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EPILOGUE

For everyone who ever loved someone

and was afraid to say it.

And for everyone who finally did.

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

This book began with a question: What happens when two people who know each other better than anyone else in the world are the last to realize they’re in love?

Alex and Jordan came to me as voices first—one cautious and precise, the other warm and brave—and the story that unfolded between them became a love letter to patience, to partnership, and to the terrifying, exhilarating act of being truly known by another person.

While the Chicago Hounds are a fictional team and these characters exist only in these pages, the emotions are real. The fear of risking a friendship for something more. The weight of wanting something you’re convinced you can’t have. The relief—God, the relief—of finally saying the words you’ve been carrying for years.

If you’ve ever loved someone from a careful distance, this book is for you. If you’ve ever been brave enough to close that distance, this book is also for you. And if you’re somewhere in between—still holding the words, still weighing the risk—I hope Alex and Jordan’s story gives you the courage to take the shot.

Trust the work.

— Jacee Jax, 2026
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ACT I: FOUNDATION
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CHAPTER ONE
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ALEX

The thing about being in love with your best friend was that you couldn't tell anyone.

Not your mother, who would purse her lips and say I knew it in that infuriating way she had, as if she'd been keeping score on some cosmic tally sheet. Not your colleagues, who would look at you differently across the coaching staff table, their expressions shifting from professional respect to something uncomfortably close to pity. And definitely not Marcus Chen, who had the observational skills of a hawk and the discretion of a bullhorn.

So Alex Morgan did what Alex had always done. Swallowed it down. Filed it away in the locked cabinet at the back of their mind, right between things I should have said to my father and reasons I'll never be brave enough.

The United Center was nearly empty at six-thirty in the morning, and that was exactly how Alex liked it. The court gleamed under the overhead lights, freshly polished and waiting. In a few hours, this place would pulse with the energy of eighteen thousand fans screaming for the Chicago Hounds. But right now, the only sound was the rhythmic thud-thud-thud of a basketball hitting hardwood, and the quiet squeak of sneakers on the court.

Alex stood at the edge of the tunnel, clipboard tucked under one arm, coffee going cold in the other hand, and watched Jordan Hayes run shooting drills.

This was the problem. This right here.

Because Jordan didn't just shoot a basketball. Jordan performed. Every motion was fluid, economical, beautiful in the way that only true athleticism could be—the slight dip of the knees, the coil of muscle through the calves and thighs, the effortless extension of the arm, the flick of the wrist. The ball arced through the air in a perfect parabola and kissed the net with a clean swish.

Jordan retrieved the ball without breaking stride, dribbled twice—left hand, always the left to keep it sharp—pivoted, and shot again. Another swish. Then again. And again.

Alex took a sip of the cold coffee and grimaced.

Seven years. Seven years of standing on the sidelines of Jordan Hayes's life, close enough to touch but never reaching. Seven years of knowing exactly how Jordan took their coffee (oat milk, one sugar, stirred counterclockwise because Jordan was superstitious and weird). Seven years of being the first phone call for every triumph and every disaster. Seven years of watching Jordan date other people—beautiful, interesting, ultimately wrong people—and feeling that quiet, corrosive ache settle deeper into the chest each time.

Seven years of being best friends.

Seven years of being in love.

"You gonna stand there all morning, or are you gonna rebound for me?"

Jordan's voice echoed across the empty court, warm and teasing, and Alex's heart did that stupid thing it always did. That little stutter-step, like a point guard faking left before driving right.

"I'm observing," Alex called back, stepping onto the court. "It's called coaching. You should try listening to it sometime."

Jordan grinned—wide and bright and devastating—and bounced the ball to Alex. "Observing is what you do when you don't want to admit you're staring."

You have no idea.

Alex caught the ball one-handed and tucked it under an arm. "Your elbow's drifting on the mid-range. You're compensating with your shoulder, and it's pulling you left."

Jordan's grin faded into something more focused, more intent. This was the other thing about Jordan—the thing that made Jordan not just talented but great. When someone offered real feedback, Jordan listened. Really listened. Not with the defensive bristle that most professional athletes wore like armor, but with genuine hunger to improve.

"Show me," Jordan said.

Alex set down the clipboard and the coffee. Picked up the ball. Moved to the free-throw line and squared up.

"Watch the elbow," Alex said, and demonstrated—the tuck, the alignment, the way the shooting arm formed a clean L-shape. "You're letting fatigue drop it about two inches. It's subtle, but at game speed, that two inches is the difference between a bucket and a brick."

