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When everything is on the line... Love is the final play.

Mila Carter thought the hardest part was falling for her father’s star player.

She was wrong.

Now, with her brother fighting to recover, her family hanging by a thread, and her secret finally out, the life she tried so hard to protect is unraveling fast. And the one person she trusts most—Jackson Reyes—is at the center of it all.

Because the team isn’t just under pressure to win.

It’s being torn apart from the inside.

As accusations fly and Jackson’s past comes back to haunt him, Mila is forced to choose who she believes in... even if it means risking everything her family has built. With the championship on the line and a dangerous truth waiting to be exposed, staying silent is no longer an option.

And this time, love isn’t just forbidden—it’s a fight.

For Jackson, it’s more than football. More than his future. It’s about proving he’s not the man everyone thinks he is.

And for Mila... it’s about trusting her heart, even when the stakes have never been higher. Because in the final moments, when the truth comes out and the game is decided... there’s only one question left:

What, and who, are they willing to risk it all for?
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Mila

I couldn’t breathe. 

Panting for any air I could suck in, I forced my way down the stairs. As long as the scene on the field remained the same, with my older brother lying unconscious on the painted turf, my lungs wouldn’t fill up. Fear reached out like an invisible claw with stubborn fingers wrapping around my neck and squeezing tight. 

Get up. 

Get up, Sam. Get up!

Jumping over cups and taking two steps at a time, I plowed a path down the stadium’s bleachers. Vendors and spectators leaned back, edging out of my way as I ran. I sprinted. I tore down to reach my family as fast as I could without falling. 

I couldn’t fall. Tripping and face-planting could endanger my baby, and that was probably why my best friend dashed down the steps with me. Penny held on to the back of my coat, not to stop me, not to slow me down, but probably to keep me upright while I felt like my world was breaking into pieces and churning me to shreds inside-out. 

Please. Sam. Get up. Be okay. 

But he didn’t. 

I didn’t want to slow down time any more with the dread that he couldn’t. 

All through the mad rush down, to get to the field, panic kept me moving like a frantic animal. A wounded one. Distressed and anxious. Because I could not bear the idea of losing him. 

No matter how much we argued. 

Or fought. 

No matter how furious I was about his behavior and how angry he was at me about being pregnant from a secret relationship I was having with Jackson. 

Get up, Sam!

He had to be okay. 

He was my brother. The only other sibling I had left. The other half of making sure Dad was all right and that we’d still carry on as a family with all the heartache and loss we’d already suffered. 

Reaching the lowest level of the stadium, I skidded to a stop at the security guard. 

Wade didn’t hesitate to let me through. To give me access. If anyone wanted to bitch about me getting through, I’d dig out my team-access card from my pocket. But he knew. He knew that I was Head Coach Moore’s daughter. He knew I was Sam’s sister. And the grim, somber expression of worry on his face mean he knew how scared I was. 

“Go. Go on. Careful.” He moved aside and let Penny and me pass through the gate that would lead us lower yet. 

I’d been on this field and so many others. All my life, football reigned supreme. With my dad coaching, my brother playing. But the second I clambered down the remaining steps and burst out onto turf, I felt so wholly lost. Disoriented and trudging through a bad dream. Only the panic-induced racing of my heart could prove that this was real. This was really happening. 

Seeing the players up close and the staff within eye level changed it all. It cut out the surrealism of it, like I was a spectator and distant from the action, where it didn’t have to look and feel so accurate or possible. 

Down here, as I jogged toward the sideline, there was no denying it. 

My brother had been hit hard. He had been tackled so aggressively that he was unconscious on the ground. 

One second, he was up, on his feet, ready to run the ball down the feel, and the next, he was sprawled out and not moving at all. 

“Sam! Get up!” I wasn’t aware I’d yelled it, so stuck in this fear that nothing made sense anymore. Players on the sideline turned to face me. Trainers and water boys and other accessory staff swiveled their heads to see me rushing close. 

“Mila, wait,” Penny warned, still with me, still behind me. 

He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t be hurt like this. He couldn’t...

