team that was yet to lose a game.

A group of players made its way to the court from a separate dressing room.  Coach Kurt Hammett, who coached both the junior high and the varsity basketball teams at Baltic, didn’t believe in cutting players who wanted to be on one of his teams. All couldn’t possibly dress out for each game but Coach Hammett found room on the practice court for nearly two dozen players.

The players heard the whistle before Coach Hammett had even closed his office door. He soon appeared from around the corner and had his team’s attention.

“You guys know the drill. Get started!”

Coach Hammett looked more like a wrestling coach than a basketball coach. He was, though, the longest-tenured coach at the school and his team had earned a state championship just three years before.

“Will, you have everything you need?” Coach Hammett moved quickly toward Will as he asked the question. Not waiting for an answer, he turned and jogged to the other end of the court, where mostly seventh and eighth graders were stretching.

Will stepped into a layup line and waited his turn. He caught a quick look from Bryce across the court. It wasn’t a bad look but it didn’t look like Bryce was inviting him over for ice cream, either. He suddenly remembered the dream and felt somewhat ashamed, like he was seeking out trouble with his rival.

After five minutes of the drill, the groups switched ends of the court. The younger players took over the layup drill while Will’s teammates stretched under the basket.

There was another glance from Bryce, this one fiercer than the first.

“I’m imagining things,” Will mumbled to himself.

With another game the next day, Coach Hammett had a light practice schedule. The starters and key substitutes ran through a series of plays while the others watched. Ty had played a lot in the team’s first four games, most of which Will had watched. Cam was definitely the star of the show, though. He’d led the team in scoring in three of the games.

Practice soon ended and the team showered, dressed and headed to class. Twenty-four players tried to crowd through the gymnasium exit at once. Will was given a hard bump from behind.

“This team is just fine without you here.”

“Hello, Bryce,” Will said as he veered off toward a distant classroom.
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Bryce Locklin had seen himself as a quarterback when he arrived at the junior high school in Baltic. He had played the position on a pee wee football team in another town before his family relocated, with his dad as the coach.

As Will remembered it, that lasted about one-third of the team’s first practice before Cam had taken over the position. One thing led to another and Will eventually replaced Cam as the quarterback. Apparently, Bryce had never recovered from the disappointment.

And, he blamed Will.

It was all Will could do to keep his thoughts on his studies as he maneuvered through advanced classes in English, History, Geometry and Spanish. Bryce was one of the starters on the basketball team and Will wasn’t ready to deal yet with where he would fit into the mix.

And he wasn’t going to spend all his free time worrying about it.

After a glorious fall with the varsity football team, stepping back into the junior high ranks was something of a blow to Will’s ego. He admitted that to himself, even if he wasn’t the best basketball player around – even in his own class.

The junior high basketball season had three highlights: the Greenfield Invitational Tournament,  the county tournament and the district tournament. There was no state championship to win on this level and Will was having trouble finding the same motivation he had in football.

He did know he wanted to be in the starting lineup by the time the Bearcats headed to the Greenfield tournament. Will would have an audience there and he’d pictured the scene several hundred times in his head.

Shelby Sparks, who had won Will’s heart during the football season, had moved to Greenfield over the Christmas break. They were still an item, technically speaking, but he worried constantly about how long things would last. Greenfield was just an hour away and Will spent a lot of time there, even before Shelby’s family moved. His father owned an automobile dealership in Greenfield and had been a standout football and baseball player at Valley Tech University, which was the hub of the town.

Still, an hour’s drive was a long way for a 14-year-old, especially one who didn’t yet have a car or a license.

He’d met several of Shelby’s new friends and had competed against many of her new classmates. She admitted she’d been given a hard time – all in fun, she said – about dating a boy from a rival school. If his team showed up to the tournament and Will found himself on the bench ... talk about a blow to his ego!

And, it would probably embarrass Shelby.

Will just wasn’t certain which starter he would replace. He was strictly a shooter and had given up becoming a terribly reliable ball handler or a strong rebounder several years ago. But, he could shoot. Up until now, that’d been enough for coaches to keep him on the floor.

“Focus on my strengths,” Will reminded himself as his Spanish instructor attempted to teach the conjugation of verbs. “Well ... focus on my strength.”

Baltic cruised to its fifth consecutive victory the next night at Sparta. Fortunately, the outcome was never in doubt after the first quarter. With a big lead already in hand, Coach Hammett sent Will into the game to begin the second quarter. Oddly enough, he replaced Cam as Coach decided to try a smaller lineup.

It took four Baltic possessions before Will touched the ball. He immediately gave it up as a Sparta defender sprinted out to guard him. His pass found Bryce, of all people, open for an easy layup. On the way back to the other end, Bryce made no attempt to acknowledge the nice pass, something players usually did when they were the recipient of a pass that directly led to two points.

After three more possessions, Will began to notice he’d received a pass from every teammate on the floor, except one. The Bearcats ran something that resembled a motion offense and it was important for the ball to move from one player to another quickly, with sharp passes.

When the ball came to Bryce on two occasions, he’d re-started the offense and swung the ball to the other side of the floor, away from Will. When it happened again on the next possession, Will wondered if Coach Hammett was noticing.

He glanced to
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