Alex released the shot. It sailed through the net without touching the rim.

Jordan raised an eyebrow. "When's the last time you shot in a game?"

"Irrelevant."

"Because I seem to remember you airballing a three in the alumni game last—"

"That was wind."

"It was indoors, Alex."

"Indoor wind. It's a documented phenomenon."

Jordan laughed—really laughed, head tipped back, the sound filling the empty arena like music—and Alex felt that familiar warmth bloom in the chest. This was the problem with loving Jordan Hayes. The joy was just as painful as the ache. Because every laugh, every shared joke, every moment of easy intimacy was a reminder of everything Alex wanted and wouldn't ask for.

"Come on." Alex tossed the ball back. "Fifty more from the mid-range. Focus on the elbow. I'll rebound."

They fell into the rhythm of it—shoot, rebound, pass, shoot—the way they'd done a thousand times before. It was muscle memory at this point, not just the basketball but the partnership. Alex knew exactly where to stand, when to pass, how to read the slight shifts in Jordan's body language that telegraphed frustration or fatigue or that particular brand of competitive fire that meant Jordan was about to start nailing everything.

"So," Jordan said between shots, "you coming to Marcus's thing tonight?"

"What thing?"

"The thing at Rosie's. Team dinner. You know, the thing he's been texting about for the last three days in the group chat you never check."

Alex had, in fact, checked the group chat. Alex had also seen the photo Marcus had posted of Jordan at yesterday's practice, mid-dunk, with the caption someone come collect your mans followed by three fire emojis, and had spent an unreasonable amount of time staring at the way Jordan's jersey had ridden up to reveal a strip of bare torso.

"I check the group chat," Alex said.

"You mute the group chat."

"Those are not mutually exclusive."

Jordan shot a mid-range jumper. Perfect form this time—elbow tucked, shoulder aligned, the ball rotating off the fingertips with textbook backspin. It rattled in.

"Come tonight," Jordan said, and something in the tone shifted. Softer. Almost careful. "It's been a while since we all went out. You've been—I don't know. Hibernating."

Alex retrieved the ball and held it for a moment. Jordan was right. Alex had been pulling back lately—fewer team dinners, fewer late nights at Rosie's, fewer of the casual, easy hangouts that had always been the connective tissue of their friendship. It wasn't intentional. Or maybe it was. Maybe there was only so long you could sit across a table from the person you loved, watching them laugh and gesture and exist, before the wanting became too big to hide.

"I haven't been hibernating," Alex said. "I've been working. Someone has to prepare game plans while you people eat nachos."

"Come tonight," Jordan said again. Not a question this time. A request. Jordan's dark eyes were steady, searching, and Alex felt—as always—transparent. Like Jordan could see everything. Every feeling, every fear, every carefully buried truth.

"Fine," Alex said.

Jordan's smile could have powered the scoreboard.

•  •  •
[image: ]


By the time the rest of the coaching staff arrived at eight, Alex had already reviewed film from the Hounds' last three games, updated the practice schedule, and consumed two more cups of coffee that were only marginally warmer than the first.

The Hounds were 14-8 and sitting third in the Eastern Conference. A good start. Not a great one. Head Coach Mitchell Torres had made it clear at the beginning of the season that "good" was no longer sufficient. After three years of building, three years of developing young talent and establishing a system, this was supposed to be the year the Hounds made a real run. Conference Finals at minimum. Championship as the target.

And Jordan was supposed to be the engine.

Alex pulled up the latest statistical breakdown on a tablet and frowned. Jordan was averaging 24.6 points, 6.2 assists, and 5.1 rebounds—All-Star numbers by any measure. But the efficiency had dipped in the last five games. The mid-range percentage had dropped from 48% to 41%. The turnover rate had ticked up. Small things, individually. But Alex had been studying Jordan's game long enough, and the pattern was unmistakable.

Something was off.

"Morning." Riley Cross dropped into the chair next to Alex, holding a smoothie that was an alarming shade of green. Riley was the other assistant coach, hired last season—competent, collegial, and annoyingly good-looking in a way that several members of the team's social media following had noted with enthusiasm. "You look like you're trying to solve a murder."

"Jordan's shot selection," Alex said, not looking up. "Look at this heat map from Thursday's game against Milwaukee."

Riley leaned over. Their shoulder brushed Alex's, and Alex didn't think anything of it—or tried not to. Riley was a close talker, a casual toucher, one of those people who operated with easy physical comfort in the world. It wasn't flirtation. Probably.