No. 

Don’t. 

Don’t think it. 

I swallowed hoarsely as I ran forward. 

He was tackled near the sideline and it wasn’t far from me. I wasn’t dashing across the field to reach him, but the second I stepped foot on the grass, the rest of the world faded to black. The thousands of spectators, the stillness in the audience since their initial boos and died out when everyone realized this wasn’t a minor hit and injury but that a player was out cold. 

I didn’t hear anything but the pounding tempo of my heart. 

I couldn’t feel anything but the tension in my body. 

I couldn’t see anything but my brother, lying there unmoving. 

Jackson rose to his feet from kneeling next to Sam, his gaze on me. Holding his helmet low, he started toward me, to block me. To keep me back from finishing this rush to Sam. 

“Sam!” 

Penny still clutched my shirt, trying to hold me back. Jackson did too, reaching me and barricading me from getting all the way to Sam. 

“Sam, get up,” I cried. 

“Mila, wait.” Jackson walked me back, and no matter how much I protested, wriggling to get around him and to lose Penny’s protective grip my coat, they wouldn’t let go. They wouldn’t let me rush to him and see up close if he was okay, if he was—

“Sam!” I felt like I was choking, my throat so closed up with fear strangling me. 

“Let them help.” Jackson’s deep voice grounded me, but just barely. As he hugged me and held me back, still blocking me from getting to my brother or fully seeing him on the turf, his touch was a familiar tether to the reality I knew. Urging me back, he wasn’t just the quarterback on hand and nearby at this moment. He was my rock, the unexpected source of love and adventure I’d never counted on having. 

“Let them help,” he said again, in charge and calm. But when I jerked my face up to see him, the deep worry in his icy blue eyes chilled me.

He was worried too. 

He didn’t even like Sam, and he was exhibiting that same oh fuck, this is bad cringe that everyone else was wearing. 

I flinched as EMTs ran close. The trainers were already out there. The medical staff who were always here for emergencies knelt around my brother. But for more of them to show up? Actual paramedics who were only ever supposed to be on standby? 

They were here. 

They were needed now. 

Because this wasn’t a minor injury. 

The hush that fell over the entire stadium scared me. The players taking a knee and waiting stunned me. A collective heaviness of suspense and waiting for a sign that this wasn’t as grave as it seemed hung over us all. 

I struggled to force another swallow, so worked up and physically tense. 

Jackson continued to walk me back, keeping me out of the way as Sam was assessed. A gurney was wheeled out as time stood still, and that was what it took to jar me out of this tunnel vision or worry for my brother. 

Seeing that stretcher rolling over the turf made it all too real. 

Sam wasn’t getting up. 

The EMTs had to take him out of here. 

But seeing that took me back to too many horrible memories. 

Of my mom being taken to the hospital and never coming back. 

Of my sister being transported into an ambulance and not returning. 

Fear washed through me. 

Dominated me. Iced me. 

For Sam to be moved onto that and then taken away...

A sob built in my throat, and I forced it back with yet another swallow. 

Penny wrapped an arm around me while Jackson still blocked me. Past his shoulder, though, I spotted my dad. 

Worried and stricken. Watching them move Sam. Utter hopelessness and fear crossing over his face. His mouth moved as he spoke to the head trainer, but I couldn’t process what they might be saying. 

I’d been so worried about him being stressed. And here I was choking and suffocating under the onslaught of panic that I couldn’t be there for him. 

“My dad...” 

Jackson still held me back. “Let them do what they need to do,” he urged, not controlling but calmer than this hysteria that I felt building. 

“Is he... Is Sam...” I couldn’t tear my eyes off my dad, unable to move past the fear of the worst-case scenario happening. 

“He’s breathing,” Jackson said. 

It seemed like such a small thing. Something we all took for granted. But it mattered. Breathing was good. Breathing didn’t mean dead. 

Oh, my goodness. 

He can’t die. 

He can’t be dead. 

“They’re going to take care of him,” Penny said, rubbing my back. 

