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I shift in the uncomfortable plastic chair, my eyes darting around Dr. Thorne’s office like a caged animal looking for an escape. I had refused to sit on the leather couch and be the stereotypical therapy patient—prone, vulnerable, and easily analyzed. The room is sterile, all beige walls and polished wood, but it’s the man sitting across from me who makes my skin crawl. Dr. Thorne. Early 40s, with salt-and-pepper hair that’s just messy enough to be intentional, and eyes that seem to see right through me. He’s not like the other therapists I’ve been forced to see after my latest fuck-up—a locker room brawl that left a teammate with a broken nose and my scholarship hanging by a thread. Those shrinks were soft, their questions tentative, like they were afraid to wake the beast. Not Dr. Thorne. He’s different. Dangerous. His voice is low and slow, like molasses, but there’s an edge to it, a sharpness that makes me sit up straighter.

“Cameron,” he says, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. “Let’s talk about what happened in the locker room.”

I clench my fists under the table, my knuckles going white. “I already told everyone what happened. Guy got in my face, I decked him. End of story.”

Dr. Thorne’s lips quirk up in a half-smile, like he knows I’m lying. “Is that all it was, Cameron? A guy got in your face?”

I shrug, trying to play it cool, but my heart’s pounding in my chest. “What else is there to it?”

He leans back, crossing his legs, his expensive loafers gleaming under the soft light of the lamp. “You’re a big guy, Cameron. A star linebacker. People look up to you. They expect you to be in control. But here you are, in my office, because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself. Why is that?”

I shift again, my jaw tightening. “I don’t know. Maybe I just have a short fuse.”

“Or maybe,” he says, his voice dropping even lower, “there’s something else going on. Something you’re not ready to face.”

My stomach twists, and I want to tell him to shut the fuck up, but the words stick in my throat. He’s too close, too perceptive, and I hate it. I hate that he’s right. There is something else going on, something I’ve buried so deep I barely acknowledge it myself. But I’m not about to admit that to him.

“Look, Doc,” I say, forcing a laugh. “I’m here because they made me come. I don’t need this. I’m fine.”

Dr. Thorne’s gaze doesn’t waver. “Are you, Cameron? Because from where I’m sitting, you look like a man at war with himself.”

Heat rushes to my face, and I want to punch something. Him. The wall. Anything to shut out the voice in my head that whispers he’s right. I’m not fine. I’m a mess, a coiled spring ready to snap at any moment. But I can’t let him see that. I can’t let anyone see that.

“Let’s try something different,” he says, his tone changing, becoming almost gentle. “Close your eyes, Cameron.”

I hesitate, my every instinct screaming at me to get up and walk out. But something in his voice, a quiet authority, makes me obey. I close my eyes, and the room goes dark.

“Take a deep breath,” he says. “In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

I do as he says, the air filling my lungs, slow and steady. It’s ridiculous, but I feel my shoulders relax, just a little.

“Good,” he murmurs. “Now, I want you to think about the moment before you hit that guy. What were you feeling?”

My chest tightens, and I can feel the anger bubbling up again, hot and sharp. “I was pissed. He was in my face, talking shit.”

“What was he saying?”

I hesitate, the memory flashing in my mind. The guy, a freshman, smirking at me, his voice dripping with mockery. “He said I was all talk. That I couldn’t handle the pressure.”

“And how did that make you feel?”

“Like I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face,” I grit out.

“But why, Cameron? Why did his words affect you so much?”

I open my eyes, glaring at him. “Because they were true. Okay? I can’t handle the pressure. I’m fucking up left and right, and everyone’s watching me, waiting for me to fail.”

Dr. Thorne nods, his expression unreadable. “And what happens if you fail, Cameron? What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

I laugh, but it’s bitter, hollow. “I lose everything. My scholarship, my future, my—” I cut myself off, my heart pounding.

“Your what?” he prompts.

I shake my head, looking away. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to you,” he says softly. “Tell me.”

I close my eyes again, the words burning on my tongue. “My reputation. My team. Everything I’ve worked for.”

“And what about you, Cameron? What about what you want?”

My chest constricts, and I can’t breathe. I don’t know what I want. I’ve spent so long pushing it down, pretending it doesn’t exist, that I’ve lost sight of it. But Dr. Thorne’s question hangs in the air, heavy and insistent, and for the first time, I let myself think about it.

What do I want?

The answer comes, unbidden and unwanted, and it terrifies me.

I want to be seen. Really seen. Not as the star linebacker, not as the guy with the temper, but as—

I shake my head, pushing the thought away. “I don’t know,” I lie.

Dr. Thorne’s voice is gentle but firm. “You do, Cameron. You just don’t want to admit it.”

My hands are shaking, and I clasp them together to hide it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He leans forward, his eyes locking onto mine. “You’re afraid, aren’t you? Afraid of what you’ll find if you look too closely. Afraid of what you’ll have to face.”

My throat goes dry, and I can’t speak. He’s right. I am afraid. Terrified. Because deep down, I know what’s lurking in the shadows, and it’s not something I can control. It’s not something I can punch or tackle or outrun.

“Stand up, Cameron,” he says, his voice a command.

I do as he says, my legs feeling like lead.

“Walk over to the couch.”

I take a step, then another, my heart pounding in my ears. The couch is long and leather, expensive, like everything else in this room.

“Sit down,” he says.

I sit, the leather cool against my skin.

Dr. Thorne stands, moving around the room with a grace that belies his age. He stops in front of me, his presence overwhelming. “You’re strong, Cameron. Physically strong. But strength isn’t just about muscles. It’s about facing the truth, even when it scares you.”

I look up at him, my breath coming in short gasps. “I don’t know how.”

He kneels in front of me, his hands resting on my knees. His touch is firm, grounding, and I feel a jolt of something I can’t name. “You do, Cameron. You just need someone to guide you.”

His words send a shiver down my spine, and I want to pull away, but I can’t. His gaze holds me captive, his eyes dark and intense.

“Trust me,” he whispers.

I don’t know why I do, but I nod, my voice barely above a whisper. “Okay.”

He smiles, a small, knowing smile, and it sends a rush of heat through me. “Good. Now, I want you to close your eyes again.”

I close them, my heart racing.

“Take a deep breath,” he says, his voice a low rumble.

I breathe in, the air filling my lungs.

“And let it out.”

I exhale, my body relaxing, just a little.

“Now,” he says, his voice dropping even lower, “I want you to think about what you’re really afraid of. Not the pressure, not the failure. What’s underneath all that?”

My chest tightens, and I can feel the panic rising. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to face it.

“Tell me, Cameron,” he urges, his hands tightening on my knees. “What are you really afraid of?”

The words spill out before I can stop them. “I’m afraid of—of what I want. Of who I am.”

His grip on my knees gentles, and I feel his thumb brush against my skin, a feather-light touch that sends a jolt of electricity through me. “And who are you, Cameron?”

I shake my head
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