"Hm." Riley studied the screen. "That's a lot of contested mid-range when the three was open."

"Exactly. Jordan's settling. I don't know why."

"Maybe the hamstring's still bothering—"

"The hamstring's fine. Cleared two weeks ago. This is mental."

Riley looked at Alex with a small, knowing smile. "You know Jordan better than anyone. So what's going on?"

The question landed differently than Riley intended. Or maybe exactly as Riley intended—it was hard to tell with Riley, who had a talent for asking questions that felt casual but cut to the center of things.

"I don't know," Alex said, which was a lie. Alex had a theory. Several, actually. Jordan's contract was up at the end of the season—the biggest negotiation of Jordan's career. There had been rumors of a trade. And last week, Jordan's ex had shown up at a game, sitting courtside with a new partner, and Jordan had gone quiet for two days.

Alex knew all of this because Alex paid attention. Because paying attention to Jordan Hayes was as natural and necessary as breathing.

"I'll talk to them," Alex said.

"You always do," Riley said, and took a sip of the alarming smoothie.

•  •  •
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Coach Torres's office smelled like old leather and whiteboard markers, which was oddly comforting. Mitch Torres was fifty-five, built like a retired power forward who still hit the weight room on weekends, and had the kind of gravelly voice that made even mundane statements sound like pregame speeches.

"Morgan," he said, not looking up from his own stack of film notes. "Sit."

Alex sat.

"Hayes is pressing," Torres said. It wasn't a question. The man had coached in the league for twenty-two years; he didn't need heat maps to see what Alex had seen.

"Yes, sir."

"Any idea why?"

"Contract talks. The trade rumors. It's getting in Jordan's head."

Torres finally looked up. His eyes were sharp, assessing. "And?"

"And what?"

"And whatever else is going on. You two are attached at the hip. If something's wrong in Hayes's personal life, you'd know before anyone."

Alex kept their expression neutral. Years of practice. "Jordan's handling it. I'll make sure of it."

Torres leaned back in his chair and studied Alex for a long moment. It was the kind of look that made players confess to breaking curfew. Alex held steady.

"You're good at this, Morgan," Torres said. "The coaching. The strategy. But you're also too close to Hayes. That's an asset and a liability. Don't let it become more of one than the other."

The words landed like a jab to the sternum. Not because they were wrong—they weren't—but because they were a reminder of the impossible tightrope Alex walked every day. Coach and friend. Professional and personal. Close enough to help Jordan but not so close that it compromised the team. Close enough to love Jordan but never close enough to say it.

"Understood," Alex said.

Torres nodded. "Good. Now tell me what adjustments we're making for Cleveland."

•  •  •
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CHAPTER TWO
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JORDAN

Rosie's Bar & Grill occupied the ground floor of a redbrick building three blocks from the United Center. It was the kind of place that had probably been a speakeasy in the twenties and had been serving cold beer and hot wings to off-duty athletes and arena workers ever since. The walls were covered in signed jerseys and faded photographs. The booths were scarred from decades of use. The jukebox played exclusively '90s R&B, and the owner—Rosie Delgado, seventy-two years old and roughly four feet eleven—had once made a six-foot-eight center cry by criticizing his table manners.

Jordan loved this place.

It was real. In a world of luxury hotel lobbies and VIP sections and sponsored events where everyone wanted something, Rosie's was the one place where Jordan could just be a person. Not a brand. Not a commodity. Not the centerpiece of someone's contract negotiation. Just Jordan.

Marcus was already there when Jordan arrived, sprawled in the big corner booth with two empty glasses and a plate of loaded nachos that looked like it had been through a war zone.

"Finally," Marcus said. "I was about to send a search party."

"I was at the gym."

"It's seven p.m., Jordan."

"It was a long gym session."

Marcus gave Jordan a look that communicated, with impressive economy, both skepticism and affection. Marcus Chen had been Jordan's teammate for four seasons and closest friend on the team—which was different from closest friend, period. That title belonged to Alex, and everyone on the Hounds knew it, and most of them had opinions about it, and Jordan did not want to hear any of those opinions tonight.

"Is Alex coming?" Marcus asked, because the universe had a sense of humor.

"Alex said yes."

"Alex said yes three weeks ago and then texted 'something came up' forty minutes before."

"Alex is coming," Jordan said firmly, sliding into the booth.

Marcus raised an eyebrow but let it go. That was one of Marcus's best qualities—he knew when to push and when to wait. He was like a good point guard that way, always reading the floor.