I had her to support me. Jackson, too. But in this moment, I felt like I was failing my dad. He’d be worrying the same things that I was. He looked like he was just as stuck in the fear of Sam not being okay. Or Sam not breathing. 

Too many people were in the way. I couldn’t cut across to stand with him and comfort him—if that was even possible. 

Watching along with everyone else, but here within feet from me, I held my breath as they prepared to move Sam to the stretcher. All the EMTs and paramedics spoke over each other, but still, that hush fell over the entire stadium. An oppressive force of the unknowns as we all waited for a signal of an all-clear. That we didn’t have to worry and dread the worst. 

“They’re going to take care of him,” Penny repeated. 

“Looks like we already did that,” one of the teammates from the other team said. 

A few snickered. 

Penny gasped, whirling to march over there and confront them. 

Never mind that this was a game. Never mind the national sports broadcasting. She leveled that player with the filthiest scowl as she pivoted to attack them. Now I held her back. 

“What the fuck did you just say?” Jackson’s voice lowered into a menacing growl. I’d never heard him like this. So sinisterly stern. 

The player shrugged, smiling smugly as he looked away. “You heard me.” 

“Jackson.” Breshaun stood next to him, smacking his hand out to check him with a press of his gloved hand to his chest. 

“What the fuck did you say?” Jackson demanded. 

Another player, kneeling next to the first one, huffed once. “Don’t it look like we took care of him?” he taunted. 

Jackson dodged me, no longer blocking me as he charged at them. 

“Jackson!” I doubled back after him, reaching for his jersey. Breshaun and others swarmed over too. But it was me who cut in front of him, intervening before he could punch the man. Penny looped her arm around his stomach to tug him back until Breshaun, Damon, and other teammates got in to back him up. 

“Knock it off!” another, newer assistant coach named Eric shouted at them. 

“Jackson, don’t,” I warned, putting both hands on his chest and forcing him to retreat. 

“He—” Clenching his teeth, he growled and shook his head. 

But he backed up. He didn’t push it. He didn’t plow into me to give that asshole his opinion on someone mocking this situation at all. 

“He...” Jackson glowered at the other team, breathing hard and looking like a rabid animal ready to let loose and kill. 

With what he’d said about his previous issues of anger management and regulating his emotions, I knew that this could spiral. But I also knew he wasn’t that guy anymore. The Jackson I knew could take a deep breath and be logical. I’d witnessed his restraint already. 

As they wheeled Sam further off the field, the stadium began to erupt in applause. The platitude kind of clapping that could only mean they wished him well before the game resumed. It distracted us all for a moment, and I kept pushing Jackson back from the other team. 

I glanced at my dad, who caught my attention then. The worry in his eyes proved that I couldn’t be here to prevent more trouble with Jackson punching the other team. I couldn’t stay here at all. 

As my dad followed the stretcher to leave, I looked at Jackson and willed him not to do anything stupid. Not to let anything else happen that would worsen this situation. 

“Please,” I said, exhausted and spent. “Don’t...” 

He shook his head and heaved out a deep breath. Then he shot one more glare at the other team. “I won’t.” 

“Mila?” 

I turned to my dad calling out for me, knowing that I’d be the only one to watch out for him while we worried about Sam and prayed that nothing would worsen his situation either, whatever it currently was. 
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Jackson

Mila reached out for my hand once more. She wasn’t lingering for the sake of not wanting to go, but because she still worried that I’d lash out at the other team. 

That asshole would pay for even daring to mock how hard Sam had been hit. Sam wasn’t my favorite guy in the world—not by a long shot—but I’d be damned if anyone made fun of a serious situation like another player being knocked unconscious. 

“Go on.” 

I squeezed her hand and dipped my chin at her. Once. In acknowledgment that she had to go. 

“I—” She volleyed her gaze back and forth, torn with the agony of her brother being taken away and the trouble on the field. 

“Go.” I pulled her closer for a hug, risking those few seconds. Whatever I could do to infuse her with all the support I could. “I’ll see you as soon as I can, okay?” 