The rest of the team filtered in over the next half hour: Deshawn Miller, the rookie center with hands the size of dinner plates and a nervous laugh. Ty Okafor, the veteran shooting guard who'd been in the league twelve years and had the philosophical calm of someone who'd seen everything. Kwame Williams, the backup power forward with the best trash talk on the team. They took over the corner of the bar with the ease of people who'd done this a hundred times, and the noise level rose accordingly.

Jordan checked the door.

Not anxiously. Not obviously. Just—a glance. A casual, regular, completely normal glance at the entrance to see if—

Alex walked in.

And Jordan's chest did the thing. The thing. The tightening, expanding, contradictory thing that happened every time Alex appeared, as if Jordan's ribcage couldn't decide whether to squeeze shut or crack wide open.

Alex was still in work clothes—the quiet uniform of a coaching staff member who didn't want to draw attention. Dark slacks, a button-down with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, a Hounds lanyard still hanging around the neck. Alex's hair was slightly disheveled, as if a hand had been run through it multiple times during film review. There were shadows under Alex's eyes that suggested too many late nights and not enough rest.

Alex was the most beautiful person Jordan had ever seen.

This was the problem. This had been the problem for years—longer than Jordan cared to admit, longer than Jordan could afford to think about. Because Alex was not just beautiful. Alex was home. Alex was the voice on the other end of the phone at two in the morning when the insomnia hit. Alex was the person who remembered that Jordan hated cilantro and always ordered Thai food without it. Alex was the one who'd driven three hours in a snowstorm to help Jordan move apartments, and then spent the entire night assembling IKEA furniture while arguing about whether Die Hard was a Christmas movie (it was, and Jordan would die on that hill).

Alex was everything. And Jordan could not afford to lose everything.

"Hey." Alex slid into the booth next to Jordan—not across, next to—and their thigh pressed warm against Jordan's beneath the table. A casual, meaningless proximity. The kind of touch that best friends shared without thinking.

Jordan thought about it. Jordan thought about it so much it was practically a full-time job.

"You came," Jordan said.

"I said I would."

"You say a lot of things. You also said you'd watch The Last Dance with me three months ago, and we're still on episode four."

Alex's mouth twitched. "We keep getting distracted."

They did. They always did. Jordan would put on the documentary, and then Alex would start analyzing the triangle offense, and then Jordan would argue about roster construction, and then they'd end up on the couch at midnight debating whether Scottie Pippen was underrated or properly rated, and somewhere in there Jordan would look at Alex—at the way Alex's eyes lit up when talking about basketball, at the way Alex gestured with both hands when making a point, at the way Alex's laugh came out startled and reluctant, like it had been ambushed out of hiding—and Jordan would think, I am so in love with you.

And then Jordan would think, Shut up. Shut up. Stop.

"Hey, Alex!" Marcus called from across the table. "Tell Jordan the mid-range regression isn't a big deal. Jordan's been moping about it all week."

"It's not a big deal if we fix it," Alex said. "Which we will."

"We?" Jordan asked.

"We. That's what we do. I find the problem, you fix it. It's a system."

"A system," Jordan repeated. "You make it sound so romantic."

The word dropped between them like a lit match. Romantic. Jordan hadn't meant to say it—or had meant to say it but hadn't meant to mean it—and now Alex was very still, and Jordan could feel the heat creeping up the back of their neck.

Marcus, across the table, took a very long sip of his beer. His eyes were bright with barely suppressed delight.

"Efficient," Alex corrected, voice carefully neutral. "I was going for efficient."

"Right," Jordan said. "Efficient. That's what I meant."

Under the table, Alex's knee shifted against Jordan's. Neither of them moved away.

•  •  •
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The evening settled into its familiar rhythm. Stories and arguments and the specific brand of competitive camaraderie that came from spending eighty-two games a season together. Deshawn told a rambling story about getting lost in the arena as a rookie and accidentally walking into the visitors' locker room during a team meeting. Ty offered quiet, devastating commentary on everything. Kwame lost an arm-wrestling match to Rosie and then claimed he'd let her win, which no one believed.

Jordan tracked Alex through all of it—the way a satellite tracks its planet, constantly, gravitationally, without conscious effort. Alex was quieter in group settings than one-on-one, more likely to observe than perform. But when Alex did speak, the whole table listened. There was an authority to Alex's presence that had nothing to do with volume and everything to do with the sense that Alex had thought carefully before opening their mouth.

Jordan loved that about Alex. Jordan loved approximately 847 things about Alex and kept a running mental list that was growing at a rate that would probably concern a therapist.

Around nine, the group started to thin. Deshawn had a FaceTime call with his parents. Ty was meeting his wife. Kwame was Kwame and had somewhere mysterious to be. Marcus lingered, glancing between Jordan and Alex with the expression of someone who was enjoying a private show, before finally sliding out of the booth.

"You two have fun," he said, and the emphasis on fun was subtle enough that Alex didn't seem to catch it and blatant enough that Jordan wanted to throw a nacho at his head.

And then it was just the two of them. In the booth. With their knees still touching.

"Another drink?" Jordan asked.

"I shouldn't. Early practice tomorrow."

"You set the practice schedule."

"Exactly. And I set it early."

"So change it."

Alex gave Jordan a look—fond, exasperated, warm. It was the Alex Look. Jordan had catalogued approximately a hundred variations of it over the years. This one said you're ridiculous and I adore you and I'm going to pretend I don't.

"One more," Alex said.

Jordan went to the bar and ordered: bourbon for Alex, neat, the good stuff Rosie kept on the top shelf for regulars. And a ginger beer for Jordan, because Jordan was in-season and disciplined about it, even if the discipline cost something on nights like this, when the desire to loosen up, to blur the edges, to say things that couldn't be unsaid was almost overwhelming.

When Jordan came back, Alex was looking at the phone. Not at the screen—through it. The distant, slightly unfocused expression that Jordan recognized as Alex processing something they didn't want to talk about.

"Hey," Jordan said softly, setting the drinks down. "Where'd you go?"

Alex blinked. Smiled. It was the small smile, the real one, not the professional one deployed for press conferences and front-office meetings. "Nowhere. Just thinking."

"About?"

"Cleveland's defensive scheme."

"Liar."

Alex's smile deepened, and for a moment, the mask slipped. Jordan saw it—a flash of something vulnerable, something raw—and then it was gone, tucked away behind the calm, controlled exterior that Alex wore like a second skin.

"I got a call today," Alex said. "From the Knicks."

Jordan's stomach dropped. The feeling was immediate, visceral, the way the floor falls out during turbulence. "What?"

"Their associate head coach is retiring. They're looking to fill the position. My name came up."

"Your name came up," Jordan repeated, the words sounding hollow.

"It's not—it's just a conversation. An inquiry. Nothing concrete."

But it was concrete. Jordan could see it in Alex's face—the careful way Alex was presenting this, the measured tone, the steady eye contact that was meant to communicate I'm not leaving, don't panic but actually communicated this is real, and I don't know what to do about it.

The Knicks. New York. Eight hundred miles away.

"That's—" Jordan swallowed. "That's a big opportunity."

"It is."

"Associate head coach. That's a step up."

"It is."

"You should—I mean, you should at least hear them out."

Alex studied Jordan for a long moment. "You think so?"

No. The word screamed through Jordan's head like a fire alarm. No, I don't think so. I think you should stay. I think you should stay right here, in this city, in this booth, next to me. I think if you leave, I'll—

"Yeah," Jordan said. "Definitely. You'd be great."

Alex nodded slowly. "Okay. I'll hear them out."

They sat in silence for a moment. The jukebox played Boyz II Men. Under the table, Jordan's knee pressed harder against Alex's, and this time, Alex pressed back.

•  •  •
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CHAPTER THREE
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ALEX

The Knicks call shouldn't have felt like a bomb. Alex had been in professional basketball long enough to know that coaching was a transient life. You went where the opportunity was. You built your resume. You climbed the ladder. It was how the business worked.

But the look on Jordan's face—that split-second flinch before the mask came down, the forced brightness of you should hear them out—had burrowed under Alex's skin and stayed there. It was still there the next morning, during practice, when Alex stood on the sideline and watched Jordan run plays with a focus that bordered on aggression.

Jordan was overcompensating. Alex knew the tells. The harder Jordan worked, the more something was wrong.

"Run it again!" Torres barked from center court. "And someone tell Hayes to stop trying to do everything alone. This isn't a one-man team!"

Jordan's jaw tightened but didn't argue. That was unusual, too. The Jordan of a week ago would have cracked a joke, defused the tension, grinned at the head coach with the charm that made everyone forgive everything. Today, Jordan just nodded and ran the play again.

Alex made a note on the clipboard. Then another. Then stood still and watched for a full minute, the pen motionless, because the notes were a pretense and the watching was the truth.

Jordan caught Alex's eye from the court. Held it. There was a question in that look, though Alex couldn't read it clearly—or didn't want to. Jordan's expressions had always been an open book, and Alex had always been a careful reader, but lately, certain pages were harder to decipher. As if Jordan was writing in a language that Alex both understood and was terrified to translate.