Already, the players were getting off their knees and the announcers were stating that the game would continue. After the heart-stopping terror of seeing Sam unconscious on the turf, it seemed so callous to just act like nothing happened, that life could carry on as expected. 

He could be seriously injured. 

He could have a brain injury or spinal problem. 

He could—

No. Stop. 

I fought back the paranoia of what-ifs. That adrenaline rush of something terrible happening of having to rely on doctors and a medical staff to ensure the best-case scenario wasn’t a fantasy but a solid hope to hold out for.

This was what she was dealing with. All that fear that shone in her eyes. It was the storm that was taking over Coach Moore, too, as the head coach who was leaving to go to the hospital with his son instead of staying in the game. 

“I promise,” I told her. Catching Penny’s worried gaze over her shoulder as I held Mila, I knew that she still wouldn’t be alone. 

Penny nodded at me, coming to get Mila when she hesitated to let go of me. 

“I promise, I will come and see you as soon as I can.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Go watch out for him.” I meant that in more ways than one. “For both of them.” She’d be scared about her dad being stressed and she was terrified with her brother being unconscious after a tackle like that. 

“I will,” she whispered as she released me, backing up. 

“I’ll come find you as soon as the game is done.” It felt so cruel to say that. That this game had to come before her. She was my priority now. The girl who’d stolen my heart. The woman who carried my baby. 

She nodded, turning to jog away and catch up with her dad as he followed Sam out of the stadium. Penny trailed behind them and I had no choice but to turn around and give my attention to the game again—whatever attention still remained. 

Getting my head back into the game was no easy matter. But it seemed like there was still a delay. Coach Carter was stepping in for Coach Moore, and he was off to the side, negotiating with the refs. The other head coach was there as the refs went over the instant replay, ready to call serious foul play on the player who took Sam down. 

I stalled, waiting off to the sideline with the others, worried out of my mind. 

About Mila. 

About Coach. 

About Sam. 

About how I’d be able to tamp down my anger the second I was back in play on the field. 

“What in the fucking hell was that for?” Breshaun asked, shaking his head and watching the coaches and refs. 

“I have no clue,” I replied. 

A tackle like that with excessive force could only seem premediated. But they couldn’t have known if they’d be able to get to Sam like that. Not unless they knew about the plays. 

He watched me, his face serious as Troy joined us. The tight end, too. 

“You changed that play,” Troy whispered. 

I nodded. “Yeah. We did.” Because in the huddle before we went to the scrimmage line, I was trying not to allow that nagging sixth sense that the other team was one step ahead of us with plays, that they seemed to be too prepared for what was coming. 

Even Sam had wanted to change the play. We deviated from those bullshit plays that Coach Carter drilled us on and still, it seemed like it didn’t matter. 

“So how in the fuck could they have known...” Breshaun furrowed his brow, watching me. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said through clenched teeth. 

“Something ain’t right,” Troy said. “Fuck.” He grimaced and scratched his crotch. 

I rolled my eyes at him and his lingering crab issue. 

The refs called serious foul play and we were given a free kick.

Since I wouldn’t have possession of the ball after the kick, I headed back to get water. My throat was still so raw from the adrenaline rush. My heart was still racing from the gust of such a fear. 

We all split up and waited for the game to carry on, but I couldn’t help but feel tense as he called out for me and the backup running backs. 

“Listen, we’ve got to stick to the script.” He nodded at me like he could count on my obedience. 

I bit my lip, unsure about sticking to anything he suggested when I was suspicious of someone selling plays. 

But it can’t be Sam. 

Right? 

How the hell could it be? 

He wouldn’t suggest anything kamikaze like that. 

Right? 

“We stick with the plays you know.” He pinned me with an expectant look. “We’ll finish this game for Sam and do our best with what we’ve practiced and know.” 

I wasn’t sure what the hell I knew anymore. I didn’t trust his plays. I couldn’t know that the other team hadn’t been fed our plays. And I had no way of guessing how Sam was doing, and indirectly, how Mila and Coach were. 

“Which one again?” one of the backups asked while the other team had the ball. 