Alex looked away first. Always did.

•  •  •
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After practice, Alex was reviewing film in the small coaching office adjacent to the main gym when there was a knock on the open door. Jordan leaned against the frame, freshly showered, wearing sweats and a Hounds hoodie that was a size too big and slipping off one shoulder.

Stop looking at the shoulder.

"Hey," Jordan said. "Got a minute?"

"For you? Thirty seconds, tops."

Jordan smiled, but it didn't reach the eyes. Jordan came in and dropped into the chair across from Alex's desk, sprawling in that boneless way that athletes had, all long limbs and easy physicality.

"Talk to me about the mid-range," Jordan said.

"What about it?"

"You said I was settling. You said it was mental. So what's going on in my head, Coach Morgan?"

The use of Coach Morgan was deliberate—a little playful, a little deflective. Jordan used titles and formality as humor, as distance, as a way to remind them both of the professional boundary that existed between them. The boundary that Alex clung to like a lifeline.

"You're thinking too much," Alex said. "On the court, you're at your best when you trust your instincts. Lately, you're second-guessing. You're taking contested twos when the three is there because the two feels safer, and you don't miss twos, except you are missing twos because—"

"Because I'm pressing."

"Because you're pressing."

Jordan was quiet for a moment. "It's the contract."

"I know."

"And the trade rumors."

"I know."

"And—" Jordan stopped. Looked at Alex with an intensity that made Alex's pulse quicken. "And some other stuff."

"What other stuff?"

Jordan opened their mouth. Closed it. Then offered a smile that was rueful and tired and achingly familiar. "Just stuff. Don't worry about it."

But Alex always worried about it. Worrying about Jordan was Alex's most developed skill—more refined than any defensive scheme, more automatic than any play call. It was the thing Alex was best at, and it was also the thing that was slowly, methodically, taking Alex apart.

"Jordan."

"Yeah?"

Tell me. Tell me what's wrong. Tell me everything. I'll fix it. I'll fix all of it. That's what I do, that's what I've always done, just tell me and I'll—

"Your elbow was better today," Alex said instead. "The mid-range will come back. Trust the work."

Jordan's expression shifted—a flicker of something that might have been disappointment, quickly buried. "Yeah. Okay. Trust the work."

Jordan stood, and for a moment, they were very close—close enough that Alex could smell the clean scent of Jordan's shampoo, could see the small scar above Jordan's left eyebrow from a childhood bike accident (Jordan had told that story on their second night of knowing each other, freshman year, sitting on the steps of the dorm at two a.m., and Alex had memorized every detail like scripture).

"Alex?" Jordan's voice was low.

"Yeah?"

"Don't take the Knicks job."

The words hung in the air between them. Jordan's eyes were dark and serious and utterly open, and Alex felt the ground shift beneath them—not dramatically, not like an earthquake, but like the slow, irrevocable settling of tectonic plates. Something was moving. Something was changing. And Alex didn't know how to stop it.

"I haven't—" Alex began.

"I know you haven't decided anything. I know it's just a call. But I'm asking you. Don't go."

"Jordan—"

"I can't do this without you." A pause. Then, quieter: "I don't want to."

The honesty of it—the rawness, the vulnerability from someone who usually wrapped emotional truth in layers of humor and bravado—hit Alex like a crossover. Left flat-footed. Unable to respond.

"I'm not going anywhere," Alex said finally, and the words came out rough, scraped from somewhere deep and unguarded. "Okay? I'm right here."

Jordan searched Alex's face for a long moment. Then nodded, once. Turned toward the door. Paused.

"Hey, Alex?"

"Yeah?"

"For the record? I check the group chat too. I just like an excuse to talk to you in person."

And then Jordan was gone, and Alex sat in the empty office and stared at the paused film on the screen and didn't see any of it.

•  •  •
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CHAPTER FOUR
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JORDAN

Jordan couldn't sleep.

This was not unusual. The insomnia had been a companion since college—a restless, buzzing inability to shut down that Jordan's body had apparently decided was a permanent feature. Most nights, Jordan managed it: meditation, ambient noise, melatonin, the elaborate pre-sleep routine that the team's sleep specialist had designed and that Jordan followed with the same discipline applied to training.

Tonight, none of it was working. Because tonight, Jordan had said don't take the Knicks job and I can't do this without you and had watched Alex's face do something it almost never did—crack open. Just for a second. Just enough.