I tuned in, listening to the complicated plays that Coach Carter had taught us recently. While Eric and another defensive coach took charge, we stayed back and tried to get on the same page. 

Coach Carter walked off, talking to another coach via his headset, and the backup running backs glanced at me. 

“That’s not how I remember them going,” one said. 

“Fuck it.” I shook my head. If Coach Carter was insisting on his plays being followed—no matter what—I’d use the ones that would promise the least contact threat. “Breshaun and Troy and I can figure this out.” I’d rather throw the ball far and count on them scoring that way instead of risking another running back. 

As I waited for possession, I watched the other players. I watched our players. And I couldn’t shake off this suspicion that something was going wrong. 

Aunt Olivia was convinced that I was letting my past shape my fears now. That wasn’t hard to believe, but with this worry that Sam couldn’t be involved in selling plays, I had to seriously debate who else could be sabotaging this team. 

I already went through this once. 

At Ridgeville, after Adam was injured and off the team, he’d put me through a hell of a scandal by suggesting I was betting and throwing games, selling plays. I’d already gone through this bullshit once and I didn’t want to convince myself that it was happening all over again. 

But no other idea came to mind. 

No other explanation could justify why I felt like the other team was being fed intel from ours. And I wasn’t alone in it anymore. The other offensive players were noticing something seeming off as well. 

Maybe it could be excused away as jitters and nerves that came with this being an important game. Perhaps I was blowing this out of proportion in my head. 

But maybe I’m not. 

When I headed back onto the field, I tried to shelve it all. I locked up the fear that the other team could know what I was going to do. Like Mila said, it was just a big game of chess, gladiator style. That was why it was all the more important that I keep my plans and next plans close. 

Because if someone else is hurt...

I shook off the thought, taking on the responsibility to ensure no one else would be. 

It aggravated me, but I stuck with Coach Carter’s plays. I didn’t deviate, but instead of only handing off the ball to the running backs, I stuck with trusting my arm and the wide receivers’ ability to get down the field. 

I gritted my teeth, searching for an opening. 

There. 

I threw the ball to Troy, damn near thirty yards down the field. I dodged the defensive players charging at me and watched the ball soar. And soar. Spinning until it arced down into Troy’s hands and he took off, twisting to avoid a tackle and dashing down the rest of the field. 

Thank fuck. 

The stadium erupted in cheers at another touchdown. 

Thank fuck. 

I jogged off the field, noticing Coach Carter watching me. 

“I thought we were sticking with the plays,” he said. 

I nodded. “I did.” Just not the handoffs. “Touchdown is a touchdown, right?” 

He nodded but didn’t smile. 

The only reason a touchdown wouldn’t matter was if someone wanted to tabulate yards ran or yards passed. Statistics didn’t change a touchdown though. 

I caught my breath and watched the players exchange as the other team got the ball, and once more, more idle and able to think again, I tried my hardest to silence the fears. 

That Sam could be dead. 

That Mila could be beside herself with fear. 

That Coach couldn’t handle the stress. 

That...something was wrong with this team. 

I swallowed hard and gulped more water, caught up with the realization that it wasn’t a matter of fitting in and belonging. 

Only Mila was welcoming me into her family, but I was gripped by the fear of how the Moore family was stuck in tragedy. 

And even though I was still the newcomer, I was trapped in the position, literally, to call the plays and ensure that if anyone was trying to sabotage the team that it wouldn’t result in anyone else being hurt. 

Looking at the others with abject distrust wasn’t healthy, but as I counted down the time left in the game, I couldn’t turn off this need to protect them all. 

You too. 

I’ll be there as soon as I can, Mila. 

You don’t have to face this alone. 

Wiping sweat from my brow, I looked again at the clock and prayed this game would just be done already.

I was needed on the field. 

But I was torn in two with how I felt like my real purpose was to be with Mila and support her the best I could. 

I promise. I’ll be there, Mila.

I’ll never let you down. 

I watched as the ball was intercepted, signaling that we had possession again. 

I just have to make sure I don’t let the team down before I can leave, too. 
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