Jordan lay in bed in the high-rise apartment that the team's relocation package had secured—forty-third floor, floor-to-ceiling windows, a view of the Chicago skyline that should have been calming and instead felt like being suspended in space—and replayed the conversation on a loop.

I'm right here.

What did that mean? What did Alex mean? Was it I'm right here, your friend, your colleague, the person who fixes your shot and drives you to the airport and remembers your dead grandmother's birthday? Or was it something else? Was there a subtext that Jordan was reading into because Jordan wanted it to be there, the way Jordan always wanted it to be there, the way Jordan had spent years projecting romantic meaning onto perfectly platonic interactions because Jordan was pathetic and desperate and—

Jordan's phone buzzed.

Alex: You're awake, aren't you.

Not a question. A statement. Because Alex knew Jordan's patterns better than Jordan did.

Jordan: How do you know?

Alex: Because you always text when you can't sleep, and you haven't texted, which means you're lying there overthinking and trying not to text.

Jordan: That's annoyingly accurate.

Alex: I'm a coach. Reading patterns is my job.

Jordan stared at the screen. The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Alex was typing and deleting and retyping, which Alex only did when choosing words carefully.

Alex: For what it's worth, I'm not taking the Knicks job.

Jordan's breath caught.

Jordan: You're not?

Alex: I told them thanks but no thanks. This afternoon, after practice.

Jordan: Because of what I said?

The dots again. Long pause.

Alex: Because of a lot of things. But yes. Partly because of what you said.

Jordan sat up in bed. The skyline glittered through the windows, indifferent and magnificent.

Jordan: What were the other things?

Alex: The team. The championship run. The fact that my entire life is here.

There it was again—that word. Here. Loaded with meaning or entirely empty, depending on how much Jordan was willing to read into it.

Jordan: I'm glad you're staying.

Alex: I know.

Jordan: That's a very Han Solo response.

Alex: Go to sleep, Jordan.

Jordan: Make me.

As soon as Jordan hit send, the regret was immediate and electric. Make me. Why did every interaction with Alex feel like walking a tightrope over a canyon of double entendres? Why couldn't Jordan just be normal? Why did everything that came out of Jordan's mouth—or thumbs—around Alex sound like a line from a romantic comedy?

Alex: Drink warm milk. Count sheep. Think about Cleveland's zone defense. You'll be unconscious in thirty seconds.

Jordan: You know, some people count other things. Pleasant things.

Alex: Such as?

Jordan: Championship parades. Ring ceremonies. The look on Marcus's face when I beat him at H-O-R-S-E last week.

Alex: That was satisfying.

Jordan: SEE. You do have emotions.

Alex: I have a limited supply, and you're using them up. Go to sleep.

Jordan: Good night, Alex.

Alex: Good night, Jordan.

Jordan set the phone down and stared at the ceiling. The glow of the city filtered through the windows, painting shadows on the walls.

I'm not taking the Knicks job.

The relief was enormous, physical, a weight lifted that Jordan hadn't fully acknowledged carrying. But beneath the relief was something else—something more dangerous. Hope. The irrational, persistent, foolish hope that the reason Alex was staying wasn't the team or the championship or the city, but was, at least in some small, unspoken way, Jordan.

Jordan turned over, pressed a face into the pillow, and whispered: "I am so screwed."

•  •  •
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CHAPTER FIVE
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ALEX

Game day against Cleveland was everything game day always was: controlled chaos.

The arena hummed with the particular electricity of a mid-season matchup between two contenders. Eighteen thousand people creating a wall of sound that was felt in the bones before it was heard by the ears. The court was blazing under the lights, the Hounds' logo gleaming at center court. Players warmed up with the casual intensity of professionals who'd done this thousands of times—shooting drills, stretching, the choreographed dance of preparation.

Alex stood at the edge of the court with the clipboard and the headset, watching it all with the focused calm that had become a professional trademark. Other coaches paced. Other coaches shouted. Alex observed—collected data, processed patterns, waited for the right moment to intervene. It was a style that Torres respected and Jordan teased about. You're like a chess player, Jordan had said once. You just sit there until you see the move. It's unnerving.

You're the one who's unnerving, Alex had thought but not said. You walk onto this court and the whole arena turns toward you like sunflowers toward the sun, and you don't even notice.

Jordan was in the zone tonight. Alex could tell from the warm-up—the looseness of the shoulders, the quickness of the footwork, the way Jordan's eyes tracked the ball with predatory focus. Whatever mental fog had clouded the last few games had burned off. Jordan was here. Present. Locked in.

"Hayes looks good," Riley said, appearing at Alex's elbow.

"Yeah."

"Whatever you said to them worked."

Alex hadn't said anything, actually. Alex had turned down a job in New York, and somehow that had been more effective than any coaching adjustment.

The game started fast. Cleveland came out pressing, their defense swarming Jordan every time the ball touched Jordan's hands. Double teams at the top of the key. Traps on the baseline. The message was clear: we're going to make someone else beat us.

Jordan adapted. Instead of forcing, Jordan facilitated—hitting Marcus on a backdoor cut for an easy layup, finding Deshawn on a lob for an alley-oop that brought the arena to its feet, threading a pass to Ty in the corner for a three that was so perfectly placed it looked like it had been drawn on a whiteboard.

"That's it," Alex murmured, the clipboard forgotten. "That's the adjustment."

Torres leaned over during a timeout, the arena thundering around them. "Morgan. What are you seeing?"

"They're overplaying Jordan on the ball side. If we run the flex set with Jordan as the screener instead of the ball handler, it'll create mismatches every time. They won't be able to double if Jordan's setting screens."

Torres considered. Nodded. "Do it."

Alex called the play during the huddle, and Jordan's eyes—bright, focused, alive—met Alex's across the circle of players. There was a silent exchange that happened in the space of a heartbeat. Not words. Something deeper. Trust. Understanding. The shared language of years of knowing each other's minds.

Jordan nodded.

The play worked. Of course it worked. Jordan set a screen that freed Marcus for a wide-open three, and when Cleveland adjusted, Jordan rolled hard to the basket and caught a pass from Ty for a thundering dunk that rattled the rim and sent the arena into delirium.

Jordan jogged back on defense, glancing at the bench. At Alex. And grinned—that devastating, full-voltage, heart-wrecking grin—and pointed. Not a showy, look-at-me point. A quiet one. A that was you. That was us. point.

Alex felt the clipboard bend slightly under the force of their grip and loosened the fingers before they cracked it in half.

•  •  •
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The Hounds won 114-98. Jordan finished with 28 points, 11 assists, and 7 rebounds—a near triple-double and the kind of all-around game that would dominate sports talk shows in the morning. The locker room was jubilant, the specific brand of professional athlete joy that expressed itself through terrible music choices, towel snapping, and elaborate handshakes.

Alex hung back. The coaching staff typically cleared out of the locker room quickly after wins—the moment belonged to the players, and good coaches understood the importance of letting the team bond without authority figures hovering.

But Jordan found Alex in the hallway outside.

"Hey."

Jordan was still in the game uniform, still sweating slightly, the post-game flush high on the cheekbones. The jersey was darkened with effort. There was a small bruise forming on Jordan's forearm from a hard screen in the third quarter.

Alex should have looked away. A good coach would have looked away.

"Hey," Alex said. "Great game."

"Great play call. The flex set was perfect. How did you see that?"

"It's what I do."

"No, but—" Jordan stepped closer. The hallway was dim, the fluorescent lights casting everything in that slightly blue-toned institutional glow. "How do you see things? About me? On the court? You always know. You always know exactly what I need, exactly when I need it. It's—"

Jordan stopped. The sentence hung in the air, unfinished, reaching toward something that neither of them was ready to name.

"I pay attention," Alex said quietly. "To the game."

"To the game," Jordan repeated. "Right."

They were standing very close. Close enough that Alex could feel the heat radiating from Jordan's body—the furnace-like warmth of an athlete who'd just spent two hours at maximum effort. Close enough that the scent of Jordan's exertion was thick and warm and achingly familiar, because Alex had been this close to Jordan a thousand times—in gym sessions, in team huddles, in the cramped back seats of rideshare cars after late nights—and every single time, it was a test of willpower that Alex was running out of.

"You should shower," Alex said. "And ice the arm. That screen in the third looked rough."

Jordan looked down at the bruise. Then back at Alex. "Come to mine after? We could watch the last four episodes of The Last Dance. I'll make popcorn."

Every reasonable, self-protective instinct said no. It was eleven o'clock. There was film to review. Being alone with Jordan in Jordan's apartment, in the dark, on the couch, with the proximity and the intimacy and the entire skyline of Chicago glittering through the windows like a co-conspirator—that was a terrible idea. The worst idea. The kind of idea that ended with confessions or crossed lines or irreparable damage to the most important relationship in Alex's life.

"Sure," Alex said. "I'll bring the bourbon."

•  •  •
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